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			The Lost Notebooks of Giselle Chin

		

	
		
			
			Before the raids, before the hidden compartments and career retrospectives, there was a lonely girl in her room. A lonely girl in a vast cocoon of a bedroom with her own computer, privacy unquestioned. A lonely girl in a busy suburb, brother’s weights dropping across the hall, mother scolding her for spending too much time in her notebooks. A lonely girl in an apartment shared with sisters, and then alone. Secret journal entries, pilfered booze, furtive masturbation.

			They were born in the same year, their families part of a network of Hong Kong Chinese and Taiwanese and Malaysian Chinese and Chinese Filipinos around New York, differences flattened by proximity of exile. Some families stayed in the city, while others, like Giselle Chin’s, flighted to the suburbs, existing in an alternate reality of holidays and weekends, Thanksgiving turkeys with sticky rice, Chinese New Year parties with parents blotto and maudlin as they sang along to Teresa Teng, after which Giselle would fall asleep in the back seat of her family’s Chevy wood wagon on the ride back to Jersey. On Saturday mornings Giselle and her brother Alexander went to Chinese school in a Hackensack church basement with the other jook-sing kids and one white dad who had a Chinese wife and kid, where they learned how to count in Mandarin and replicate Xeroxes of brush paintings with ink.

			The Weis’ Fourth of July barbecue was supposed to be a summer reunion for the Chinese school students and their families. Larry Wei, a year younger than Giselle, made his presence known as she circled a table of potato chips and onion dip. “Guess what,” he said, mouth full. “I made a sandwich out of chips with chips inside.”

			She considered ignoring him. The TV was on, and Giselle was surprised to see Jackie Ong slouched on the sofa, hair cut in a short, sleek angle following her jawline. Jackie lived in a town with no public schools because all the kids were rich and went to private. Jeans looked stylish on her without trying, while Giselle’s were bunched around her crotch. She had a wedgie, her butt was sweating, and around Jackie Ong, she felt like she stomped when she walked.

			This was 1983. Chinese school wasn’t like regular school, where boys made kung-fu shouts as they pelted Giselle’s face in gym-class dodgeball. Jackie had arrived at Chinese school the previous year, at the end of fifth grade. One Saturday, when they were supposed to be painting pictures of flowers during Culture Hour, Giselle pressed her brush against the paper to drip shapes with the ink, large blots of black against smaller, lighter ones, and across the table, Jackie said, “Very Jackson Pollock.” Giselle didn’t know who that was but figured she should pretend. She said, “Oh, yeah?” The teacher came over and shushed them, but Jackie flashed her own painting at Giselle. She’d colored the entire piece of paper in solid black.

			They were friendly, but they were not friends. Instead, Giselle tolerated occasional Saturday afternoons with the Lin sisters, who excelled at Culture Hour painting and liked to play Baby Shower with their Barbies. But now the Lins were away for the summer, and so Giselle moved to the sofa with a handful of potato chips, Larry trailing. She asked Jackie what she was watching, and Jackie made a fart sound with her lips and said, “My mom says I have to make friends because she’s worried I’m going to turn out strange.”

			Larry said they could go up to his room. “Let’s make prank calls,” Jackie said. They made Larry go first. The phone had a plastic case designed to look like a football. He turned the pages of the phone book for a long time before dialing the number for an I. PUFFENBARGER, only to panic and hang up as soon as someone answered. Jackie dialed M. LORENTZ and read a string of numbers in a Cookie Monster voice. Giselle dialed D. HIGON and, when a man picked up, asked if he liked the movie E.T. He said, “I guess I do.” They crowded out Larry, calling one name after another. Somehow Jackie knew exactly what to do to make Giselle laugh, and somehow Giselle was doing the same to Jackie, whose goofy, braying snicker belied her usual cool.

			There was a girl in the doorway that Giselle didn’t recognize, hair in two long braids, the left one partially undone. Her skin was summer brown, her features broad, and her eyes inquisitive. Her jaw, set square, moved slightly. She was chewing gum.

			“What are you guys doing?”

			“We’re making prank calls,” Larry said.

			“Like calling people and pretending to be someone else?”

			Jackie held up the phone book. The girl took a spot on the carpet. She extracted her gum and pressed the gray wad against a page as if to bookmark it, then dialed a number. Someone answered, and the girl said, in a Bugs Bunny voice, “It’s a Fourth of July sale, save save save, our prices are in-sane!”

			Giselle laughed. The girl hung up. “This is dumb. Let’s do something else.”

			Larry took the football phone and kept it in his lap. “Who are you?”

			“Ellen Ng. Who are you?”

			“Are you new here?” Giselle asked.

			“I live in the city. Sandy Wong’s sort of my cousin. I’m just visiting.” Ellen Ng picked at a scab on her knee. “What do you do out here for fun besides prank calls?” The way she said it made Giselle embarrassed for laughing so hard.

			“We do nothing,” Jackie said.

			Larry said, “Sometimes I ride my bike.”

			“We ride the subway,” Ellen said.

			“My dad says the subway is dangerous,” Larry said.

			“How do you know it’s not dangerous here? The worst things can happen in the quietest of places.” Ellen stood, adjusting her denim cutoffs. “Let’s go outside.”

			They walked down the carpeted stairs into the kitchen, where Larry’s mother intercepted him with a platter of spare ribs. Ellen and Giselle and Jackie continued into the yard, past the dads drinking beer and grilling, past Alexander smoking cigarettes with the Pan twins and Sandy Wong behind the Weis’ garage, and through a gap in a fence. Weeds and oniongrass brushed at their ankles. They faced a backyard on the next street over, with a swing set and little blonde kids and a long table of food, Coke cans and hamburgers and fixings, potato rolls pricked with toothpicks flying tiny American flags.

			Giselle moved through the grass toward the strangers’ barbecue. She felt Jackie and Ellen following her and let her body loosen, mosquitoes grazing on her arm. At the table she took a paper plate, then a bun, a slice of cheese, and one beef patty. Jackie took a bun and patty, a pickle, and a slice of tomato. “Ketchup?” Giselle said, and Jackie said yes, please. Giselle inverted a bottle of Heinz. Ellen thumped it with her hand.

			They waited for ketchup. A mom in khaki shorts had noticed them and was walking their way. Jackie put down her food, and Ellen locked eyes with the mom as she took another burger. Giselle turned to leave, smoothing her breath until it came out steady. She saw the mom approaching, but as they reached the fence, they didn’t speed up, didn’t run. As they returned to the Weis’ yard, Ellen took a bite of her burger, and Giselle took a bite of hers and said, “Delicious.”

			“It would be even better with ketchup,” Jackie said.

			For Giselle, the best thing was that none of them reacted. They had all instinctively agreed to play the situation with straight faces. To acknowledge that it was a situation would break the spell, but they all knew, and knew the others knew, that it was, indeed, a situation. A kind of performance.

			Everything looked the same at the Weis’ barbecue. Giselle watched her mom talking with Jackie’s mom, who wore tinted glasses and preppy clothing and chain-smoked. She watched Larry Wei lighting a sparkler. She felt like she’d gone through a miniature time warp, touching down on another planet to return ten minutes later.

			They forked noodles into their mouths. Down the street came the sound of fireworks. “You guys should come to the city,” Ellen said. “We could get into something together.”

			This was the beginning, what Giselle would describe, years later, writing in one of the many notebooks lost to fire, working for hours at that long table in her apartment by the water, as

			 . . . the SEEDS of our aesthetics

			 . . . we saw each other for who we were // masked weirdos, undercover pranksters

			And later:

			 . . . MEAT the RICH

			

			—

			Giselle’s parents watched TV news footage of a man assassinated as he came out of an airplane in Manila. Dinner was chicken stew with mushrooms and carrots. Giselle’s mother, Mercy, cooked every day. When she had to work late at St. Joseph’s, Tony, Giselle’s father, took Giselle and Alexander to Burger King. “Don’t tell Ma,” he said, though Mercy always found out. The food she’d made that morning would still be in the fridge.

			Mercy, former pageant winner, Miss Photogenic, migrated three resentful sisters, two aunts, one uncle, and many resulting cousins from the Philippines to North America on the power of her looks. A millimeter in the space between her eyes, the shape of her mouth, and the hang of her nose, and the Bautistas understood how Mercy’s face made her different from the rest of the family. Her parents sent her to Manila to live with a cousin. She met Tony Chin, a university graduate with a job offer at a pharmaceutical company in America.

			After a few fraught years, it was clear that looks-wise, Giselle would take after her mother rather than her father, though both Giselle and Alexander shared Tony’s flatter, wider nose, something Mercy never ceased to lament, so powerful her conviction that if Giselle’s nose were a bit thinner, the bridge just a bit higher— Then what? Giselle would say.

			Alexander and Tony ate and stayed thin, though Alexander lifted weights to get bulkier, but for Mercy and Giselle, eating required rigor and constant diligence. Women were in danger of letting themselves go. Leg lifts, aerobics videos, and Crystal Light: homework for grown-up women. If you did not let go, you got an A. You were being tested all the time.

			Earlier in the day, Mercy had taken Giselle shopping for bras. In two weeks, Giselle would start seventh grade, and before she got her own, she’d prayed for boobs. Like Kodak film, she waited to develop, jumping in front of the mirror each morning until finally she spied movement, two minuscule meatballs. In a Kmart dressing room with ossified gum on the walls, Mercy scrutinized the meatballs, snug in two bright white cups with a rose sewn in the middle, plucked from the clearance bin of Ladies’ Undergarments. Prickling beneath the tidal force of her mother’s inspection, Giselle closed her eyes and awaited the pronouncement. “Remember,” Mercy said, “you need to be careful now. Don’t let boys touch you.”

			Giselle took a scoop of rice. A scoop of stew. Tony took two scoops of each. Alexander took three; Mercy half a scoop. “Lou Borelli’s full of hot air,” Tony said, complaining about his boss. “Acts like he knows everything.” Giselle finished the food on her plate. There were more carrot pieces in the stew, chunks of chicken.

			Tony’s and Mercy’s paychecks helped Giselle’s grandparents in the Philippines and those who had stayed behind. Auntie Pacita stayed to take care of her parents because she was the youngest daughter and unmarried. Uncle Bong stayed because his mistresses were in Manila and he’d married into money. Auntie Cecilia stayed because she was married to a man who did not want to leave. Being an adult meant you had to work at a job you hated in order to support your family. “Work, work, work, until you die,” Tony liked to say to Giselle and Alexander.

			Giselle eyed the carrots. Maybe when she was an adult, things would be different. She had a weak perm and bangs streaked orange with hydrogen peroxide and wore a retainer that entrapped food. Alexander had a baby mustache and zits. Maybe she would never have to become an adult.

			She transported a piece of carrot to her plate and divided it into five pieces. She would chew each piece thirty times, like she read in an article in Seventeen. Alexander dumped the rest of the stew onto his plate.

			She hit ten chews on the first piece. Alexander burped. “Yummy, yummy.”

			“Fuck you,” she mouthed across the table. She reached thirty and swallowed, though by then the carrot was liquid.

			“Did you read about that model in the paper today?” Mercy said.

			Every weekday, Tony brought home the Post after his 5:14 NJ Transit train. Giselle had studied the newsprint pictures of the model smiling. A month after the photo was taken, an ex-boyfriend slashed her face.

			I’LL NEVER MODEL AGAIN!

			“She was slutty,” Alexander said.

			“She was pretty,” Mercy said. “What a waste.”

			Giselle said, “Would it be as much of a waste if she was ugly?”

			“Of course. But it’s different.”

			Giselle leaned forward to take another carrot, then hesitated. She was small but not small enough. Small with the potential to get less small. A girl at school puked after every meal and got so sick, she had to go to the hospital. Giselle tried it, but there was something too animal about it, too uncontrolled. She couldn’t puke without hearing her father saying, like he did when she and Alexander didn’t finish all the food on their plates, “American kids waste and waste.” Eating to barf was a waste of both food and energy. Why bother to eat in the first place?

			“Like mother, like daughter,” Tony said. “Always dieting.”

			“Too bad you don’t need to diet,” Mercy said. “Food is expensive.”

			“What do you know about money?”

			“Stop,” Giselle said.

			Mercy said, “Don’t talk back to your father.”

			

			—

			On MTV, men with long hair and tight pants screamed and pumped their crotches, volume tweaked on their electric guitars. A guitarist played a solo between two women with towering perms, draped over the front of a sports car, as the women raked the air with clawlike fingernails, boobs squeezed high inside their red dresses. Giselle let her own hair fall over her eyes. She did a guitar solo, air. She pretended her hand didn’t belong to her and pressed her lips against it, left a damp ring.

			With anthropological attention, Missi Santamaria had shown Giselle and Taryn McMenamy her dad’s Hustlers one day after school, where the women resembled beige seals, coated in oil, with hard, shiny balloon tits. In the Santamarias’ living room, they watched scrambled cable channels, the premium ones their parents didn’t subscribe to, and tried to decode body parts. Was that squiggle a butt or a dick? Did fast wavy lines mean that people were doing it? While Taryn and Missi were downstairs, Giselle snuck back into Missi’s parents’ bedroom and carefully removed a page from one of the magazines, a photo of a topless model riding a horse. The picture had made her warm between the legs, then angry at the model and her giant hair and frozen smile. Back at home, she cut the page up and there was a relief, rearranging the pieces into an abstract blur of grays and browns, which she affixed on a new sheet of paper with Scotch tape. If you looked closely, you could make out the tits, but you had to know what to look for.

			Even at that age, before Giselle knew the words for what she was doing, before she gained familiarity with the lineage she might someday become part of, she valued process and practice. She wasn’t thinking about how to make the most interesting collage, the prettiest painting. The physicality of making things, the performance, temporarily displaced how stuck she felt, in this particular body, family, town, time. Like during what she referred to as the burger situation at the Weis’ barbecue, when she’d been momentarily immune to the gazes and projections of others and she had moved through the yard invulnerable. Conscious and not-conscious. This would become her private superpower, the ability to escape herself, to circumvent expectations.

			She pushed a videocassette labeled mom aerobics into the VCR and hit record as the music video played. Counted to ten and stopped. She changed the channel and recorded ten seconds of a commercial for maxi pads, ten seconds of a news anchor with twin fountains of feathered hair. The jerky cuts, the random clips smushed together until they approximated something new, amused her in the way that making prank calls with Ellen and Jackie had. She could record things every day, make her own videos.

			In the bathroom she stood on the scale. The numbers remained the same. She would let herself expand, let her family’s disappointments accrue.

			

			—

			New York City, according to the papers, was a cesspool of violence, but New Jersey was the smell of cut grass, the squeak of swing sets, and the hazy idyll of clockwork holidays: July Fourth fireworks, Halloween, a dad in a Santa Claus suit ho-ho-ing at the mall. Jump rope, tag, kick-the-can; the presumption, enforcement, of sealed suburban safety. Cops came to school and fingerprinted everyone in case they got kidnapped. Giselle saw Close Encounters of the Third Kind and The Day After with Missi and Taryn and had nightmares of aliens and glowing bombs. “When there’s a nuclear war,” Missi whispered, “run to the basement bunker as soon as you see the mushroom cloud.”

			Communists hated freedom. At school Giselle recited the Pledge of Allegiance every morning, ran laps and obtained a certificate of physical fitness signed by Ronald Reagan. There was a war going on, a war on drugs, and the PSA warnings made drugs sound amazing; she couldn’t wait to do them too. Something about absolutes, the cultish nature of them, made her wary of unconditional loyalty to sports teams, politicians, alma maters, never mind nation.

			Giselle’s favorite book was a biography of a deceased heiress who starred in Warhol’s Factory films before dying of an overdose. She borrowed this book from the Millwood Public Library, returned it, and borrowed it again. She was obsessed with a photograph of the heiress in a leotard, bleached hair chopped short, lying across a bed in a hospital with her legs kicking at the air. Giselle wanted to be known for something but didn’t want to be the muse of some male artist. She wanted to be the artist. She recorded her video clips and collected fingernail clippings, earwax, rubber bands, and paper clips inside empty jars, labeled. After the Our Father, Hail Mary, and Glory Be, prayers so fused into her days that although she no longer feared God would be offended if she skipped them—couldn’t picture God beyond some principal-cop entity in the sky—not saying them would feel like she’d left the faucet running, she extracted a notebook from under her mattress and drew a picture of what she had done that day. She did this every night because if she missed a day, she felt incomplete, like the day hadn’t happened or hadn’t meant anything. Her parents said it was Alexander’s and Giselle’s responsibility to remember things, to be the repository of family memories. At the end of each year, she created a time capsule, a note to herself to be opened a year from today, unless the nukes or aliens get us 1st!, folded into an envelope she taped onto the back wall of her closet.

			In the winter of seventh grade, Evan Krantz creamed Giselle with a snowball during a playground free-for-all. She’d been flattered by his attention until he chased her behind the slides, ski-lift tickets clanking on his coat zipper, and shoved her hand down his pants. She told no one, especially not Missi, who had a crush on Evan, and wondered if it had been her fault because she thought he was cute.

			In the fall of eighth grade, while walking home from school, a man in a fancy car pulled up next to her and made kissing noises out the window. She walked faster. He followed, driving slowly, until he pressed too hard on the gas and the car jumped the curb. “Look what you made me do!” he shouted. She took off, running across the street and into someone’s yard.

			Giselle no longer dieted. Her hair was long and all one color, bangs arching over her forehead, eyes lined in black. She wore jeans with rips in the knees and sweatshirts that fell over one shoulder. She saw Jackie Ong at Chinese school on Saturdays, where they got in trouble for not following directions during Culture Hour. They each talked to Ellen a few times on the phone. Mostly, Ellen was the one who talked: about some kid who’d gotten the shit kicked out of him because he hit on the wrong girl, this boy in her building who had a pet shark, a girl she knew with seven fingers on her left hand. Giselle didn’t mind listening. She thought Jackie was cool and mysterious and pampered, but Ellen was interesting and brave.

			The calls with Ellen were short because long distance was pricey, and Giselle’s parents made her pay out of the money she made babysitting the neighbors’ bratty kids. When Giselle called Ellen, the line was usually busy, or she’d leave a message with someone she assumed to be one of Ellen’s sisters and wasn’t sure if the message would ever be received. She wrote Ellen a four-page letter, and three months later received a sheet of crumpled notebook paper with small, blocky handwriting. Ellen wrote that her sister Betty had eloped with a guy who worked in a Greek restaurant who was ten years older and fuck were their parents fucking pissed. Gotta run, she signed off at the bottom of the page, write soon!! Giselle wrote back the following day, but Ellen never replied.

			

			—

			At the beginning of Giselle’s freshman year at Millwood High, 1985, Tony accepted a transfer to an office in Taiwan and moved into a company-sponsored apartment in Taipei. His workplace was expanding and he was the one New York employee fluent in English and Chinese. He would come back to New Jersey three times a year: in April, to do taxes; in August, to visit Mercy’s cousins at the shore; and in December, for Christmas.

			Without him, dinner was usually just Giselle and Mercy, meals that Giselle prepared. Soups from cans with vegetables from cans; TV dinners and Steak-umm sandwiches with fried eggs on top. Giselle searched through her mother’s recipe box, yellowed index cards written in Mercy’s optimistic, newlywed handwriting, recipes for beef pot pie (via Better Homes & Gardens), something called “Engagement Chicken,” and pork embotido (T’s favorite! His mom’s recipe). She didn’t remember her mother ever cooking these things. She chose a clipping for salmon in creamed spinach and walked to ShopRite to pick up the ingredients, paid for with coupons from the Sunday circulars. Mercy ate the food. “Where’s Alexander?”

			“I don’t know, Ma.” Alexander was a junior with a car and part-time job at the Route 4 cineplex. He lifted weights while blasting the synthetic repeti-beat of freestyle, the helium voices of the Cover Girls, the thin monotone of TKA, tossing his dumbbells on the floor after each set. He had a girlfriend, Stephanie Kuo, clean-cut and churchy in khakis and headbands, whose parents didn’t let her go to parties. Alexander liked to brag that Stephanie got good grades and had never been drunk.

			Giselle watched her mother. The muscles around her eyes and mouth wavered, then stilled. It was hard to predict when Mercy would slide from anger to self-pity, from sarcasm to grief. It was Giselle’s job to make sure Mercy was okay.

			Giselle’s features solidified. Whether she was beautiful, hot, pretty, or none of the above changed according to who was doing the looking and to whom she was being compared. Beauty was relative, reflective; you learned early to rank and code, to tally appearance and desirability in seconds, a subconscious algorithm that input body parts, clothing, attitude, makeup.

			At the mall food court, cruising for boys: the cute ones usually went for Taryn or even Missi, leaving Giselle with the shortest boy or the one with bad skin. When the cute one did talk to her, he would say things like “What are you, anyway? You speak English good.”

			The one time the hottest guy in the group asked for Giselle’s number, Taryn said, afterward, “I don’t know. He was a little weird.”

			“I thought he was cute,” Giselle said.

			“Ew,” said Missi, though she had sped up her walk to get the seat next to him. “You’re not going to go out with him, are you?”

			Giselle, Taryn, and Missi sent away for Burning Airlines catalogs and joined Amnesty International to write letters in support of political prisoners in Asia and Africa. Giselle’s parents scoffed at her earnest insistence that writing letters would change the world. “Tell that to Ferdinand Marcos,” Tony said. They flirted uselessly with the college guys who worked at the record store, congratulating themselves on name-dropping the right albums, not yet understanding it was the wrong currency entirely, Missi in her combat boots, Taryn with her forehead acne, Giselle saying nothing and wondering if any of them thought she was the prettiest one, or at least the most intriguing, with a silent, moody allure.

			They cut school and took the bus into the city to buy 45s at Tower and clothes at the flea market on Fourth and Broadway, Giselle acquiring a rayon minidress with a zipper on the side and a mustard-yellow beret that would pill in the wash. The night before, she had called Ellen, who, beyond hope, answered the phone and said sure, she could meet Giselle in the East Village tomorrow afternoon. Giselle hadn’t mentioned the Ellen plan to Missi and Taryn, not wanting to be burned if Ellen didn’t show, but then there she was, waiting at the Astor Place cube in a trench coat, Air Jordans, and blue track pants with yellow stripes down the sides.

			Giselle saw Ellen’s eyebrows pop up at the sight of her, eyes sliding over Taryn and Missi as if she was configuring some new information about Giselle.

			“You look smart,” Ellen said, and Giselle wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or an insult.

			“So do you.”

			She introduced her friends. Missi’s voice went quiet and Taryn laughed when Ellen said “Hey,” but it was a small, nervous laugh.

			“What are you all up to?” Ellen asked.

			Giselle said, “Just walking around.”

			“You have a particular destination in mind? Some special big-city tourist thing you want to do?”

			“We went shopping,” Taryn said.

			“You want to go shopping.”

			“No,” Giselle said. “Anyway, I’m not a tourist. You hang out around here a lot, right?”

			“Queens,” Ellen said.

			Ellen started walking, Giselle beside her, matching her pace. They wound east. Behind them, Giselle heard Taryn saying something to Missi about the neighborhood being sleazy, and Giselle wanted to protest and say, I’m not like them. But she was, and she was anxious, too, not because of the city but because of the possibility of Ellen’s judgment.

			

			—

			Sophomore year, Giselle made out with a junior named Craig Sammons who sort of looked like Axl Rose. Craig had an electric guitar and talked about how he could play, but when Giselle asked him to, he said he was still learning. Lying on his bed, they listened to Exodus and the beat made Giselle feel like she had to French kiss in double time.

			On the phone, Craig Sammons talked like his mouth was pressed against the receiver. “Rrr-arr,” he said, a cat noise, when Giselle answered his questions about what she was wearing and what kind of boys she liked. He expected her to be flattered by his resulting pronouncements: girls don’t like sports, girls scream when they are scared and are scared often, girls don’t like true metal.

			Craig said, “I bet you like romantic movies.”

			“I like the ones where the guy gets killed.”

			“What?”

			“The kind where there’s a serial killer and the guy gets killed or eaten by a monster. Or a wolf? Total romance. I swoon.”

			“What movie is this? I don’t get it.”

			“There’s too much to get, huh.”

			Giselle got off the phone. She drew in her notebook, a new one with a Salvador Dalí print on its cover, and played a tape Jackie had sent her, the music dark and electronic.

			Jackie and Giselle didn’t see each other now that they no longer went to Chinese school, which was for kids. They didn’t talk on the phone; they sent each other art mail. This was an idea Giselle had proposed, and unlike Ellen, Jackie was a dedicated correspondent. Giselle didn’t know much about Jackie’s regular school life; she rarely mentioned the names of any friends or enemies or crushes, though Giselle talked about hers all the time. In a large envelope that included ads from Seventeen sullied in Sharpie, she wrote to Jackie about drinking wine coolers at a party while the host’s family was away. And here’s the thing, we were in Craig’s kid sister’s room on this bed with stuffed animals. Don’t tell anyone, but when I was making out with Craig, I felt so weird and lonely and sad.

			Jackie wrote back: Sometimes in the winter when it’s 4 in the afternoon and I’m alone in the house I’ll play a 45 and watch the record spinning and you can see on the label how long the song is and I’ll think: Now I am 4:02 minutes closer to death. Now 3:59. Now. Now. Now. The rest of the page was filled up with the same word, again and again, in increasingly smaller letters. Jackie’s aesthetic was stripped-down, monochrome. Now. Now. Now. Now. Now. Now.

			Sometimes they wrote to one another as made-up characters. Giselle’s pseudonym Lora Day lived on a Mediterranean island in 1912, a year that gave Giselle the chills. Jackie wrote from the point of view of a robot named Celeste, after the frozen pizza, who lived in the year 2024 on a space station on Mars. When they said the years aloud, they shivered. Giselle felt disgusted by that old song that went In the year 2525. Jackie was nauseated by that old song that went When I was seventeen / It was a very good year.

			Giselle sliced up her report card and recollaged it over an ad for Stridex acne pads. Jackie typed a log of the conversations she’d had over three days and printed it on a scroll of perforated paper with holes in the margins and long strings of computerized numbers on the back, paper from her dad’s job.

			At school, Missi and Taryn whispered and laughed to one another and Giselle asked what was so funny. “Something that happened when Missi slept over on Saturday,” Taryn said.

			In Chemistry, Giselle cornered Missi as she shook a test tube. “Are you mad at me?”

			“You know Taryn liked Craig and everything. It sucks, what you did to her.”

			“She liked him last year.”

			“You didn’t have to get him to like you. How could you do that to her?”

			“He was the one who started calling me. I don’t even like him that much.”

			“Wow.” Missi’s lip curled. “You think you’re such hot shit now.”

			

			—

			Giselle explored the nether regions of the radio dial, the fuzzy talk shows, religious programming and college radio, discarded genres of polka and folk and bebop. She heard a DJ talk about two performance artists who tied themselves together with a rope for one year. That was the art piece; that was the art. They were always together but not allowed to touch. The rope was long enough so they could be in different rooms and one could go to the bathroom without the other. When one of the artists taught a class, the other went along and sat on the ground. “What was the point?” the DJ said. “Isn’t life complicated enough?” This was followed by a cartoon boing! noise.

			She never found that station again but couldn’t stop thinking about the piece, the idea of art being a performance, the performance itself so ordinary and therefore so absurd. It was a situation! There were no tickets for it, no audience, or was everyone the audience? You could make something that wasn’t a picture or a movie, create a dare for yourself and live it every day, going to work or school, sleeping and taking a shower, and that could be art. It offered a comfort: she didn’t have to be a famous adult to be an artist. It lobbed a challenge: If she was to create a performance, what would it be? She drew a red dot on her arm every day for a week and Mercy asked if she had a rash.

			Giselle wrote about the rope piece in a letter to Jackie, who wrote back that she’d heard of the artists before, of course she had, and did Giselle know that one of them was a woman and the other a man and Taiwanese? Giselle had assumed they were both men, both white. Jackie sent Giselle a videotaped copy of a movie called News from Home, where the filmmaker read letters, in French, that her mother had sent to her over footage of New York City, what she saw on her walks, the streets, the muted and drifting cars. Giselle wanted to make a similar movie with footage of Millwood but didn’t have a video camera. Instead she made mixtape covers with rubber cement and magazine clippings, cutting up letters for the titles. She decided she would start a performance where she would listen to the same song every day for a year but couldn’t decide which song. Jackie made mixes on TDKs; Giselle on Maxells, bought in sixteen-pack bricks. When she ran out, she put Scotch tape across the plastic indentations of her parents’ cassettes and taped over them, and when her father came home for Christmas, she apologized for erasing his Elvis’s greatest hits.

			

			—

			Christmas was a subdued affair at the Chins’. There was no tree with actual pine needles dripping with ornaments and tinsel, no holiday roast or grandparents to visit like there were at Missi’s and Taryn’s. Giselle didn’t hang out with Taryn and Missi anyway. There was only Tony home after four months in Taiwan. Giselle had met her grandparents twice, and never at Christmas. Her father’s parents had visited the States for a month when Giselle was too young to remember, and later, the Chins visited the Philippines and Mercy’s family commented on Alexander’s height and Giselle’s weight as evidence that their parents were rich, the children sloppy and undisciplined.

			The Chins exchanged practical gifts in reused wrapping paper, slippers, socks, gloves, plastic squirt pumps of Keri lotion and Jergens moisturizer, and ate pancit bihon in front of the TV. They went to midnight Mass on Christmas Eve so they could stay in their pajamas the next day. Then the phone rang on the morning of the twenty-sixth, and Giselle was surprised when Mercy said it was for her. It was Jackie. “What are you doing?”

			“Nothing,” Giselle said.

			“Let’s go to the mall. Let’s get some Orange Julius.”

			They met at Paramus Park because their parents refused to drive them twenty minutes farther to drop them off at Garden State Plaza, which had three levels, two record stores, and a movie theater. Paramus Park was a mall for babies and old people. It was where you went because you couldn’t get anywhere else.

			But Jackie was waiting by the fountain, dressed in a slouchy black blazer, black leggings, and a black baseball cap. One side of her hair was cut shorter than the other, bangs smoothed down under the rim of her hat.

			Jackie was the type of beautiful that people didn’t immediately notice. You thought you were the first to discover it, and then it was all you saw. She was thin and tall, sure-footed, boobless with perfect posture, a quick, unfettered confidence mostly seen in alpha white girls. When picking up Giselle at Chinese school, Mercy commented on Jackie’s bone structure and creamy skin, the arch of her eyebrows, the tip of her infrequent smile, her petite, symmetrical face.

			“Merry Christmas,” Giselle said, trying to slow her walk. She hoped she didn’t sound corny.

			“Season’s greetings,” Jackie said. “I have something for you.”

			“I have something for you!”

			They exchanged tapes wrapped in magazine pages. They chomped on grape bubble gum and practiced blowing bubbles inside bubbles, browsing T-shirts and sterling-silver jewelry. “Let’s get Orange Juliuses,” Jackie said, and Giselle said, “I love Orange Julius.” Jackie’s tone, deadpan and breezy, allowed Giselle to feel like they were playing at being white girls, and in doing so, making fun of them.

			In the food court they spotted three boys in denim jackets, preppy with fluffy hair and collared shirts. “Well, lah-de-dah,” Jackie said. “Very European,” Giselle said. It was understood, without saying, that they were doing this as a prank. Not seriously, not like with Taryn and Missi.

			Giselle swiveled her head so her hair fell over her shoulders. This was a performance. This could be Art. She suppressed a laugh, cocked a hip. The boys’ eyes skimmed over her, turned to Jackie, then back to her. They introduced themselves. The short and skinny one was Erik, the freckled one with zits was Will, and the cute one was Steve. Jackie raised her hand in greeting but didn’t move closer.

			“Are you two sisters?” Will said.

			Giselle said, “What made you think that?”

			Steve punched Will on the arm. “It was a joke.” Steve sat with his legs spread out, taking up so much room that Erik was almost falling off his chair. Giselle could see facial hair on his jaw. “You’re funny,” he said to her.

			Jackie seemed bored, and Giselle saw her through the boys’ eyes: a snob, a weirdo. The pretty one, uninterested.

			“We’ve got to go powder our noses,” Giselle said.

			They palmed tubes of lip gloss and compacts of eye shadow and slid them into the pockets of their coats. They walked calmly past the salesgirls restocking banana hair clips and body spray as “Baby Love” blared on the store speakers, past the Chess King, past the Sharper Image where Giselle once fell asleep in the massage chair. “They’re coming for us,” Giselle whispered, “the salesgirls.” Jackie whispered, “I won’t let them get us.” They linked arms and walked faster. “I can hear their heels clicking and clacking, click click click,” whispered Giselle. If the barbecue with Ellen had been the site of a burger situation, then this was a situation, too, a mall situation.

			They turned down a passageway and Giselle twisted the knob of a blank gray door, not expecting it to open, but it did. Jackie stepped inside. They entered a hallway, which led to another door, which led to a room, and then they were in the guts of the building, in a dusty, windowless space with two-by-fours and plastic tarps. It was dark and smelled of sawdust. They heard a rustle. “A mouse?” Jackie said. Giselle said, “Let’s go.”

			She slept over at Jackie’s house, which was angular and modern and spooky with quiet. The house scared Giselle because there was so much of it. Jackie was an only child and had her own bathroom, TV, and VCR. She had a computer, which Giselle had never seen in someone’s house before. She had a queen-size bed and a wall unit with a desk, while Giselle’s room could only fit a twin bed from when she and Alexander were babies, the space underneath it used to store clothes. Jackie’s mother was religious, not Catholic like the Chins, but something Protestant and therefore suspect. Jackie’s father worked with computers and set up a security camera at the bottom of their driveway.

			There was no alcohol in the Ongs’ house, and it smelled faintly of fabric softener. In Jackie’s room, they ate Ferrero Rocher chocolates from a heart-shaped plastic box and watched a movie called Times Square, Nicky Marotta leaping off a rooftop into a crowd of Sleez Sisters fans and running into the seedy Manhattan night. “If they treat you like garbage, put your body in a garbage bag. If they treat you like a criminal, black out your eyes.” They called a radio station and requested songs, dedicated from Pammy to Nicky.

			“I want to be an artist,” Giselle said. It was the first time she’d said it aloud. In middle school she had gotten good grades in art class, praised for her drawing skills and ability to color inside the lines. That changed at Millwood High. In Art I, they painted color wheels and the teacher gave Giselle a C-minus because of her inability to mix colors in the right proportions. In Art II, they reproduced prints of famous paintings in an art book and sketched fruits in a bowl. Giselle got a C-minus in that class because she drew horns and teeth on the fruit, then wrote dialogue. She’d grown annoyed by the limitations of drawing, how it could never fully convey the feelings and ideas she wanted. Her teacher thought her depiction of Sunday-night malaise was “a pretty lake.” In general, she was a lazy student, bored and daydreamy, prone to napping in back rows. Her grades were mostly Bs, better than Alexander’s, but Alexander was putting off college. He wanted to take some time to work and make money after high school before going for a business degree. Mercy and Tony were trying to persuade him to apply sooner. When it came to Giselle, Tony said he wasn’t going to help pay for college if she wanted to do something pointless that didn’t make any money. You can draw pictures after work, Mercy said.

			Jackie didn’t laugh or roll her eyes. “What type of art do you want to make?”

			“Not paintings of mountains or anything like that. More like, I don’t know, performance art, like those artists who spent a year tied together with rope. Some art that hasn’t been invented yet.”

			“What do you think you could do like that for a year?”

			“Lots of things, actually. I already keep records of what I do every day.”

			“I do too!” Jackie turned on her computer and showed Giselle a program she wrote, which asked and answered questions. She said she wanted to make computer programs. “You can also type in a record and save it, like a diary.”

			“That’s so cool,” Giselle said. Everything Jackie did was cool without trying. “I bet you can make a lot of money writing computer programs.”

			Jackie shrugged, as if she’d never thought about it. “You can probably make money being a famous artist.”

			“I don’t think so. I’ll probably have to work a job I hate. I don’t even know if I’m going to college.”

			“Really? My parents would kill me if I didn’t go. But who cares. If you were an artist, you could leave and go live anywhere.”

			“I can’t. My mom needs me. The whole family would fall apart if I wasn’t there.”

			“What about your brother?”

			“He’s a dumb boy.”

			“So what? It’s your life, not theirs.”

			“So everything.”

			“I can’t wait to be old enough to get out of here.”

			“Me too. But I feel bad about it.”

			They drank from a thermos of whiskey Giselle had brought, filled from one of Tony’s big bottles, and she told Jackie what her mother had once said: “Chinese girls are a good influence. They’re nice girls, not like American girls.” Trashed, they laughed so hard, they peed a little. Jackie had a video camera, and they recorded themselves doing things. Giselle instructed Jackie to stand in a corner and rise up, then down, on her toes while counting out loud. Jackie instructed Giselle to stand partly off-screen and talk about her favorite TV commercials. At first Giselle was uncomfortable being on camera, but recording with Jackie inspired her to make things of quality. Whatever Jackie’s tastes were, they were the right ones. Smart, sometimes funny, but never overstated.

			Jackie hadn’t been in touch with any of the other kids from Chinese school. Giselle said her brother still hung out with Charlene Wei and the Pan twins and that they were okay. The Pan twins had known her since she was a shrimpy pest who begged to tag along with the older kids to the Mott Street arcade and would never creep on her the way Alexander’s Millwood roid-rager friends did.

			Jackie said, “But I talked to Ellen a few weeks ago.”

			“You did?” Giselle hadn’t spoken to Ellen since the day they saw each other in the city. “So you talk to her all the time now?”

			“No, more like the opposite. We should call her.”

			They called. Jackie had her own phone line, her parents didn’t care about the cost of long distance, but Ellen wasn’t home.

		

	
		
			
			After high school, Giselle signed up for classes at Bergen Community College and quit before her second semester. That winter, she moved into the top floor of a crumbly house in Hoboken with her friend Sherilyn, whom she’d met while selling shoes at Garden State Plaza, and Sherilyn’s friends Carmen and Miles. She got a new job at a copy store, walking distance from the apartment. Giselle’s room was the smallest and crappiest, with two doors on opposite walls, doors through which other people frequently passed on their way to other rooms, and for this she paid the cheapest rent. It was the start of a new decade, 1990.

			In the apartment, no matter how late she fell asleep, she woke early. Six thirty, seven. She appreciated regimen, routine and order, that precious window of time when everything was quiet. She sat in bed, pulling the sheets around her, and retrieved her notebook and markers to write about the day before. She sketched her friends, kept lists of shows she saw, people she fooled around with, movies watched. If you did not maintain the days, what proof would you have of your existence, time passing?

			When she got home from work, there were people in the living room passing around Miles’s bong. “You mean you haven’t even seen Repo Man,” one of them said, a girl whose voice resembled a goose. A pepperoni pizza lay ravaged on the table, leaking oil on a Snapple bottle stuffed with cigarette butts. Giselle dreamt of space, in her head and her surroundings.

			Her parents were pissed at both their kids for not furthering their educations. Alexander had moved to Florida with friends and gotten a job at a gym. Mercy called to voice her concern, long messages on the answering machine that Giselle tried to erase before her roommates could hear. “Your mom’s really worried about you,” Carmen said. But spending four years at college just to get a job you hated seemed like a waste of time and money.

			On the floor of her room, materials strewn out in front of the bed, Giselle assessed the piece she was working on, a diced-up tourism photo with a diced-up slogan: LOVR YOU FALL UP. From the living room came the sound of something crashing, followed by laughter. Her latest obsession was creating collages of cutout women and ads in free newspapers, each woman composed of ten or more different women. At work, between customer requests to collate a textbook and fix a jammed machine, she layered and copied the collages, the copies copied until it was impossible to tell what the first image had been. It was technically fulfilling but felt like routine action, like shitting or brushing your teeth. She could see a picture and reconstruct it in her mind, then produce that reconstruction. She wanted a challenge.

			A knock on the door. It must be Carmen; she was the only one who ever knocked.

			Carmen took the collage and held it to her glasses before Giselle could ask her to only touch the edges. “This is so cool.”

			“Thanks.”

			“We’re going to Debbie’s. Why don’t you take a break and join?”

			“I’m in the middle of this thing. But maybe next time.”

			“Next time. It’s a promise,” Carmen said, though it wasn’t.

			

			—

			On her day off, Giselle took the train into Manhattan. At MoMA, she saw a retrospective of a famous artist’s work, his doodles and diary notes, a painting made with semen. The accompanying text, with phrases like aesthetic response and disseminating language, made the art seem more serious than it was. The artist had three ex-wives, he was arrested for beating one, he was a heavy drinker prone to getting into fights. The guy jizzed into his paints and now he was in a museum. Giselle wondered how important it was to have a complicated life in addition to making your art.

			She made her rounds on the other floors. She loved the Adrian Piper videos she saw from the 1970s, the artist walking around Manhattan in a wig and fake mustache, muttering lines from her journals as people pointed and gawked. The decaying footage felt archival and gluey, with a hint of the archaeological, familiar streets as black-and-white relics. You made a thing and it slipped through your hands like toy slime, instantly a thing of the past. She loved Gretchen Bender’s riot of music and TV clips, mashed together and beamed onto thirteen surround-sound monitors, reminiscent of Giselle’s own childhood VCR cuts. It was freeing, joyful, to let herself succumb to the wall of lights and noise. The Jenny Holzer slogans in all-caps italics, subliminal in their repetition and sexily authoritarian. Giselle wanted to be able to replicate the feeling of seeing these pieces, but how? She wanted her work to provide a container for the uncertainty and overwhelm of the future, an expression of her concerns and a way to corral them.

			circle piece (1991): For twelve hours one Saturday, Giselle drew circles on a piece of poster board until her hand cramped and froze into a claw. At first she felt uncomfortable, then enraged, then gloriously emptied, like the time she posed for a life-drawing class at a community center and the pain of holding herself still passed into a euphoric state of blankness.

			coffee piece (1991): Giselle went a week without coffee and thought she would die, but even though her head ached and she fell asleep at work, there was a lightness, a barbed pleasure. Nothing could control her except herself. Maybe this was what her mother had felt when she didn’t eat full portions, or what you were supposed to feel when you prayed, the accomplishment of discipline. She didn’t want to think about her mother.

			diet piece (1992): For one week, Giselle ate nothing but No Frills–brand cottage cheese until she puked so violently, her roommates made her Clorox the bathroom. Miles said, “Can you make less gross art next time?” Now even thinking of cottage cheese made her stomach tighten.

			

			—

			Giselle received a rare letter from Ellen, saying she was taking classes at CUNY, crashing some nights with her family in Queens and most nights with friends in the city. Giselle wrote postcards to Jackie: I am here. I am alive. Jackie, at some private college outside Philadelphia called Wellington, tuition paid for by her parents, wrote back infrequently. When they spoke on the phone they would talk for hours, tying up the line. Jackie told Giselle that she liked girls, had hooked up with a girl in her dorm, and that girl wanted a relationship, but Jackie had a crush on another girl who worked in the campus bookstore. It didn’t surprise Giselle that Jackie was a lesbian. It clicked, brought Jackie into sharper relief. When Jackie asked how Giselle’s art was going, Giselle said, “I keep doing all these things, but nothing feels right.”

			“You’ll figure it out. It’s part of the process.”

			“But I’m running out of time.”

			“Dude. You just turned twenty-one.” Giselle started to protest, but Jackie said, “I feel that way, too, sometimes.”

			Sherilyn moved in with her boyfriend, so Giselle moved into her old room, paying more rent, but it was worth it for privacy. She took on shifts at a café in addition to the copy shop. She answered phones, filling in for someone at the rental-car office where Carmen’s mom worked. Thomas, the guy she was dating, was a paralegal who DJed at a bar that played electronic dance music. He was a few years older, lived in a new town house near the river. Giselle spent two, then three nights a week at his place. “You can move in if you want,” he said.

			On the rare instances when Thomas was at work and Giselle wasn’t, she spread her notebooks, pictures, and cutting board across his dining table. She blasted X’s “True Love Pt. #2” and pretended the place was hers. It was important to keep busy and do her collages with the aspiration that they might lead to more, and having the space to do so made her hopeful. She cleaned up the table before Thomas came home.

			Thomas was happy when Giselle and her roommates came to his DJ nights and danced to the music that sounded like one endless track interspersed with the chorus of that annoying EMF song, but when Giselle talked about how she was trying to figure out a performance, he said, “That sounds nice.” The one time she didn’t come to his Thursday-night set because she wanted to finish something, he put his jacket on top of her papers while she slept. “I’m going to work in the bedroom,” she said, and moved her things in there.

			Ten minutes later, he came in and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her shoulders and neck. “I miss you, babe.”

			“Okay, can you knock next time?”

			She closed the door.

			

			—

			Back in her apartment, she was relieved at the familiar mess, the ashtray smell and runny toilet, even the dishes steeping in the sink. Carmen, who’d always had a mom vibe, usually did them, but she was taking classes and working. A piece of paper taped to her door announced that Jackie had called. Giselle called back. “I’m in Jersey on spring break,” Jackie said.

			They met at a diner over mozzarella sticks and fries. Giselle said, “I think I’m going to break up with my boyfriend.”

			“Oh, why?”

			“You know when you love someone and everything shifts and you can’t get it back, and then you want to get away as soon as possible?”

			“Yeah,” Jackie said. “You should probably break up with him.”

			“Boys think you want something from them. Then, when you try to convince them you don’t, they get mad. They want to believe you’re some delicate angel who can’t survive without them. They want to be the one who rejects you. Fuck that.”

			Jackie pulled a mozzarella stick away from her mouth, watching the cheese extend and droop. “I don’t mess with them.” She had dated Anita, the girl at the bookstore, but they’d broken up too. “I hate being home. My mom’s throwing a shit fit because she wants me to go out with her friend from church’s son, and my dad’s checked the fuck out. It’s a bleak scene.”

			“That sucks.”

			“It’s like they don’t even need to say anything, and I can feel the unspoken energy of their disapproval.”

			“I know what you mean.” Giselle drizzled marinara sauce on her plate. “Well, as my mom says, Chinese girls are a good influence.”

			“Right. Anita was Chinese.”

			Giselle showed Jackie her latest collages, which Jackie said reminded her of early Barbara Kruger. “That’s nice of you to say,” Giselle said. Jackie talked about something called a BBS, where you could type things on a computer and other people could see it. “I wish I could show you,” she said, “but we’d have to set up the right equipment.” They rented Cinema Paradiso and stayed up late to see it with Miles, who was twenty-five but looked sixteen and definitely had a crush on Jackie. Full of love and gratitude for her friends, Giselle didn’t feel like she should be doing something else.

			The next day, Jackie and Giselle went into the city, where they ate veggie burgers at Dojo and shopped for sunglasses on St. Mark’s and snuck into diners to pee. They went to a boring party at the apartment of a friend of a friend of Jackie’s from Wellington College, then met Sherilyn at some industrial dance club, but that also felt claustrophobic and they weren’t dressed for it, and so they left and walked through the Meatpacking District, nothing but closed warehouses and occasional creepy men, and all the way east to Alphabet City, to a basement show where Ellen said she’d be—somehow Jackie had tracked down a phone number for where Ellen was staying—a band of emaciated dudes screaming in a room that smelled like being inside of an ashtray inside of a latrine. They found Ellen jumping in the pit up front, and she hugged them and kissed them on the forehead, dripping sweat everywhere, the music too loud to hear what she was saying, and Giselle could feel herself shifting, relaxing, becoming less self-conscious in that dark basement because no one could see her and she couldn’t see them either. Finally they went to the party that was just right, an art party on the Lower East Side to celebrate something called E-Quinox ’93, an event Giselle had read about on a flyer. It was a performance space that was celebrating a show. They drank free wine and studied what people were wearing, eavesdropping on the conversations, and talked about what they saw and heard all the way back to the PATH, where they stood on the platform during the long post-midnight wait for the train. Later, as Jackie slept, Giselle wrote everything down and drew pictures of the people with the most memorable outfits. The following week, her landlord told her and her roommates that he would not be renewing their lease because his brother’s family was moving to New Jersey and wanted the apartment.

			
				cheongsam piece

				I WILL WALK ON THE SIDEWALK DOWN WASHINGTON STREET IN HOBOKEN IN A CHEONGSAM. I WILL OBSTRUCT MY VISION. I WILL STOP WALKING WHEN I AM NO LONGER ABLE TO WALK. WHEN I STOP WALKING THE PERFORMANCE WILL END.

				SIGNED,

				GISELLE CHIN

				JULY 8, 1993

			

			Giselle Chin walked through Hoboken in a faded red cheongsam she bought in a thrift store, fake brown bloodstain painted on the ass. She was twenty-two years old. She wore sneakers and a bandana over her eyes, knotted behind her head. A camera, held by Jackie Ong, followed her.

			After Jackie developed the film, Giselle saw what had taken place around her as she walked, the confused, concerned, and intermittently angry faces directed at her own lurching body. What she would recall was the rush of it: being so obvious yet also so purposely oblivious. For a moment her body felt like it did when she was jumping at the show with Ellen but better, so vulnerable, it tipped into invincibility. Limitless, fantastic. On the corner of Washington and Third, a van accelerated through a yellow light, and the pain Giselle had anticipated and lunged toward arrived at last. She heard herself scream; she blacked out.

			She woke in a hospital bed with her leg in a cast, head padded from painkillers. A nurse said she was hit by a car. She received a ticket for jaywalking and obstruction of traffic and a large hospital bill.

			

			—

			Mercy had moved into an apartment in Fort Lee, in a high-rise complex not far from the George Washington Bridge, a twenty-minute drive from Hoboken. Everyone Giselle saw in the lobby and elevator was old. Tony lived full-time in Taipei, and Giselle hadn’t seen her father for two years. He had a girlfriend, Mercy said, some widow he’d met at work. Giselle hadn’t seen her mother since Christmas.

			“Ma, when did you get reading glasses?”

			“I’ve had them for a while. If you visited more, you would have known. What happened to your leg?” Mercy pointed to the brace. The cast was finally off.

			“I was in a car accident. It wasn’t my fault, it was the car’s.”

			“Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

			Giselle shook her head. She’d brought dinner from a Filipino restaurant in Jersey City, and they ate with the TV on. The Fort Lee apartment had most of the same items from the Millwood house crammed into a smaller space. Giselle had forgotten about the teapot with its orange triangles and blue squares and the brown chair that used to be next to the TV, where she would eat fruit cocktail in heavy syrup and battle with Alexander for the lone maraschino cherry. She recognized her mother’s small collection of paperbacks—Mercy liked true-crime mysteries, admitted to having wanted to write them herself when she was younger, before she had a family to take care of and couldn’t waste time on such things.

			Even the anticipation, the potential, of her mother’s displeasure made Giselle want to cower and go small. Her mother was working the same job at St. Joseph’s. She had friends in the area whom she met for dinners and TV nights. Occasionally she visited her cousins in South Jersey, who said that if she’d been nicer to Tony, he wouldn’t have moved to Taiwan.

			Alexander’s girlfriend, who was in nursing school, was pregnant, and Giselle asked Mercy if she was going to visit them in Florida. “When’s the wedding? Did they set a date?”

			“They’re going to postpone it until after the baby is born. There’s so much happening when you have a baby.”

			“You’re okay with Alexander having a baby without being married?”

			“I didn’t say I was okay.” Mercy looked at Giselle’s striped T-shirt and baggy jeans. “I pray you find someone before it’s too late. Remember, men don’t like it when you’re too independent.”

			“Oh my god. Ma.”

			“I just worry about you.”

			“I’m fine.”

			After her mother went to bed, Giselle sorted the mail, which had piled up. She opened bills for her mother’s credit card, a five-figure balance that never got lower since Mercy only paid the interest. She found her mother’s checkbook in the kitchen. The bank account balance was sixty-two dollars. She wasn’t sure how much Tony contributed to Mercy’s rent, but it obviously wasn’t enough.

			It pissed her off. Mercy had married Tony and moved to New Jersey so she could take care of her family back home, and now Tony had left her with nothing. Giselle had never asked Mercy what she would have wanted to do if she hadn’t done what was expected of her.

			What did Giselle want? To have a life in which it was possible to make art, to keep her mind and time clean, working jobs that paid enough money without having to work too much. To not have to get married or have sex with someone she didn’t want to have sex with in order to do this. The projects she’d done felt incomplete in their aftermath, but she wasn’t yet sure what would be better.

			Two weeks later, the lease for the Hoboken apartment ended and Giselle returned to Fort Lee with her things. She would stay for a bit, help Mercy with the rent, pay off the hospital bill, and try to save money as she figured out what to do. The apartment only had one bedroom, so she slept on the pullout couch next to the living-room window, the city aglow across the Hudson River. As sitcoms played on a low volume, Mercy shared stories Giselle hadn’t heard before. Auntie Cecilia lost a beauty pageant and put a dead cockroach in Mercy’s shoe. Po Po once tried to leave Gong Gong and went to stay with her sister for a week, and after she came back, she never talked about it.

			

			—

			Biding time became passing time; passing time became routine. Giselle got a temp job, word processing and collating at an insurance company in an Oradell office park, and found undercover corporate to be a minor, unexpected thrill. She wore office-casual rayon slacks and a matching blazer in flammable-feeling fabric. In her cubicle were pictures of some lady’s kids and a bubble-print #1 mom mug, and the paycheck was far more than what she’d made at the copy shop. She put some money in her bank account and some in her mother’s. This was adulthood, the sacrifice, forsaking. She wrote a postcard to Jackie: I’m still alive?

			office piece (1994): For six days, Giselle pretended to be a permanent employee at the company, someone enthusiastic about insurance. She made small talk about her kids and husband, invested in a mom mug of her own. But she abandoned the performance. All that smiling gave her a headache.

			Mercy and Giselle walked around the Paramus Park Mall. Girls still wore their hair high, but their pants were looser, flannel shirts around their waists. Alexander’s girlfriend, Jessica, had a baby boy, and Mercy bought a plane ticket to visit them with money Giselle had given her. Now Mercy wanted to shop for clothes and baby gifts. Giselle told her mother she’d meet her at the carousel in an hour.

			The mall was built like a wheel, with three spokes meeting in the middle. Giselle walked to the end of one of the spokes. There was a store with no one inside, not even a cashier, which sold paintings of impossible historical dinner parties, Abraham Lincoln, George Bush, George Washington, and Ronald Reagan eating a Thanksgiving turkey together. The store next to it had a for lease sign, and Giselle remembered, years ago, when she and Jackie had found the secret room.

			She backtracked, walking slowly. She passed an electrical closet and an emergency fire door. She tried one door, but it was locked, turned to check again, and saw a door she hadn’t noticed before.

			This door was unlocked. It opened into a passageway with another door, and Giselle was in a hidden room in the middle of the mall.

			The idea came to her and was so preposterous, so impossible, that she began to laugh, and then because it was so impossible, she had to consider it. She sat on a bench by the mall’s fountain, surrounded by children and families, and laughed to herself. She couldn’t wait to tell Jackie.

			In the art classes she’d taken, teachers spoke about different mediums: ceramics, painting, drawing, video. Clay and resin were mediums. Digital was another medium. The oil paints and brushes on sale at Pearl Paint were not mediums but materials.

			Giselle’s medium was time; her material could be too. The Xerox machine at work with its ten different paper slots; her isolation, banishment, and deprivations. Mercy said the Pan twins were working in finance and had girlfriends their parents approved of. Larry Wei was engaged to a girl who was pretty and well behaved; his sister, Charlene, had graduated from Harvard Business School and was engaged to a man who was successful and well-off. Giselle bet the MoMA artist with the semen painting, whose fame and ease seemed unreachable, hadn’t been told his life would only be worthwhile if he got married. She felt trapped by her failure to be the daughter Mercy needed. She could not make her mother happy yet felt responsible for her mother’s unhappiness.

			Her coping mechanism was to treat everything like it was a situation, but her performance self and real self had become indistinguishable. Work was a performance; life was work and also a performance. It wasn’t that she needed to wait for the perfect idea or invent something new. Instead, she recognized how she could shape her life into the performance itself. By removing the option of being anywhere, the feeling that she should do something else—go to school, get a new job or a relationship, make a different kind of art—would cease to exist. She would have made the choice. There would be nothing else to choose.

			
				mall piece

				FROM FEBRUARY 1, 1995, TO FEBRUARY 1, 1996, I WILL:

				
						
						LIVE IN A ROOM IN THE PARAMUS PARK MALL

					

						
						ONLY LEAVE THE ROOM AT NIGHT AFTER THE MALL CLOSES

					

						
						NOT READ, WRITE, WATCH TELEVISION OR MOVIES UNLESS I ACCIDENTALLY STUMBLE UPON THEM WHILE WALKING IN THE MALL AT NIGHT

					

						
						NOT SPEAK TO ANYONE OR INTERACT WITH ANYONE UNLESS THEY APPROACH ME FIRST

					

						
						ONLY HEAR THE NOISES THAT ARE CREATED AROUND ME

					

						
						NOT LEAVE THE MALL OR HAVE ANY CONTACT WITH ANYONE OUTSIDE OF THE MALL FOR THE DURATION OF THIS PERFORMANCE

					

				

				SIGNED,

				GISELLE CHIN

				FEBRUARY 1, 1995

			

			Giselle quit her temp job. Her new job would have no paychecks, no goal except to pass and waste time. At the end of the year, nothing would have changed, except she would be a year older, which didn’t feel so different from spending the year temping and watching TV. The piece was satisfying in a way that the others she’d done weren’t, for its length and difficulty. It was a piece she could respect.

			Planning the performance gave her a sense of calm. She lay awake on the pullout couch at night, plotting, and in the mornings smuggled supplies into the hidden room, a sleeping bag and foam padding, a folding table and chair, basic kitchen items and a battery-powered lamp, placing a fake wall panel over the outside of the door so no one could access it unless they knew exactly where it was. She told Mercy she was moving back to Hoboken, and Mercy seemed relieved.

			Every couple days, Jackie snuck in, bringing food and taking away the contents of the waste buckets. She refilled the containers of water and exchanged Giselle’s dirty clothes for clean ones. She and Giselle did not make eye contact or talk unless necessary. The food was basic, canned soups in thermoses, bread and processed cheeses, apples and oranges. Jackie replenished items in a container of toiletries when they ran out. Giselle cleaned herself with a washcloth and used a special dry shampoo when her hair began to smell. Jackie took a photo each week.

			The room was so far inside the building that she couldn’t hear anything. Out there, people were working. After work, they went home to their families. But Giselle was the one who was free. For the first time in years, maybe ever, she pooped first thing every morning. She did push-ups and sit-ups and composed intricate fantasies about fictional and real people. She masturbated furiously, counted to six thousand, spent hours trying to recall song lyrics, the name of an actor. She worried about her mother, then felt bad that she was making her mother worry. She thought of people in prisons, locked up for far longer than a year, and how this was nothing like that. This was a choice she had made, and even when it was hard and lonely, it was also exhilarating. There was control, and such power in the relinquishing of control. The accomplishment of simply existing each day in the mall gave her more fulfillment than anything she’d done before.

			She waited for Jackie. Throughout the year, Jackie mailed prewritten letters from Giselle to Mercy. She promised to read any mail Giselle received from her family, in case there was urgent communication. In one of the letters to her mother, Giselle explained the performance, that she wasn’t really in Hoboken but instead living inside a mall. She wondered if Mercy ever came to Paramus Park to try to find her.

			At night, she wandered, and those were her favorite times. If there were security sensors, they either weren’t working or nobody was watching. She could read advertisements and signs and was grateful to see words and colors. She peered into the windows of the stores and at the sleeping merchandise. The mall was beautiful, spacious, friendlier in the emptiness.

			All that is left are the photographs. What remains beyond the frame: Jackie, the bag she used to bring the food, the dirty dishes, the waste bucket.

			Inside the frames: Giselle enters the room with her hair cut short, under her ears. At the end of the performance, a year later, the pictures show her with hair down the middle of her back. In one photograph she lies on the bed with her arms over her eyes. In another, she stares at the wall and looks bored. In most of the photographs, she faces away from the camera but seems pleased.

			

			—

			
			She wore sunglasses and earplugs, legs trembling as she walked out of the mall and into Jackie’s car, which bounced as Jackie drove on the highway. “I think I’m going to puke.” When she hugged Jackie, it felt so good, she cried and leaked snot all over Jackie’s shoulder.

			Jackie drove Giselle to the apartment she now rented in Queens. She was going to sell her car soon. Tired of Pennsylvania, she’d dropped out of Wellington and was working in a computer store in Manhattan while taking classes uptown at Hunter College, where she had run into Ellen, who was enrolled there too. Giselle took a long shower and scrubbed herself with a bath gel that smelled violently of strawberries. She slept in Jackie’s bed, her back touching Jackie’s back, woke up spooning Jackie, the shock of being so near another person and how comfortable the bed was.

			In the morning Jackie and her roommate left for work and Giselle turned on the radio, but it was too loud and shouty. She watched the TV on mute, headlines swimming on-screen.

			
				DOLE CAMPAIGNS IN NEW HAMPSHIRE

				NEW AIDS DRUG YIELDS GUARDED OPTIMISM

				BITTER PEACE IN THE BALKANS

				FINAL ARGUMENTS IN OKLAHOMA CITY BOMBING CASE

			

			“I should have you committed to a mental asylum,” Mercy said when Giselle called. “I should have you arrested.”

			“Ha. I already put myself away for a whole year.”

			“You’re crazy in the head. You could have died in there.”

			“I missed you too, Ma.”

			Giselle moved back to Mercy’s apartment in Fort Lee. She needed to make money so she could move somewhere else, but figuring out how was daunting. Getting out of bed was daunting. So was making food. Taking the elevator, driving a car.

			Weeks passed. Giselle got a haircut. She called the temp agency and was offered a job at a mortgage company. She thought she was ready to be around people again, but making conversation was a strain, her voice sounding like it was coming from inside a tunnel. She bought a Snickers from a vending machine in the office kitchen, and when a woman in a skirt suit arrived to microwave her lunch, Giselle fumbled, picking coins off the ground.

			“Doing anything fun this weekend?”

			Giselle looked up. “Huh?”

			“Fun,” the woman said, the microwave glowing as its contents rotated and steamed.

			“Right,” Giselle said. “Thanks.” She was back in her cubicle before she realized she’d left the Snickers in the machine.

			Her ex-roommate Carmen had gotten her degree and was doing the office thing in Manhattan, working in the sales department of a magazine. She had a party in her apartment in the East Twenties, where Giselle drank too much and listened to Carmen’s friends complain. Everyone’s rent was going up; the best clubs were closing. Giselle felt rubbery, unguarded. Getting to the party had been hard enough, tripping as she ran to catch a subway that smelled of soupy feet. In the hallway, she made out with a guy who lived two stories below, and when he asked if she wanted to go back to his place, she said okay, then changed her mind.

			Carmen told everyone about Mall Piece, and a tall woman said, “That’s wild.” Her name was Maxine and she was a friend of one of Carmen’s coworkers. She was getting a master’s degree in fine arts and said Giselle should go to art school because they were always looking for minority students, even gave out free money.

			Giselle went to an information session for the art program at Maxine’s school. The admissions director said she needed a college degree, test scores, academic references from former professors, and a portfolio in order to apply. But they had a good undergraduate program, which she should consider as a pathway to further study. She threw the brochures away and canceled her plans to meet up with Jackie in Queens—Jackie would understand—and went downtown instead, drank cappuccinos with Maxine at a café with glossy pink walls. She imagined herself living in the city, the clothes she would wear, the person she could become, the possibilities. Girl butts were different now, bodies flatter and sleeker. Even the nine in 1990s felt cold and steely.

			They met Maxine’s friend Ruben at an art opening in the neighborhood, saw metal sculptures in a high-ceilinged room. The sculptor had sold a piece for fifteen thousand, which, according to Ruben, was nothing. Maxine said the sculptor was famous because he was hot. “He’s not that hot, he just dated Jon Edner,” said Ruben. They were at a bar around the corner from the gallery, drinking fast before happy hour ended. Sweat ran down Giselle’s neck. She danced in her seat, observing the room. Just being here, among all these artists or people who could be artists, was intoxicating enough. She was ready to make some plans.

			Ruben and Maxine were talking about fellowships and grants, things that gave non-famous people free money to make art that could potentially then make them famous enough to get more money and quit their jobs so they would have time to make more art. There was a fellowship for emerging New York artists called the NAF and another one, funded by an organization called Creative City, that you supposedly got right before you hit it big. The prestigious award they dreamt of was the Krauss Fellowship, one that the museum artist who painted with his splooge had won when he was younger.

			Maxine spray-painted dismembered Barbies and arranged them in lurid domestic dioramas. She was the same age as Giselle, with chalky skin and hair dyed Sharpie-marker black, but seemed older, had already been married and divorced. Ruben took photos of city backgrounds and drew pictures on top of them in neon marker, figures in mash-up costumes, Edwardian suit jackets over leopard-print shorts. He was sturdy-framed and strong-browed, with an extrovert’s easy charm, his day job couriering envelopes of important documents between offices in Midtown. He lived with his boyfriend in a studio on the Lower East Side and scoffed at the idea of art school.

			“My friend has a sublet in Brooklyn, if you’re interested,” Ruben said.

			Maxine waved her cigarette. “Brooklyn’s so far!”

			“I mean, the neighborhood’s out there, but it’s not as far as New Jersey. And it’s cheap.”

			“Let me think about it,” Giselle said.

			“Okay, but let me know soon because she needs to rent it by next month.”

			Maxine’s bossiness might have been more obnoxious if her desire to be liked was less transparent. “What are you still doing in New Jersey, anyway? You need to be in the city, Giselle. You need to move to the East Village.”

			“I’m working on it. I want to. But I’ve got to help my mom, so.”

			Ruben thought Mall Piece was daring and interesting. “It’s like that kind of old-fashioned conceptual endurance art.” He said sure, no one had written about it, but that was the beauty of it, that she had done it anyway.

			Maxine said, “It could still get you a grant someday.”

			Hearing actual artists discussing her work made it feel more real, but Giselle wondered if she’d done something wrong because no one had noticed Mall Piece, if she should have sent out grant applications beforehand. She took the bus back to Jersey, went to work, and divided her brain in half. One side, the automatic side, would continue the motions of word processing, while the other, like an omniscient narrator, would brainstorm. If she moved to the city, she could work and still give her mother some money.

			She called Jackie, who was curt. “You don’t remember, do you?”

			“Remember what?”

			“I’m in the middle of moving.”

			“Oh shit, I was supposed to come over and help you the other day and I didn’t.”

			“It’s all right,” Jackie said. “I got another friend to help.”

			“Did everything go okay?”

			“Yeah. Come visit the new place when you have a minute.”

			“I will.”

			She told Jackie about the Brooklyn sublet. “You should take it,” Jackie said.

			“I don’t know.” Giselle was in the bathroom, talking with the phone cord stretched around the door. It was the one private place in the apartment. She felt stupid, complaining to Jackie. Jackie never seemed to doubt herself and always knew what she wanted.

			

			—

			She watched TV and ate a bag of shrimp chips, wiping the flakes onto her sweatpants. The talk-show host interviewed a middle-aged woman about her highly superior autobiographical memory. “Scientists have given it a name: hyperthymestic syndrome,” the host said. “What happened on March twenty-second, 1984?”

			“Me and my mother ate hamburgers for dinner and I had extra ketchup. Then Magnum P.I. was on. It was a rerun.”

			“What about November ninth, 1981?”

			“Well, it was a Monday. My car was acting funny, so I went to the garage, and it turned out the alternator was failing. That night, I went out to dinner with my friend Cathy. I had spaghetti and a Coke.”

			A man backstage who worked for the television network did some fact-checking and confirmed this through historical records and the woman’s own journals. The camera panned over the audience, who began to clap, scattered at first, then more resounding.

			“No hidden cameras, no microphones,” the host said. “I didn’t prep her beforehand.”

			The woman kept journals, detailed ones. Her job, her work, was to record and remember. Giselle thought that memory was a skill you could build, like becoming more flexible by stretching regularly. She could tell some version of how Mall Piece felt, the narrative she had shaped into something she could deliver to friends, yet the more she repeated the story, the more the experience faded and seemed like it happened to someone else. She wanted to cling to it, preserve it, but that was impossible.

			She hit mute on the remote control and took out her notebook.

			
				memory piece

				FROM SEPTEMBER 1, 1996, TO SEPTEMBER 1, 1997, I WILL:

				
						
						WRITE DOWN ALL MY MEMORIES AS THEY COME, CONTINUOUSLY, FROM EIGHT A.M. TO THREE P.M., SEVEN DAYS A WEEK

					

						
						ONLY WRITE DOWN MEMORIES OF THINGS THAT OCCURRED BEFORE THE START OF THE PIECE

					

						
						NOT PUT DOWN MY PEN FOR MORE THAN ONE MINUTE AT A TIME

					

				

				AT THE END OF THE PERFORMANCE THE PAGES WILL BE DESTROYED.

				SIGNED,

				GISELLE CHIN

				SEPTEMBER 1, 1996

			

		

	
		
			
			At a table facing an open window, fan blowing air from one end of the room to the other, Giselle Chin wrote in a legal pad with a blue Pilot pen. When one hand cramped, she wrote with the other, even if the handwriting was illegible. No one would read it, including her.

			The more she wrote, the easier it was, and the more she remembered. At first there were too many things to write about, and she panicked, writing as fast as she could, as if she could seal her memories into permanence if they existed for a moment outside her. After a while, she learned how to relax into the piece. She wrote slowly, luxuriously, gave herself permission to believe she had all the time she needed, and if she forgot something, she let it go, and sometimes it returned. If it didn’t, she let it float away and trusted that if she was meant to remember, it would come back again later.

			She was stretching out time, years unspooling like they were spreading out for a nap in the middle of a king-size bed. This morning, she wrote, again, about her months in the mall: at night the fountain was so quiet i could hear the water breathing, it was like walking in the most wonderful DREAM. Then she wrote about other things she hadn’t thought about in a long time, Evan Krantz and the snowball, meeting Ellen in the city, making videos with Jackie, she stood on her toes and back down and up again, steady and controlled, one window opening into another. Knowing she would burn the notepads at the end of the performance kept her honest.

			The apartment Giselle was subletting, home to Ruben’s friend who was in Prague until the spring, was one long room with a window at the front and one at the back. The neighborhood was quiet, residential. She wrote on the toilet, brushed her teeth with one hand and wrote with the other. Before the first alarm clock rang, she’d already prepared a sandwich for lunch and laid out snacks that were easy to eat, string cheese, peanuts, baby carrots. Hours later, when the second alarm went off, she closed the notepad and went outside. The waterfront was a block away, rubbly shore with snaggy rocks, abandoned cars and the faint hooting of boats, and she watched the waves make their soft splash against the concrete. The breeze settled on her face, the air hot and lazy.

			It was a comfort to be so feral, to be alone with her work but not lonely, such acute focus and monkish joy. Maxine came by the apartment and stepped on an X-Acto knife, thank god she was wearing shoes. After Jackie visited, she’d looked up the history of the building in a city database and told Giselle that according to the 1930 census, thirteen people had lived in her apartment at one time, grandparents, parents, and nine children. Giselle wasn’t sure why Jackie mentioned things like this. She felt guilty around Jackie for some reason. She invited Jackie to a party at Maxine’s and was annoyed when Jackie barely spoke to anyone, as if she was too good for Giselle’s friends. One night Giselle called Ellen at her parents’ apartment, but the man who answered said Ellen didn’t live there anymore, and no, he didn’t have her current number. Giselle left hers, just in case.

			Then it was time for her other job, the one that paid, waiting tables at a Japanese restaurant in the West Village owned by Chinese people. After hours of writing, another form of physical labor was a respite. Manhattan was where you went for work and fun; you came home and there was Brooklyn. A subway token cost a buck fifty, and there was no station in her neighborhood, so Giselle had acquired a bicycle, which she rode across the Brooklyn Bridge, dodging tourists, the wooden slats generating a pleasing rhythm under her tires, taking it slowly uphill because some days her leg still hurt, a leftover injury from Cheongsam Piece. She biked through Chinatown and the Lower East Side, cars exhaling their steamed breath around her, past shops selling girdles, fur coats, accordions, stereo parts, frying pans. The city smelled like grilled meat, asphalt, and garbage. Summer was almost over and there was a manic, jangled energy in the atmosphere, a borderline desperation. Soon the sadness would come, the collective seasonal depression, but Giselle felt happy and alive. Weightless.

			She deleted the messages her mother left on the answering machine and sent Mercy a check. She wore vinyl hot pants, nurse shirtdresses from Goodwill, and her calves, ass, and quads got ripped from biking. Her diet consisted of Camel Lights, buttered rolls, disco fries, dollar slices, and coffee-cart coffee, regular. Two hot dogs for a buck from Gray’s Papaya. Some weeks, the only vegetables she ate were the dehydrated squares of carrot in a ramen flavor packet, and her shits were meager, once every other day. She had, at last, both the freedom to fuck around and the seemingly unlimited options of attractive people to do it with. She slept with a sculptor of negligible talent who lived in the neighborhood and believed he had to act apologetic for not wanting to see her regularly, as he had a girlfriend in DC, a confession that bored her. She took home a cute-but-uninteresting bassist after a show, making sure he left before morning. Dancing to DnB in Williamsburg, she met a man from Rio who called her baby and drove her on his scooter to see the sunrise over the river, then back to his place. She hooked up with the sulky guy who worked at Mona’s and had a surprisingly thick dick, pulling her skirt up to ride him in the back of the bar on a slow night, and a kind-of hot boy who hit on her at the art-supply store and lived in a Chinatown apartment with five roommates, where he went down on her on a futon in a room the size of a closet. The guy who worked at the falafel place his family owned asked her for her number, and for a few days, they were a fun thing.

			It was a weekday night at the restaurant, which meant less tips, but after closing, Giselle met Ruben and Maxine and their friends, who were becoming her friends, at a club on Broome Street. While dancing, she felt a flash of revulsion, a silent fart lacing the air, that no one who mattered had paid attention to Mall Piece. She was pissed at herself for wasting a year of her life, yet recognition hadn’t been why she did the piece, the point was doing it, so why did it feel bad all of a sudden? “I love this song,” Maxine shouted, and the self-pity passed.

			

			—

			In the spring of 1997, Ruben won an NAF grant and invited Giselle to a reception for the awardees. A woman mistook her for one of the caterers and handed her a used cup with a lipstick stain on the rim. Giselle put the cup on a table. Then, not wanting someone else to have to clean it up or think she was littering, she carried it over to the trash can and threw it away.

			At the reception, she found herself standing next to an art historian who was one of the fellowship judges and this woman’s friend, a man in a zip-up jacket made of an unflattering shiny material. Ruben came over and introduced himself; the man was Holger Salles. Of course Giselle knew who he was once she heard his name. An eighties artist her friends might shit-talk in a bar in conjunction with What’s he up to these days? She’d assumed he was no longer making art or that he had faded into wealthy obscurity and no longer needed to make art.

			“Communion-size portions,” he said, holding his plastic cup of free wine.

			Giselle said, “Take this, all of you, and drink from it,” and Holger laughed in recognition of the words.

			“Raised Catholic?” She nodded. “Me too, and I’m sorry.”

			They talked more; he asked for her number. He brought his empty cup, and hers, to the trash.

			It took three weeks for them to meet. Holger called Giselle the day after the reception to let her know he was flying to LA but wanted to see her when he got back. She figured she’d never hear from him again, wasn’t bothered by it. She hung out with the sculptor in her neighborhood, spent a night with a friend of her friend Kenji’s who was visiting from Tokyo, then Holger called and said he was back. They met at a bar near his apartment on the Bowery, where he’d lived since the late seventies. Fifteen years older, Holger was forty-one but dressed like a teenage boy, hoodie and jeans, sneakers that looked plain but were actually the type of designer shoes bought from a store with no name and all-white walls. He was muscled and compact, with tanned skin, dirty-blonde scruff, a loud voice and coiled energy. When Giselle leaned in to receive his kiss on her cheek, she immediately imagined his body lined up against hers, the points of their hips brushing. He wasn’t much taller than her.

			In a 1988 interview, Holger Salles had said, “Why should I care about the story of the artist? The goal is to create what I see, what I want to see. When you think of art as representation, you’ve effectively limited your own vision.” Later, when Giselle read this, it rankled her. The goal was to supposedly be above such so-called banalities, to be elevated into a mythical genderless and raceless universality that was otherwise known as being white and straight and male, though that was unattainable because you were always being coded and categorized and shaped, though lately, it had not only become less off-putting to acknowledge identity in your art but fashionable, even. Giselle and her friends loved the Alex Bag video that parodied art-school students, the Glenn Ligon paintings that repeated lines from Invisible Man until the text itself degraded, the Daniel J. Martinez pins at the Biennial that said i can’t imagine ever wanting to be white. Yet Giselle also feared being too obvious, didactic; she wanted her art to speak for itself. If she revealed too much about her actual life, her work could be flattened into a reactionary autobiographical impulse, each project traced as a simple cause-and-effect from her childhood or family. Not that anyone was asking to interview her.

			“I’m doing a piece about memory,” she said, when Holger asked about her art. She explained the parameters of it and of Mall Piece. He watched her across the table with his head cocked to one side. He seemed like he was taking her seriously, considering his own words in response.

			“Is that why you do these particular performances? To see how the process of doing them changes you as you do them?”

			“It wasn’t conscious at first, but yes, in part, I think so.” After months of writing her memories, Giselle had begun to see everything she did as future memory. The mundane could be fabulous; everything became expansive. This made her more daring, because when you saw life through the lens of potential nostalgia, even difficult events could carry the smallest element of fondness for having survived them.

			“It’s fascinating work,” Holger said. “Grueling and regimented but also sort of playful, but not in an undignified way.” In the dark bar, he didn’t look old at all.

			He wanted to hear everything about her, and for a moment she felt like she was being studied. He mentioned people he would introduce her to, said she should invite them to a public performance at the end of Memory Piece that he could help set up. She waited for the usual red flags in her interactions with men, especially older men, the long stare, the body scan, the lecturey condescension. Throwing out questions to test her knowledge. If she answered correctly, there would be another question, and another, until the man found the one that stumped her and proved his already preformed conclusion that she didn’t have the chops. When people realized she would not be performing their expectations, they were often repelled, even outraged. A man on the street once said she was beautiful, and she said, “Thanks, I know,” and he responded by calling her a bitch. But none of these red flags came.

			The anticipation helped; so did the fact that both of them were drunk. They started kissing on the stairs, and when she shut the door and reached for him, his body was a new body, solid but light, even if his ass was kind of saggy. He pushed her around a little, hiking up her dress, the choreography fluid and shared, not bothering to wait until they got to his bed. It was aggressive in the way she liked, a game of taking the lead and being led. She could let him be in charge because of the mutual understanding that it was only an act, that she was the one who was ultimately in charge, the orchestrator, and this succeeded in momentarily washing out her thoughts in an entertaining and non-scary way, a turn-on to have turned him on so much that he, and by extension she, lost composure but never completely. It was a break from her work but also some part of it. They moved the bed halfway across the room.

			

			—

			She finally saw Jackie, who had moved to Manhattan and was working for a company that did something with computers. They had dinner at an Indian restaurant on First Avenue, the narrow room glowing with thousands of tiny lights. Jackie arrived dressed in office wear, a crisp black button-down and slim flat-front trousers, hair slicked into an androgynous mini-mullet. Giselle produced a wolf whistle. Jackie preened and strutted, pretending to comb back her hair.

			“You can be anyone you want, talk to people all over the world, and it’s instant.” Under the lights, Jackie’s skin had a purple cast; the food did too. She was talking about the web, more animated than ever. “Think of the opportunities for self-perception, for connection. That’s some freedom.”

			“I’m so useless with that stuff.” Giselle wanted nothing to do with technology, didn’t want to have to get a cell phone or email address.

			“Just give it a chance. You’ll get online eventually. Everyone will.” Giselle shook her head, unbelieving. “So how are things going with that artist dude?”

			“Pretty good. We see each other two or three times a week, and that’s enough for me.” Holger Salles mailed her newspaper clippings about stevedores in Brooklyn and shopping-mall developments in New Jersey. He gave her a gift-wrapped copy of Dictee, though she already had one. It made her feel like the city was a country and their distance warm, romantic; pineable yet easily breached. The sex remained decent after some months, though at times slipped into a routine, the same moves and expectations, the urgency dampened. Whenever they went out, she never had to pay or see the bill.

			Most of the stories about him, she’d learned, were true. The exhibit with the car parts, the one with the deer skins. The piece in the permanent collection at MoMA and the boom years when his work had sold and sold. He told her he’d taken his mother’s maiden name, Salles, to show respect for her after his parents’ divorce, but Giselle knew it was to hide the fact that he was Henry Rinker’s son. His father was a banker, a real-estate developer, and his family was extremely rich, the kind that was on museum boards and that buildings were named after.

			Jackie took the last piece of naan, asked the waiter for more. “Is he pulling the right strings for you?”

			“It’s not like that.” Giselle’s artist friends had asked if she could use her new connections to introduce them to gallerists. “I’m just having a good time.” She didn’t want to get married or have kids, and Holger didn’t feel like the type to get clingy. He’d been married in his early twenties and said he had no interest in doing it again.

			“True, you’re not exactly the sugar-baby type.”

			Giselle changed the subject. She didn’t want to talk about Holger.

			She asked Jackie if she wanted to get a drink after dinner, but Jackie said she had to run; she was hanging out with her new web friends. Giselle had met a few of them at an event Jackie invited her to a while back. Everyone seemed cool and smart and intense, but she didn’t understand what the hell they were talking about. There’d been an Asian man there named, improbably, Death, whom Giselle thought was hot, but he didn’t notice when she tried to talk to him. Now she was surprised at how disappointed she was that Jackie had to leave so soon. She watched as Jackie got up and pulled the cuffs down on her shirt. Jackie hugged her and said, “It’s great to see you doing your thing, just like you always said you would.”

			Ellen called, said she’d been at her parents’ apartment on a rare visit and found a very old message from Giselle. She invited Giselle to a protest in front of a clothing store on Lower Broadway. The manager had harassed an Asian American employee, kissed and groped her, then fired her when she complained. Some group organized a boycott, though Giselle never wore clothes from the brand; they were not her style and she couldn’t afford them.

			She had never been to a protest before. There was a crowd of mostly Asian people who yelled, “Hands off”—clap, clap—“Asian women’s bodies.” Ellen introduced Giselle to her friends, who were also mostly Asian. They looked like teachers, wearing glasses and sweaters in muted colors, carrying messenger bags with patches and pins. Ellen was dressed in dark chinos and a flannel shirt, scrappy in comparison to her friends, but the most dressed-up Giselle had seen her. One of the teachers said something to Ellen about a mutual acquaintance who wasn’t there, who “aligned herself with whiteness,” and Ellen joked that the acquaintance was a “bad Asian,” and at first Giselle thought it was her, though she knew it couldn’t be. Still, she felt the weight of it after she left, a defensiveness. She was a Bad Asian. Because she was dating Holger. Because her friends were mostly white, though that wasn’t true. Kenji was Japanese. Ruben was Black and Puerto Rican. Her old roommate Carmen had an Argentinean dad, and her old roommate Sherilyn had a mom who was Thai. Maxine’s mom was Polish from Poland, which meant she was white, but at least Maxine was the daughter of an immigrant too, right? And there was Jackie, of course, and Ellen.

			

			—

			Memory Piece ended with Giselle setting 278 notebooks on fire in steel drums in an empty lot near the Red Hook piers. The performance was open to the public and advertised on flyers around the city and in event listings. Holger had helped get the permit and fire extinguishers, and his art-critic friend Fred Yance published a short profile, and though Giselle knew he did it partly because of Holger, she still loved seeing her name in a magazine. People showed up, friends and strangers, more people than she’d let herself dream of, even Holger’s gallerist friend Iola Rathburn, wearing her bespoke suit and bloodred leather oxfords.

			Giselle had never done such a public and deliberate performance, and in front of an assembled audience. She expected to be anxious, but she was calm, and it was dark enough that she couldn’t see the faces of the people in the crowd, yet it was reassuring to know a crowd was there.

			The propane torch lit. She walked to the first pile of notebooks and touched the fire to a corner. She heard someone in the audience draw in their breath, then saw a camera flash.

			She approached the next pile. The flame struggled and caught, fluttering in the wind. She stepped back and regarded the burning, her mind perfectly clear. The prospect of destroying the notebooks had been frightening, a loss, but the actual destruction was loosening, like she was setting the project free.

			At the after-party, everyone crowded into the shoebox that was the one bar in the neighborhood, Giselle felt theatrical, unsuppressed, swinging her arms as she walked through the room. Since Mall Piece, she tended to be cautious in crowds, finding them overwhelming, but tonight she splashed her drinks onto her clothes, left lipstick kisses on people’s cheeks, letting herself be pulled in. She squeezed past Iola Rathburn, who nodded and raised her glass. Sometimes Iola gave Giselle unsolicited career advice, which Giselle tolerated because she knew most people would kill to get advice from her. One night, at a party, Iola had pointed out a man who worked for the Krauss Foundation, which gave one-hundred-thousand-dollar fellowships to artists. You couldn’t apply, only be nominated, and nobody knew who was on the committee. Iola had mentioned the Creative City fellowship, which Giselle hesitated to apply to, because what if she wasn’t good enough? The more she talked to Holger and his friends, the more critical she felt about her work, the more insecure, like she was seeing herself from the point of view of judges.

			She heard a voice with a raspy Queens accent go, “Well, that was fucking cool,” and she turned and there was Ellen, smile cheesing open in satisfaction at having successfully surprised Giselle.

			Giselle yelped and hugged her. “Jackie was going to come with me,” Ellen said, “but she had to work late. I mean, she’s brilliant, but she works too damn much.”

			On any other night, Ellen wouldn’t have looked too out of place at the bar in her olive-green coat and faded jeans, though there weren’t many Asians around here. It would have been the art crowd who looked out of place, with their makeup and cropped jackets and heeled boots, piling out of cabs from Manhattan and circling the neighborhood with confusion and delight, the cobblestone streets, the nautical décor, what is this place, where are we. Giselle hoped they were tipping well.

			Holger leaned over her shoulder to shout his order to the bartender. “How have you been?” Giselle asked Ellen. She angled herself so she could see Ellen’s face. Someone bumped her arm. Someone else, a man she didn’t recognize, began to talk to her about the performance, wedging himself in between her and Ellen.

			Ellen stepped in front of the man and talked over him until he went away. She took a stapled packet of paper out of her pocket. “I’m good, I’m good. We can catch up another time. I’d love to interview you for my zine.”

			Giselle looked at the packet. The cover was a crude drawing of an Asian woman grinning and giving the finger in a shirt that said Not Your Mail-Order Bride. Above were the words Danger Danger, written in all-caps block print.

			“It’s called Danger Danger,” Ellen said. “Think Bamboo Girl meets Squatters’ Handbook. Keep it; it’s for you.”

			Later that week, Giselle met Ellen at a Polish diner where you could get a cup of borscht with a side of pierogi and unlimited watery coffee for less than five bucks. Ellen worked at a place she called A-Pass, which stood for Asian Pacific American Social Services Center. “You heard of it?” Giselle shook her head. “I’m an admin. I met some of my coworkers through organizing in college, through this garment-workers campaign. You saw them when you came to the rally that one time. The job sucks, but you’ve got to pay rent somehow. At least I can use the office Xerox to make zines.”

			“That’s cool. I love an office Xerox.” Giselle swiveled in her seat, draping her coat on the empty stool to her right. Once Ellen had been synonymous with the city and its imagined excitement, the Future. And here Giselle was, living in the city herself, making her art, and here Ellen was, not much bigger than she had been when she was twelve, around four-ten and less than one hundred pounds. Giselle could see it now, the outline of the kid Ellen in this adult version. Ellen’s hair was jaw-length and greasy, her small face, square chin, and wide mouth features people might say were more cute than pretty. She looked older in a tough, alluring way, a tiny vertical line between her eyebrows announcing itself when she smiled, creases at the corners of her eyes.

			Ellen swung her skinny legs against the side of the counter as she attacked her food. She had a nimble, open energy, her friendliness offsetting her intensity, making Giselle feel like she was lucky, special, even, to be a recipient of her attention, privileged to have Ellen confide in her. Ellen had a boyfriend named Kevin who was Korean American and ran a Marxist reading group in a bookstore that sold copies of Ellen’s zine. Kevin was thinking about law school, becoming a public defender. He wanted Ellen to move into his apartment uptown. She stayed there a few nights a week but also rented a room in an apartment in the East Village, a closet that had been converted into a bedroom. She split it with a friend.

			“I can see it all happening,” Ellen said. “He’ll want to get engaged, and then he’ll want to get married, and then it’s kids and a house, and we’re riding the express train to death.”

			“Pretty grim.”

			“He’s a good person, but I don’t know if I totally respect him. I mean, his parents still pay his rent. His parents are doctors.” Ellen said this last word in a stage whisper, like it was a disease. “He doesn’t get why I keep paying for this shitty room in this noisy apartment, but it’s mine, you know? I mean, I share it with my friend Sunny, but it’s mine.”

			“I know what you mean. I feel that way about my apartment too.” The woman whose place Giselle was subletting extended her stay in Europe, and Giselle had extended her stay in the apartment, getting a new job at an Asian fusion restaurant where the tips were excellent. Holger had asked her to move in with him, but she felt that becoming dependent on a man was a trap, though it wasn’t so simple. She saw Holger’s real self, his unspoken vulnerabilities, and even if she judged the ease with which he’d been given what he had, knowing he could feel insecure despite this made her resolve to keep her own inner self locked away. It was safer, gave her the semblance of an upper hand. All she had to do was keep the two parts of her mind going, the one that controlled what she appeared like on the outside and the other, hidden one, thinking, laughing, watching, strategizing.

			“Jackie actually met Kevin at Hunter. God, remember when I met you guys? My parents were fighting and packed me off. My mom said she’d be back for me in two days but left me at the Wongs for a week.” Ellen drained her coffee. “I thought your lives were so great. So boring but so great.”

			“It’s funny; I was jealous of you. You got to have this life in the city, and I was just stuck.”

			“But you made art out of it! You took that sense of confinement and worked with it. You stuck yourself in a mall for a year. You wrote in your notebooks like it was a job. When Jackie mentioned your art projects, I thought, Giselle is a person who has real guts. She’s not afraid. She’s like, You don’t think art is real work?” Ellen snapped her fingers. “Well, I’ll fucking show you. You have this drive. I like that in people. You make things that are uncomfortable and difficult. It’s like middle finger as performance.”

			“Thank you,” Giselle said, though she wasn’t sure if she would describe her work that way. Yet she found herself sitting up taller, pushing her shoulders back. Ellen wasn’t an artist, but she valued Ellen’s approval. She answered Ellen’s questions about process and ideas, talked about art funding and fellowships, how hard it was to do performances while working so much, and Ellen said they would have to think about ways to self-fund, to make art more accessible, which Giselle found grating—who was they? She hadn’t asked for Ellen’s help. She didn’t need Ellen to save her. Still, she felt hopeful about the future. Now that Memory Piece was finished, she anticipated more opportunities. She told Ellen about the grants she was applying for, some ideas she was working on. Ellen wrote Giselle’s quotes in a spiral notebook with a bent cover.

			Ellen’s hands were covered in Band-Aids, her arms dotted with bruises and scabs. “Sunny and these guys we know break into abandoned buildings in the neighborhood. People open them up and even live there. It’s a little scary, but awesome too.”

			Giselle had read the rest of Ellen’s zine, the all-caps interviews with immigrant restaurant workers and noise bands, the copies of protest flyers, a section on DIY insulation and how to make your own toilet. Was there anything Ellen couldn’t do?

			Ellen forked a pierogi and pressed it into a puddle of butter. “What about your parents? They’re okay with you being an artist?”

			Giselle contemplated the question, which felt different coming from Ellen than it did from someone like Holger or Maxine. When Fred Yance interviewed her for his profile, she was afraid he would try to draw some connection between her art and her culture, and she had preemptively steered him away from the topic, saying she didn’t have much contact with her family. This was true: she had missed Tony’s visit to New Jersey and the time Alexander came up with his baby boy. Mercy was living with them now in Florida. Giselle had made excuses and said she was busy with work, told herself that avoiding her family was necessary for her peace of mind. But even when she was not around them, she could feel them in her.

			“They’re threatened by you,” Holger once said, hating how agitated she got when she spoke to her family, and it made her defensive, like the time Maxine called them oppressive when Giselle shared how her mother used to sew extra buttons on her shirts because Mercy thought they were too low-cut. “Don’t your parents know they’re not in Asia anymore?” Maxine had said.

			She poured another packet of sugar into her coffee, though it was already too sweet. “They are not okay with it. But I don’t tell them much about my life.”

			That night, at a tapas restaurant with Holger and his friends, Giselle tried to ignore the way Fred Yance’s wife, Natalie, spoke about a Japanese artist, calling him teeny tiny and mysterious and meek. Holger’s friends always eyed Giselle’s clothes but never commented, so tonight she’d gone extra and worn a yellow pleather miniskirt, tall boots with front laces, a crop-top tee on which she’d sewn silver buttons, blue eyeliner smudged under her lashes, and a stripe of glitter on one cheek. After dinner, she told Holger she couldn’t stay at his place because she needed to get an early start tomorrow. She couldn’t wait to be by herself again, and she biked hard across the bridge, over the river, the wind at her back. At the midpoint, with the long incline behind her and the coasting up ahead, she paused, lungs burning, graffiti popping off the concrete, vivid lines in the shadows. Then she pedaled hard, booked it downhill, took her hands off the handlebars to fly.

			

			—

			The hippie-grunge thing was over and people were into raves, aliens, space travel, and the future, or rather the dread of an uncertain future and the end of the century, even if that was a year away, though it was coming, the future, and possibly The End. Everything was artificial, chemical. The drugs were synthetic; the music electronic. Seventy thousand people had died of AIDS in New York, and downtown was abandoned, then gentrified and hastily rebuilt, the foundation already rotten.

			Giselle returned to working with images, a soothing way to detract from the pressure of figuring out another long performance, and showed a series of collages at a gallery in Williamsburg, her first solo show, to a smattering of not-bad reviews. The one interview she did focused on Memory Piece and Mall Piece, the collages an afterthought, a temporary departure, which, if she was honest, was true.

			She had a hyperfuturistic style, part club kid, part sixties throwback: minidresses and halter tops, platform shoes, fishnet tights, chunky earrings. Pleather, glitter, all that shine. She wore a bright red vinyl dress with a matching red wig, three ball-and-chain necklaces, and blue-black lipstick. She dyed her hair platinum and wore satin shorts with zebra-print platform flip-flops, and her friends said she was like a version of the future you hadn’t yet imagined. Wherever she went, people looked at her, though she wasn’t sure if her appearance accurately represented her true anxieties, which were less about the world ending and more about how she wanted to spend her time in it.

			At a warehouse party on the border of Queens and Brooklyn, a woman yelled, “I love your style!” She was a producer, cast Giselle in a music video for a friend’s band, an all-girl screamy group.

			She’s walking in a silver dress through Midtown as businessmen stare. She runs down the steps of a subway station and onto a train.

			She pushes through the door of a club and into a crowded back room where the band plays. She dances, platinum hair a tangle around her head. The video slows down, speeds up. The video streaks around her in black-and-white lightning.

		

	
		
			
				death piece

				FROM AUGUST 1, 1999, TO AUGUST 1, 2000, I WILL:

				
						
						REMAIN OUTSIDE AT GREEN-WOOD CEMETERY DURING ALL DAYLIGHT HOURS, SEVEN DAYS A WEEK

					

						
						VISIT ALL THE GRAVES OF WOMEN AND GIRLS IN THE CEMETERY AND READ THE INSCRIPTIONS ALOUD, IF THERE ARE INSCRIPTIONS. IF A GRAVE DOES NOT HAVE AN INSCRIPTION, I WILL WRITE ONE IN A NOTEBOOK

					

						
						AT THE CONCLUSION OF THE PERFORMANCE I WILL PUBLISH AND DISTRIBUTE THE NOTEBOOK ENTRIES

					

				

				SIGNED,

				GISELLE CHIN

				AUGUST 1, 1999

			

			It happened. In May 1999, two months after her twenty-eighth birthday, Giselle learned she’d been awarded a Creative City fellowship beginning in the fall, which came with a commission to create a piece incorporating a New York City neighborhood. That summer, she discovered Green-Wood Cemetery while biking through South Brooklyn. She saw crypts the size of a Manhattan studio apartment for New York dynastic families whose names were now subway stops, graves with towering spires, but she was most interested in the sunken stones hidden behind trees and under overgrown weeds, the ones lacking the names of the people buried there, only wife of or mother or sister or daughter or mrs. husband’s name.

			Creative City provided a list of neighborhoods in which she could choose to “activate” her performance, and the neighborhood where Green-Wood Cemetery was located was not on the list, but other neighborhoods could be a possibility. Giselle sent in her proposed performance and the director, Michelle Marcus, scheduled a call, speaking so rapidly, it was like being pummeled.

			“There’s so much we love about this proposal,” Michelle said. “The rigor, the engagement with place. And one thing we were really thrilled about was the potentiality of the you of it, the blurred boundaries between self and artist. So I’m left wondering where Giselle Chin is here. Where is the you in this piece?”

			“The me?”

			“And why this place, why Green-Wood? Okay, so, it’s on the border of one of our B neighborhoods, Sunset Park; I’ll have to make some calls. There’s development occurring around that area, though I’m not sure with the cemetery. Though, I could see, with the right framing.”

			Giselle waited for Michelle to trail off, for the break to open so she could answer Michelle’s question. Either that or Michelle hadn’t actually asked Giselle why Green-Wood; perhaps Michelle was asking herself. Giselle made grunting noises as she tried to speak, then started talking over Michelle, maintaining a steady volume and then accelerating. Michelle paused and Giselle explained the seed of the project, seeing an elaborate grave of a debutante who’d died in a horse-and-carriage accident. “But there are so many others, and—”

			“And what I’m seeing is a potential for this piece to do a more rigorous interrogation of the feminine, a racialized female body moving and living and breathing through this space of death. I wonder if this might be a better selling point, this idea of the feminine, rather than morbidity.”

			“But the death thing is actually the point of the performance.”

			“Right, absolutely, but I wonder if we could bump it a smidge in another direction. Because I want to see more of how it relates to the body, to Giselle Chin.”

			“I’m not sure I’m getting what you’re saying.”

			“Let’s try to reframe with an eye toward the body, the feminine. And the notebooks, it feels like you’ve already done that before, in Memory Piece?”

			“Okay,” Giselle said. “Sure.”

			“Say hi to Holger for us!”

			
				blood piece

				FROM SEPTEMBER 15, 1999, TO SEPTEMBER 15, 2000, I WILL:

				
						
						REMAIN OUTSIDE AT GREEN-WOOD CEMETERY DURING ALL DAYLIGHT HOURS, SEVEN DAYS A WEEK

					

						
						WEAR ONLY WHITE CLOTHING

					

						
						NOT USE ANY MENSTRUAL PRODUCTS

					

				

				SIGNED,

				GISELLE CHIN

				SEPTEMBER 15, 1999

			

			“So I know the yearlong performance is your thing, but a reminder, as it says in the contract, this is a seven-month fellowship period.”

			
				blood piece

				FROM SEPTEMBER 15, 1999, TO APRIL 15, 2000, I WILL:

				
						
						REMAIN OUTSIDE AT GREEN-WOOD CEMETERY DURING ALL DAYLIGHT HOURS, SEVEN DAYS A WEEK

					

						
						WEAR ONLY WHITE CLOTHING

					

						
						NOT USE ANY MENSTRUAL PRODUCTS

					

				

				SIGNED,

				GISELLE CHIN

				SEPTEMBER 15, 1999

			

			

			—

			
			Giselle quit waitressing and moved in with Holger. The woman she was subletting from was finally returning, and even if it would mean having to reverse-commute each day to Brooklyn, she couldn’t argue with saving money. She called Ellen at the number for her shared apartment to let her know she’d moved downtown too. “What are you up to tomorrow?” Ellen asked. “Want to see something cool?”

			She met Ellen in front of a four-story walk-up on Ninth Street. She’d seen the burned-out buildings from a recent past when the neighborhood was more dangerous and more abandoned, though there were fewer of them lately, and, unsure of what to expect, had worn a pair of old jeans, not knowing if she would have to climb in through a window or break a wall with a sledgehammer, but the building had a front door, and inside, a hole in the middle of the space, as if it was cored, a metal ladder with the breeze blowing through. In a corner were several shopping carts full of wood planks and other scraps. It felt like a scene in a horror movie, a haunted house. It smelled like mold and dampness.

			“Check it out.” Ellen gestured at the junk like she was showing off a prize. “We’ve been cleaning out shit for months. Dead rats, used needles, someone left a busted ambulance stretcher. The other day we spent eight hours clearing the yard.” There were so many free materials around the city, ready for the taking. The plan was to build new floors, stairs, and walls. Ellen’s friends Niles and Donnell had worked in construction before, and Sunny was good at numbers, drawing diagrams that were measured and precise. “There’s a bunch of other people working on things too. I didn’t think I was good at this sort of stuff, but I keep coming back. It’s not like labeling envelopes in an office. It’s exhausting, but then you’ve got this tangible, physical object to show for it, this house.”

			“Are you going to move in here, like actually live here?” Giselle couldn’t see how it was possible. There wasn’t even electricity or running water.

			“I’d miss showers. But I wouldn’t have to pay rent, and then I could quit my job and just work on other projects. It’s exciting, you know?” Ellen said her friends stayed here some nights, but she went to Kevin’s or slept in the room she was still renting. “Kevin thinks I’ve gone insane, by the way. Maybe I have.”

			Giselle told Ellen more about the Creative City fellowship. “I’m pumped about it. It’s cool to be supported by an organization instead of doing it all on my own. Like I finally get to be a real artist.”

			“You should look into where they get their money. It’s probably someplace pretty bad.”

			Giselle pushed a plastic bag aside with her foot. “Way to rain on my parade.”

			“It’s only a suggestion. Take it or leave it.”

			“I’ll leave it, thanks.”

			“Come on. It’s not that I’m not proud of you. But you know me, I’ve got to say it. That’s what I do.”

			“Okay, okay.”

			“I am proud of you. You know that, right? You’re my famous artist friend.”

			“Okay, I’m not famous yet.”

			Ellen laughed, and Giselle felt her shoulders lower. “Yet, she says. Fine, you’re famous enough to me.”

			Giselle thought most of the East Village squatters were white kids, but Ellen wasn’t, and soon they were joined by two others, Reem and Sunny. “Where is everyone, El?” Sunny asked, and Ellen said she thought they were upstairs. “Let’s go,” Reem said, and Giselle realized upstairs meant the roof, that they should climb up the metal ladder. She followed Ellen and her friends up the rungs, hands sweating, tracking the orange bandana Reem wore around her hair.

			Some of the new floors were partly in place, jutting into the air. They climbed toward the sounds of talking and music, and then Ellen reached a platform and took Giselle’s hand and said, “Step on it.” Reem opened a door and they walked out onto a rooftop, where Giselle could see the crackle of a bonfire in a steel drum and, in the distance, the NYCHA buildings closer to the river, the empty lot across the street where people lived in tents. Donnell and Niles were roasting hot dogs over the fire.

			“Grab a plate,” Donnell said, and Giselle chose one from the stack. Niles dropped a hot dog on it, and she was so hungry, she ate it right away, burning the roof of her mouth.

			“Wow. Why is this so good?”

			“Home cooking.” Sunny pushed her glasses up. “Grilled the way Jesus intended, over an open flame on a New York rooftop.”

			“I didn’t realize Jesus intended hot dogs.” Reem doused hers with hot sauce from Taco Bell packets. “Hot dogs seem like they’d go directly against Jesus.”

			Giselle drank a beer, the night widening. She had been nervous about meeting Ellen’s friends, but they were nice to her, and she relaxed. Ellen asked how the graveyard was, which led to Giselle explaining Mall Piece, and Reem said, “That’s dope. Plus, hey, free rent.”

			“I’ve got an idea about a piece you can do next.” Donnell rubbed his hands together, his grin exposing a crooked incisor. “Squat Piece. Spending a year clearing an abandoned building. Ooh, it’s going to be good.”

			“I think you all are already doing it,” Giselle said. “I think you’re going to be art stars.”

			“Fuck yeah.” Sunny raised her can of beer. “I’ve always dreamt of being an art star.”

			Sunny talked about her crush on someone named Sara that everyone wanted her to get together with, and Reem mentioned getting into a fight with a man who had cut her off on her bike. Giselle listened to them talk about the things they were working on: a garden, a bike share, days for scavenging building materials and food. “We’re going to do a neighborhood potluck,” Ellen said, “once we have the yard done. Something on Sunday afternoons, with music.” It wasn’t like hanging out with Holger and his friends, or even with her own friends, nights out when everything felt tenuous and conditional, when Giselle felt like a trapdoor was opening inside her and she was about to fall through.

			She settled back, gazing at the glowing squares of nearby buildings, their rooms lit up with electricity. Ellen’s optimism was contagious, her quick eyes and hands, how she swept her hair off her face as she spoke. “We can fight evictions,” Ellen said. “We can grow our own food.” Ellen was loud and bossy but made everyone feel included, pointing out how good Niles was at scoping buildings and it wasn’t just because he was so damn tall, or how Reem was the fastest at tapping water from fire hydrants. The night was cooling, but the fire wasn’t. Ellen and her friends peed in buckets and ate food they stole out of supermarket trash, but compared to them, it was Giselle’s life that felt impoverished.

			

			—

			The Voice ran an article about Blood Piece, and people walking in the cemetery recognized her, took pictures. One woman said it was good to see art with a message. “Why don’t health insurance companies cover tampons when they’re paying for Viagra?” she said, pumping a fist. It was harder to maintain a sense of immunity to how she appeared, the necessary distance, and Giselle missed the days of Mall Piece and Memory Piece, when the performance was simply a way to fill her life. Wasn’t this her dream come true; shouldn’t she be grateful? She imagined removing herself from the world of competition. But if she stopped, she would have to give up everything.

			In February, after the start of a new century at the Yances’ weekend home in the Hudson Valley—as they were going to sleep on New Year’s, Holger said, “This would be a nice place for a wedding, don’t you think?” and Giselle had pretended she wasn’t awake—Holger flew to Berlin for his first show in years, an exhibit of small, minimally colored canvases. Giselle lied and said she liked them, though she didn’t even think he did.

			He called every day, but she was often out. She received invitations: come to this event, submit to this grant, attend this party. A magazine interviewed her and she cut the interview short. The same school that once said she should enroll in college to learn more about art invited her to teach a class. Between bands at Brownies, she bumped into the sculptor she used to hook up with when she first moved to Brooklyn, and he loomed over her, smiling, and said he’d gotten into an MFA program. When she mentioned her fellowship, his smile faded.

			Strangers introduced themselves and younger artists watched and whispered, approached her while out in giggly pairs, and she couldn’t tell if it was because they were awkward and self-conscious or if they were making fun of her. A couple times she met someone who seemed like a potential friend, only to have them ask for an introduction to Iola Rathburn or a reference for a residency application. It was like she was no longer a person but a source to be mined.

			As the days got colder and the sun set earlier, Giselle was glad to not have to spend so long outside. She spent a week in a cluster of graves so old she couldn’t read many of the names, her white puffy coat and ski hat both gone dingy gray. She tried not to think of Ellen’s criticism of Creative City, tried not to feel paranoid that Jackie not coming to the Memory Piece performance was a statement on not only the art but of Giselle herself. She trusted and valued Ellen’s and Jackie’s opinions; they were a gauge for her own potential, her standards.

			The blood part was the piece of the performance that Giselle did feel okay about, something she’d slapped on half in jest to appease Michelle Marcus. On days when she had her period, she would walk slower. Feeling the blood glob out and soak through her clothes was gratifying in its corporeality. On the subway, a stranger would say, “Miss, you’re bleeding” and she’d smile and say, “Yes, thank you.”

			Living in Holger’s apartment while he was gone, there was a composed joy to her days, a solitude that occurred so rarely now. She rented videos from Kim’s, rewatching Cinema Paradiso and Times Square, listened to Sonic Youth in the bath. She moved the furniture around, picked up a guy at a bar on Fifth Street who was in town for the weekend from Chicago; at least she’d never run into him again. Still, there were some nights when she felt lonely. She called Maxine, who was working in LA and drinking too much, and left a message. Ruben hadn’t shown up for the end of Memory Piece and never apologized, and their friendship hadn’t been the same. She tried Jackie, but the number was busy. It was hard to get ahold of Ellen, and she supposed she could stop by the building on Ninth Street, but the thought of being there with all those people, then going back to an empty apartment, made her hesitate.

			At an opening in Chelsea, she saw Iola Rathburn, who was unusually affectionate, bringing Giselle a glass of wine and hovering nearby as she drank. “You didn’t hear it from me,” Iola said in her in rapid, modulated tenor, “but I have a feeling you’re under consideration for a Krauss Fellowship. They’re doing a lot with technology these days. You know, web art.”

			“I don’t do that,” Giselle said, surprised.

			“Well, you could.”

			Later that night, her mother called. “When are you coming to visit?”

			“I’ll try. When this fellowship is over.”

			“You work too much. Are you getting enough to eat?”

			“So how are things in Florida? How’s Alexander doing?”

			“How’s that boyfriend of yours? Has he asked you to marry him yet?”

			

			—

			A video looped on the wall of the Green-Wood Cemetery visitors’ center. The event was the finale for Blood Piece. Tomorrow the fellowship would be over.

			The audience watched the footage of Giselle walking through the graves, red spot blooming on her white pants. She heard muffled conversation in the back of the room, an intake of stifled laughter. During the Q&A, someone referred to the performance as satirical womanhood and dark humor. Someone else said she was impressed by Giselle’s rigid discipline and sacrificial nature.

			“Ignore them,” Holger said after the Q&A was finished.

			“I’m so glad it’s done,” Giselle whispered.

			“I’m looking forward to having you home again with me.”

			She felt the room cloud over and told herself to let it go. Holger’s show in Berlin had gotten lukewarm reviews, and she’d been expected to soothe and prop him up. He deflected questions about his work and talked about her success instead; he blamed others, the gallerist, Fred, as if he had no part, no responsibility, for himself. They hadn’t had sex for months, and when Giselle experienced blips of horniness, she was annoyed, sometimes furious, as if her body was inconveniencing her. Alone in the apartment, she’d replay greatest-hits reels in her head to bring things to conclusion in the most efficient way possible, thinking of lost hookups, unfinished crushes, and hot strangers. Asking Holger for assistance would be giving him access she didn’t want him to have.

			She was tired of having to be attentive about everyone else’s feelings, the expectation that it was her job to make things better, a disposable filter for a man’s shittiest emotions, managing his concerns, comforting him.

			Holger shifted beside her. “What, I can’t want to spend more time with you?”

			“So you get to go to Europe for your work, and when it comes to mine, I’m being guilted for not spending enough time at home.”

			“It’s a compliment. What’s wrong with missing having you around?”

			A man Holger knew was approaching them, and Giselle smiled and excused herself. At the drinks table, Michelle Marcus was talking to a woman with white-blonde hair who introduced herself as Allison Cook. Giselle couldn’t keep track of how Allison was connected to Creative City, but she mentioned she was also friends with Holger. She and Michelle were discussing the architects Creative City had commissioned to carry out an intervention in a former loading dock in the neighborhood, a space that had been city-owned and was now being redeveloped.

			Allison patted Giselle on the wrist. “Your work is so provocative. It teaches us a lot.”

			“Thank you so much.” Giselle’s voice wobbled. “Excuse me, please.”

			She left the cemetery and walked down the hill, out of the gates, and toward the water, past warehouses and bus yards. Old train tracks were embedded into the pavement, though trains no longer ran by here. The air was balmy and still, a spring afternoon. She heard the sound of a crowd and some subdued shouting. The intervention might have already began.

			About twenty people waited in front of a gate, watching an abandoned eight-story building and a work crew, men in hard hats and construction machines. Children balanced on parents’ shoulders. Older people sat in lawn chairs on the sidewalk. Giselle saw a sign with the words new york development corporation. Someone handed her a plastic glass. “Champagne?”

			“Is this a film shoot?”

			A man next to her said, “It’s the same wrecking crew they used for Lethal Weapon.”

			The woman with him said, “It’s not a film. They’re actually going to explode that building. They’ve got ten thousand dynamite sticks loaded up in there.”

			“What for?”

			“They’re building a new jail,” the man said. “The largest one in Brooklyn.”

			There was a countdown followed by an explosion. For seconds, nothing happened. A kid yelled, “It didn’t work!”

			The building fell. The concrete walls and wooden beams folded in on themselves and the crowd cheered.

			Then came the dust, clouds of it, dust, everywhere: the surrounding blocks sprayed with dust, the sidewalks and cobblestone, dust over the cars and trucks. People grabbed their children and chairs and ran, coughing. Giselle saw what was left. A mountain of rubble, almost as tall as the building had been.

			

			—

			On Friday night, the sidewalks full of people, a woman asked, “Can you walk with me?”

			She was around Giselle’s age, with dark curly hair, and she was crying. Giselle hadn’t noticed at first, because the woman was smiling. But the smile was forced and her words cracked. She was walking fast on Delancey, and Giselle tried to keep up.

			“Are you okay?”

			The woman nodded. A group of drunk frat boys—Bridge and Tunnel, Giselle thought; they could’ve gone to Millwood High—brushed past, laughing.

			“Everything’s going to be okay,” Giselle said, and hated how stupid it sounded.

			“How are you,” the woman said.

			“All right.”

			“Where are you coming from?”

			“Dinner with friends.”

			They hurried to make the light, but it turned red before they got to the crosswalk. Cars streamed through the intersection, and the woman glanced over her shoulder.

			“You sure you’re okay?”

			“I’m okay.”

			“Really, like, not in danger or anything?”

			“I’m okay.” When they reached the subway, the woman said, “This is my stop.”

			“Do you need me to—”

			She touched Giselle’s arm and said no, thanks, she was fine, thanks. Giselle didn’t know if she should believe her or not, but she watched the woman walk down the stairs and into the station. Then she turned and walked north, to Holger’s apartment.

			A serial killer was on the loose. A woman had been found, a body, on Park Avenue, found by morning commuters on their way to the downtown 6 train. Someone beat her to death in the early morning as she opened the door to her dry-cleaning business. A woman was strangled while jogging along the East River at dusk. A woman lay in a coma in a hospital bed, discovered unconscious behind rocks in Central Park in broad daylight. Three women dead or near dead in two weeks, nothing unusual at the time, and only notable because of the locations. A murder on the Upper East Side made front-page headlines; a murder in the Bronx went unnoticed. A young mystery woman assaulted in the heavily trafficked lower regions of the park among schoolchildren and nannies: front page.

			“Women in New York City should be very careful,” said a cop on the news. “Women should take caution, especially when walking alone at night.”

			Giselle thought of the protest at the clothing store that Ellen had helped organize. The woman on Delancey had needed someone to walk with her to the subway, to play at normality, because she believed she was in danger. Not from the serial killer, from someone else. Probably someone she knew. She was scared and couldn’t make a fuss out of it.

			Holger was out. There was a message on the answering machine from someone at the Krauss Foundation, asking if Giselle was available to talk. She took off her bra, changed into a T-shirt and sweats, and put on Dig Me Out. She turned on Holger’s computer, which he rarely used and said was her computer, too, and dialed up to the internet, clicking around a news site, some page full of dancing multiplying rodents. She typed in the address of the person who had helped her set up an email account years ago, though Giselle seldom used it. Someone she knew would be checking her email every day, probably every hour.

			

			—

			
			Jackie leaned against the wall of Tile Bar. Her hair was choppy, a stray cowlick in back, and her lips chapped. She was a dot-commer but feared the company she worked for might shut down soon. Everyone, Jackie said, was getting laid off. “The whole city crashed. It’s a mess.” She picked at the label on her beer bottle, peeling away a corner. She had her own company, too, a side project, making software to publish web pages, though the future of that was uncertain. So were things with a girl she was dating.

			It was good to see Jackie again. After Giselle emailed her suggesting they meet up, days passed and Jackie didn’t respond. Jackie must have gotten the email but didn’t want to talk to Giselle. A week later, when Jackie’s name finally appeared in her inbox, Giselle nearly cried. Jackie was doing okay, even if she seemed mildly depressed. She said she’d moved out of the apartment she was living in, not too far from here. “But now?” A laugh bounced out of her. “You’ll never guess where I’ve been staying.”

			“Where?”

			Jackie grinned, slouching back in her seat. “At Sola!”

			“What’s Sola?”

			“Ellen Ng’s squat.”

			“Are you serious? I was there, well, it was a while ago. I didn’t even know she’d moved in or that it had an official name. How long have you been there?”

			“Not that long. Ellen and me—it’s a long story. She said she showed you the house when they first opened it. You should come by again sometime. They’ve fixed it up a lot.”

			“Do you shit in a bucket?”

			“Oh, times have changed.”

			Giselle felt like she was missing out on something. Being here with Jackie after not seeing her for so long, the news about Jackie and Ellen, the horror-movie building becoming an actual house with a name. All of their paths crossing and uncrossing and crossing again. “Does Ellen know you’re meeting me tonight?”

			“I haven’t had a chance to tell her. She’s been so busy. I guess I have too. Sola’s not bad, but I’m searching for a new place.” Jackie asked Giselle what she had been up to, and Giselle talked about how she’d lost control of Blood Piece. “It does sound a little cheesy,” Jackie said. “No offense.”

			“It’s okay. You’re not wrong.”

			“There was this rumor that there was a hidden warehouse for my job near where that cemetery is. Maybe it’s true, maybe not.”

			“I saw this building explode there. You wouldn’t believe the amount of dust it made. I guess the city’s building a new jail.” Jackie bit her lower lip and pushed it out as she listened, a gesture Giselle recognized from childhood. How sudden it was, the gap between then and now. Her life was unrecognizable, remarkable, compared to then; Jackie’s too. She tapped Jackie’s hand. “Hey, I missed you. I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch.”

			“I’m sorry too,” Jackie said. “It’s been a weird time.”

			Giselle had called Jackie thinking she could ask for tips on how to kiss up to the Krauss Foundation administrators about technology, but now she wasn’t so sure. The jukebox switched from “Technova” to that Chumbawamba song, and they bobbed their heads from side to side. Giselle finished her drink. “Maybe we can hang out with Ellen sometime, the three of us.”

			

			—

			She stayed up late in front of the TV, not going to bed until Holger was asleep. She sat on the steps of Union Square and watched skateboarders doing tricks, old men playing chess, a mob of pigeons attacking a discarded sandwich. The sun setting through the spaces between buildings, the traffic doing its slow bump down Broadway. One by one, cars turned on their lights.

			She flew to Florida on an early-morning flight. Mercy and Alexander lived in a one-bedroom apartment outside Miami in a faded pink complex. Giselle hadn’t seen Mercy for two years, Alexander for much longer. His son, Jordan, lived with his mother, Alexander’s ex.

			Alexander left for work at a store where he sold vitamins in what sounded like a pyramid scheme and Mercy made rice and eggs, which she and Giselle ate at the kitchen table in a corner of the apartment’s main room, blinds angled up to block out the sun. It was ten in the morning, and Giselle was already covered in sweat, a rash creeping at the base of her neck. Mercy’s lipstick was a garish coral that clashed with her skin. “You gained weight,” she said.

			“Thank you.”

			Her mother shot her a stink eye that was so familiar, Giselle almost laughed.

			“Ma, is everything okay? You feeling all right?”

			“Of course I am.”

			“Are you taking care of yourself?”

			“I don’t need a lot at this age. I’m lucky. A lot of older people, their children abandon them to die in nursing homes. I have a place to live and nice weather. I have my son and grandson. All I need is for my daughter to get married and have a baby too.”

			“All right, all right.”

			“So that boyfriend of yours still hasn’t proposed, huh.”

			“Actually, I broke up with him.”

			Mercy made a small strangled cry. “Giselle!”

			“I’m a finalist for this major art fellowship. It’s a big deal. I’m getting a— Ma, are you crying? Stop, here, have some tissues.” She tore off a piece of Bounty and passed it to Mercy.

			“I just want you to be happy.”

			“I am happy!”

			Her mother shook her head, as if she was sure Giselle was lying. She pulled at Giselle’s bangs. “What happened to your hair; why do you wear it like that?”

			“Can we go somewhere? How can you stay inside like this all day?”

			Alexander had taken his car to work, so Giselle called a cab, which took nearly an hour to arrive. They went to a mall, where she treated her mother to lunch, followed by a pedicure, followed by a cut and color, followed by shopping. She bought Mercy a sundress with matching sandals. She bought Mercy a handbag. Mercy complained, but Giselle gave the cashiers her credit card, made a little wall with her body, and signed the receipts before her mother could stop her.

			When they got home, Alexander was still out. They waited for him for dinner, but he didn’t get back until seven. “We thought you were supposed to be done at work by five,” Mercy said.

			Alexander went to the bathroom. He’d gone soft, his skin tanned and baggy. The shower turned on, and when he emerged in shorts and a too-tight polo shirt, he said, “Ready now?”

			He drove them to a restaurant on the water and ordered clams casino and shrimp cocktail. The water smelled brackish, but the night sky was pretty.

			“This is nice,” Giselle said.

			Alexander showed her a picture of his son, the two of them at a playground. “He’s a good kid.”

			“He’s cute. He takes after you when you were young.”

			“Wish I could see him more, but the laws are biased against fathers.”

			“Jordan’s growing up so fast,” Mercy said.

			“Ma told me you got some award. How much did they give you for that thing, anyway?”

			“Not that much.”

			“Enough to not have to work.”

			“My work is what they’re paying me for.”

			“That’s your job? To be on the rag in a graveyard and write all day in your diary? Damn, I should be an artist too. It’s easier than working for a living.”

			Giselle stabbed a shrimp with her toothpick. She hadn’t spoken to Alexander or her mother about the details of Blood Piece or Memory Piece. Alexander must have looked her up, maybe read something online. She wondered if they’d been doing this all along, following her work, not only to keep tabs but to form their own opinions. Even out of some obscure pride.

			Against her will, her eyes pricked with tears. “Thank you.”

			“You weren’t scared?” Mercy said. “Being outside in a cemetery all day? I’d be scared.”

			She steadied her words. “Not really.”

			“You’re braver than me.”

			Alexander made a show out of grabbing the check and taking money out of his wallet. “It’s on me.”

			Giselle slept in the bedroom with her mother. Alexander slept on the couch. “Ma. If you need help with rent or anything.”

			Mercy said she was fine. It was an affordable apartment for people over fifty-five. The rent was cheap and the lease in her name. She wasn’t working right now, but Alexander was, and it wasn’t too long until she could start collecting social security.

			“Wait. Does Alexander even pay rent?”

			“He’s getting started with this new job. Anyway, I don’t need help. I’m independent like you.”

			“Don’t you miss New Jersey? You don’t have to stay in Florida if you don’t want to. You still have friends up north.”

			Her mother turned onto her back and didn’t respond. Giselle noticed a water stain on the ceiling. What appeared to be a lizard ran across the tiled floor. “Where would you live if you could live anywhere?”

			“It’s too late to live anywhere. I can’t run around all the time doing whatever I want like you do, no responsibilities.”

			“Just imagine you could go anywhere, live anywhere. Anywhere at all. Where would you go?”

			“No.”

			“Ma. This is only talking.”

			Mercy opened her mouth, then closed it. Giselle looked for the lizard.

			“Your auntie Cecilia is living in a new condo in Quezon City. Two bedrooms and a pool downstairs. She’s all alone ever since Raymond died.”

			“That sounds like a nice place.”

			“I’ve seen pictures. It’s not bad.”

			Giselle wanted her mother to tell her what she wanted. Not what she wanted for Giselle, but for herself. Mercy saw Giselle’s life as an extension of her own, evidence of her labor realized, a life of endurance and caution, protection and worry, of surveillance and being surveilled. Within that judgment, that desire for Giselle’s safety, unspoken, was love. Love with vigilance. Love but with sharps. Giselle felt it for Mercy too.

			Was it possible for either of them to be truly free?

			The entanglement of obligation. She wanted a way to provide for others while also providing for herself. To not give everything but to give enough. If only she could feel as if she’d done enough.

			She watched the shadow of her mother’s body rising and falling in its sleep.

			

			—

			In her new home, Giselle assembled a time capsule, a ritual she had performed on and off for twenty years, ever since her third-grade teacher had the class contribute to one that was to be opened in the year 2000. She’d sacrificed a Rubik’s Cube key chain to that box, which, if it still existed, was molding away in a Millwood Middle School supply closet.

			A jump in her chest. That weightlessness returned.

			Now it was the year 2000 and Giselle placed two items in an envelope, a letter to herself and a few photographs, to be opened when the RIGHT TIME arrives.

			
				disappearance piece

				I WILL NO LONGER MAKE ART OR IDENTIFY AS AN ARTIST.

				I AM GIVING THE PROCEEDS OF MY KRAUSS FELLOWSHIP TO MY MOTHER, MERCY CHIN.

				I WILL DISAPPEAR.

				THIS PERFORMANCE BEGINS ON SEPTEMBER 15, 2000, AND WILL CONTINUE.

				SIGNED,

				GISELLE CHIN

				SEPTEMBER 15, 2000

			

		

	
		
			News from Home

		

	
		
			
				FROM: 8qc059+li2x744291@grml.qq

				TO: ell410@postmsg.io

				[image: ] - - - - - begin encrypted message - - - - -
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					ID: 847

					Title: Subway Security Camera Recording, February 2027

					Physical Description: None

					Digital Description: Video file

					Summary Description: LacunaCCTV footage recorded of Manhattan subway platform

					Location: East Archive, First Floor

				
			
		

	
		
			Jackie Ong at the End of the World

		

	
		
			Summer

			The end of the century is five months away. Wonder gets its Series B funding, thirty million bucks, and blows one hundred K on a party. Deth Pham, failure son, paper tycoon, founder and CEO, shouts into the mic, dark hair in a ponytail. Four jumbotrons are beamed at the bleachers, each with a cartoon Wondernaut, except instead of a guy on a bike with cargo shorts, it’s an animated fox with cargo shorts dressed in a lime-green Wonder vest. The section that cheers the loudest wins. Marketing roars, Biz Dev and Creative make valid, strenuous efforts. The louder the screams, the faster the animated fox bikes, beads of pixelated sweat firing from its forehead, legs a light-orange blur, and there is laughter, as if it is funny.

			Jackie Ong, delinquent daughter, cocky dreamer, director of web technology, sits with the rest of the tech team. Louder! Deth yells. Shout like you know IPO is coming! Someone in front, Jackie can’t tell who, says, Won-durr. It’s not enough noise to even get the fox to move. The cartoon stays still and blinking, an accusatory cursor for a typed command. Jackie feels like Deth is looking right at her and she looks back, blames him.

			This is hideous, she says to Ashok, systems engineer.

			You’re not drunk enough. Ashok’s lime-green cup is half emptied of vodka punch, also lime green, from the plastic cauldrons at the party entrance. There’s a green stain on the front of his polo shirt, a drop of vodka on his goatee.

			What’s the prize, anyway, for yelling the loudest? What’s the cost of dignity?

			Mike, programmer analyst, whose bald spot has been semi-blocking Jackie’s view, turns around. I hear it’s a mountain of coke.

			What, Jackie says, your dignity?

			That’s what Marketing wins. Mike makes devil horns with his hands. Literal piles of cocaine.

			Girls in lime-green short-shorts pump their crotches in cages to the anesthetic numb-out of drum and bass. There is Deth, talking on the couch to Bridget, director of marketing. Two of the dancers encircle Stefan, director of Biz Dev, and Todd Wellhouse, CFO, who makes a paltry attempt to shake his hips. Todd calls Jackie over and points to the dancing girls with his chin. I bet you like the look of that, huh, he says, waggling his tongue.

			She walks away, flicking him the finger. There is the man from Silicon Alley Reporter taking pictures, the woman from Alleycat News tapping on her PalmPilot. A long table offers up half-eaten trays of sushi, the fish hot and decaying, wasabi and soy sauce streaking the tablecloth. At the punch cauldrons Ashok waves, shot glass in hand, and Mike says, Find your dignity yet?

			Ten blocks south, eight blocks east, in her fifth-floor walk-up studio on Twelfth and B, Jackie checks on her machines, pets their plastic cases and murmurs her hellos. The hard drives are running, the Lene site is steady. Her electricity bill is obscene.

			Lene is the reason Jackie took the job at Wonder, that temporary measure and necessary evil. Lene began as a script Jackie created to upload entries to her website and became a service people used to publish their own web diaries, a personal, public, digital archive of one’s life. To use all the features, you needed enough preexisting knowledge to make a page on your own instead of the bloated junk-code of Dreamweaver. That filters out the cam girls and finance bros who solely know the web as a means for making money, the VCs helpless in the event of a server crash. Lene is a prize for those who still believe, despite the ends-of-days desperation coursing through the city, even for the ones who came as late as ’96. The end is near, the EarthWeb founder said in this year’s Silicon Alley keynote, but Jackie knows he’s wrong. The end already happened. But maybe a new thing can rise from the ashes of the dot-commers, like the sturdy plants that survive and rebloom after a fire destroys, clearing the air so what remains are the strong and the true. Perhaps a fire is necessary, a controlled burning.

			Lene is up and running but isn’t done, isn’t as good as Jackie can make it, and she knows she can make it great. She needs money to buy time so she can focus on building new capabilities rather than answering help requests. In her cube at Wonder, wasting her days making a website so that rich stoners can get people with less money to deliver things they could easily get at the bodega on the corner, she thinks, Please don’t let anyone beat me to this. Six months, tops, Deth had said when he was selling the job to her, and we’ll get IPO and your stock options will be worth a ton and we’ll reorganize the staff and you’ll have money to do whatever you want. It has now been four, and Jackie is determined to stick it out. She doesn’t want to sell the company or make her users pay. It’s not so bad, working at Wonder. It’s a job. It’s fine.

			She turns on one of the computers on her desk, a plastic IKEA table across the room from the futon bed. The apartment is spare, clothes folded neatly inside a set of low drawers on the slanted hardwood floor. At the door, next to her slippers, is a container of tennis balls from the summer she played in order to impress an unusually upbeat and athletic girl with a WASPy underbite who triggered a latent high school fantasy she wanted to see if she could fulfill—and she did—and who was duly impressed by Jackie’s backhand, which, thanks to private-school tennis lessons in eighth grade, was indeed impressive. In the corner kitchen, a toaster oven, trash can full of noodle packaging, coffee grinds, empty bottles. Two bowls, two plates, two chopsticks, and an orange mug that she likes because there are no words on it, just plain.

			Diane Iha is online, green dot glowing next to her name, and when she messages Jackie before Jackie has a chance to message her, Jackie punches the air.

			
				how was it?

				stupid. todd made another dumb comment i hate it there

				ugh im sorry it sucks!

				[image: frowning emoji]

				just a few more months!

			

			She hesitates before replying to Diane, not wanting to say the wrong thing. Diane’s website is gray-yellow with black text and her code is pristine. Jackie had cased it to make sure after Diane emailed a question about Lene, an exchange that turned into sharing ICQ numbers. Jackie’s website also has pristine code, but she doesn’t post pictures of herself, unlike Diane, which is how Jackie knows that Diane has round cheeks and a pouty lower lip and wears baby tees screen-printed with the names of bands Jackie has never heard of, that she plays in a queer dodgeball league in San Francisco.

			
				 . . .

				 . . .

				anyways what ru up to today?

				not much. saw my crush at the coop. i talkd to her about CHEESE

				what kind of CHEESE

				swiss? raw milk

				raw milk?? thats some california thing right

				nah but the fact that you dont know it is a nyc thing ha ha

				ok definatly a calfornia thing

				 . . .

				 . . .

				did you see your crush today?

			

			Jackie has made up a crush, based on a former crush, a girl she used to see around at parties, a friend of a friend. She hasn’t seen the girl lately, but she writes, saw her getting coffee but i was late to work

			Before Jackie can see Diane’s reply, the screen goes dark. The computer has crashed again.

			

			—

			Jackie wants no part of Silicon Alley and the glowing new welcome sign sponsored by ClickStart, whose founder, Josh Kellerman, is always in the news. Midtown is suits, Wall Street’s always been suits, but Midtown is encroaching south into Union Square and Wall Street is creeping north. A Kmart asserts itself on Astor Place, a Starbucks. Frat boys hoot and puke on the corner where there used to be crust punks, and cops drive up and down Avenue C, blinding sirens and a lamp that lights up the street like a twenty-four-seven movie set. On warm nights, there are dot-com booze cruises on the East River, wooing and shrieking, the utz-utz-utz of techno music. A developer builds a luxury apartment complex on Houston Street with a statue of Lenin on top. You don’t need tokens anymore to ride the train. The one place of retreat is online, and even that is changing.

			The machines are rebooted and alive, Diane offline, asleep in her own late night, and Lene has twelve new user accounts. One customized the template to make a website with a list of recipes he’s tried, another a journal describing her work outfits, and Jackie reads these and adds them to the directory. It’s comforting, everyone logging and uploading and sharing and storing the obsessive daily details of their lives. An early-morning thunderstorm leaves the streets smelling clean and metallic until the August heat returns and bakes the garbage again. In the aggressively air-conditioned Wonder offices, shivering in the sweatshirt she keeps at work, Jackie attends a department meeting where Todd Wellhouse compliments Mike for managing the database rebuild. Mike stiffens and Jackie says, Actually, that was me.

			Todd says, Whatever, let’s get it done.

			She checks her work email. There’s a draft of a job posting for new junior developers from Ashok, which she approves without reading. There is a company-wide message about Friday happy hour, a press release on the extranet that claims Wonder uses “a complex set of data algorithms to maximize the distribution-center-to-customer efficiency based on internet usage statistics in compliance with applicable privacy and data protection laws.” She forwards this press release in an email to her father. After Jackie dropped out of Wellington College, a school of rich kids from New York and LA who took acid in junior high, she realized that to depend on her parents for tuition meant tolerating her father’s silences and her mother’s ruminating anxieties. Nancy Ong berated herself for letting Jackie spend too much time on computers, as though, if Jackie wore makeup, boys would ask her out, as if dating girls was a phase she’d grow out of. How could you do this to me, she’d cry after Jackie thought she was done for the night, but there was always, always a finale. It was a compromise that made Jackie want to flee and save herself, and now she only sees her parents on birthdays and holidays, talks to them on the phone every other month or so but not for long, and mostly about work. Occasionally her father emails her an article about telecommunications conglomeration or quality assurance systems. On her birthday, her mother sends a check for two hundred bucks, which Jackie never cashes.

			Not relying on her family gave Jackie certain liberties, made her feel resilient. It was her hidden pride, a stubborn, outsize superiority: her ability to be independent and take care of herself. Like how her parents must have felt when they were her age and moved to a new country where they didn’t know anyone and their future was perilous and uncertain. Jackie’s parents used to tell her that she didn’t understand their struggles, she was spoiled compared to them. They’d moved from Hong Kong to Brooklyn to one of the most expensive towns in North Jersey, to an ostentatious modern structure that stood out on a street of center-hall colonials, which they bought because a well-known architect had lived there before and they assumed this was a marker of the best. They sent Jackie to a private school in a nearby town, where she was aloof and pretty enough to give off an artsy cool, her friendlessness perceived more as a glamorous quirk rather than the mark of a total loser. The kids at school were intimidated by her, assumed she had friends elsewhere who were older and possibly Asian, when the truth was she spent most of her time by herself in her room watching movies or typing on her computer, her father sequestered in the basement, her mother into Jesus, Benson & Hedges, and the covert shame of the Home Shopping Network.

			Jackie’s parents gave her money to buy name-brand clothes that she picked out and styled herself, resulting in appraising side glances from white girls, clothes she was embarrassed to wear around the kids at Chinese school because they gave the impression that she was mean before she opened her mouth. Her family had no friends in town, didn’t even try. When she met Ellen Ng, she’d seen how Ellen acted unflappable but eyed everything like she was scoping a stakeout, face gone quiet when she thought no one was looking. She asked for Ellen’s number, wanting some part of Ellen’s bravado. When Jackie got older, she wondered if her desire to befriend Ellen had come out of her own embarrassment of having too much. It was as if she had wanted Ellen to know how bad she felt about herself, like that would somehow absolve her for being rich. She knew if Ellen saw where she lived, the ridiculous house and all that stuff, they could never truly be friends.

			She didn’t feel that way around Giselle. Jackie’s parents didn’t know Ellen’s family, didn’t see Ellen as worth commenting on, though Jackie’s mother used to say that Millwood, where the Chins lived, wasn’t as good as Warwick, but Jackie couldn’t see any real danger there. The Chins’ house smelled slightly cabbagey and the toilet was always running. When Jackie slept over, Giselle’s brother, Alexander, shirtless with a towel around his hips, would pass her in the hall on her way to the bathroom and whisper, Hey. She’d scurry back to Giselle’s room in her pajamas, where there were pictures of Giselle and her friends on a bulletin board, wearing magenta and turquoise dresses at a school dance, T-shirts and jean shorts at the Shore, and the expression on Giselle’s face in the pictures was forced and hungry beneath a broadening smile. That was Giselle: she could rearrange herself, morph at will, and if you didn’t know her like Jackie knew her, she resembled any regular person, she fit right in. Giselle was a blank slate, acquiescent and pretty if she wanted to be, flashy and magnetic if she wanted to be, and at other times like wallpaper, completely unremarkable. It was a calculation. At times Jackie would wonder who Giselle really was, if there was anything beyond the performance, or if she was only jealous of Giselle’s ability to shift and hide. Because unlike Giselle, Jackie always looked the same. In her school pictures it was the same damn face, the same exact one, just older every year.

			In a closet in Jackie’s apartment, stashed on a top shelf, is a shoebox of Polaroids she took of Giselle when Giselle first moved to the city. Giselle in Washington Square Park with her coat unbuttoned though it was so cold the weed guys chanting smoke, smokesmokesmoke weren’t even out. Giselle in a pair of heart-shaped sunglasses, drinking nai cha at a Chinatown bakery. The pictures were taken before Giselle began dating a famous guy and won some award, partly for work Jackie had done. It was Jackie who had driven to the mall several times a week, throwing out Giselle’s shit, her literal shit, taking the pictures that existed as the sole proof of Giselle’s year of confinement. And for what? She has nothing in common with Giselle anymore. She’d thought they were collaborators—and Ellen, too, though they hadn’t seen one another as often as she and Giselle had when they were younger—allied in the weirdest parts of themselves. Then Giselle had disposed of her, leaving her feeling like Giselle had walked off with her secret self. Though, to be fair, the disposal had been mutual. She wonders if Giselle’s new art friends would throw her poop out for her. Jackie had met these new friends, who seemed hard and glamorous and international, as well as obnoxious and fake. One time she invited Giselle to a party and Giselle had been rude and left early. Now she feels a smug satisfaction whenever she avoids Giselle’s phone calls, the invitations to her performance and opening. She has better things to do now. She doesn’t even see her other friends these days, the non-geek ones, the queer ones, missed the beach trip last month with RJ and Marisol, makes excuses when Bora wants to go dancing. Not that she prefers spending time with her coworkers, but at least they don’t give her grief for working too much. They understand the deadlines she’s facing, they’re dealing with their own. But still, she daydreams.

			

			—

			Diane messages.

			
				want to do somethingg fun?

				yes

			

			Diane sends a phone number. that’s me, wanna talk tonight?

			
				yes!

			

			Diane’s voice is high and friendly, what a golden retriever might sound like if it was a girl, a charming, enthusiastic dog you want to pet and keep petting. Her laugh is clear, pure, delighted. You sound like I thought you would, too, she tells Jackie.

			How’s that?

			Your voice is soft and kind of low. Kind of tough? Kind of hot.

			Only kind of?

			Diane laughs again. More than kind of.

			Is this what love is like, being obsessed with someone you’ve never met but have imagined, frequently and in excruciating detail, the feeling of being with? Constantly, Jackie thinks of Diane. Diane lives in a Victorian house with four roommates and a backyard. She likes nature, because on the West Coast there is a lot of it. Everyone in California seems to live in a pot-cloud of nature, and Jackie wonders if that makes you automatically nice, because Diane is nice, sincere without being gullible, and after a lifetime of too-cool New Yorkers, Jackie is curious about how attracted she is to this, like not realizing how much your clothes smelled until you took them off to shower. Diane has the racial affability of Jackie’s Bay Area second cousins, straight kids who grew up in heavily Asian suburbs and could pretend to not think about race with the forced ignorance of white people, and though Diane isn’t straight, she did grow up in an LA suburb in a neighborhood full of other JAs, and nearly half her high school was Asian. She is interested in Jackie’s subway rides and weekends, what it’s like to live in a place where there is snow. She tells Jackie her favorite perfume is Body Shop’s Dewberry and her favorite cocktails are gin and tonics, and Jackie goes to a Body Shop and buys a bottle of the perfume so she can huff it covertly, and she drinks gin and tonics so she can pretend her mouth tastes like kissing Diane, and after an extended happy hour with Ashok and Mike, she stumbles home and goes right to her computer, not bothering to pee or take off her jacket, and sees, thank god, that Diane is online. She types fast, i drank gin n tonic and thougt of kissing yoi, hits return. A minute later her phone rings and it’s Diane, saying in that clear, delighted voice: I think of kissing you all the time. Because when we do, it’s going to be great.

			Every night Jackie rushes home while it’s still light out, boils water for instant noodles and cracks open a beer. She waits for the phone to ring with Diane on the other line. She hears the sounds of Diane moving about her house, where she’s working at home while in between web consultant jobs, hears Diane piss and flush and laugh about it. Diane’s footsteps as she walks down the creaky staircase, sorry sorry for the noise she says, Diane’s housemates talking in the background, the volume going in and out as they move around, cooking elaborate group meals. Diane knows how to cook, even likes it. They talk about their days, some band Diane’s friends play in. They talk about the web. You’re so stubborn, Diane says, when Jackie complains about not having money for new Lene equipment yet not wanting to take ads or do customer fees. Jackie says, So what are you up to tonight? Diane laughs. You’re changing the subject! Stop changing it!

			Jackie feels herself relax. Diane likes her, she thinks. Does Diane like her? This isn’t a test, or if it still is, she’s doing well, it’s easy. She’s not used to feeling so nervous around someone she likes. But Diane is up to her standards, an equal, almost.

			It is earlier where Diane is and her house is always full of people, people coming back from the park or driving cars wherever it is they drive cars to, and sometimes Diane goes with them, to ride bikes, eat burritos, to hang out at another house with another group of friends, leaving Jackie alone in her apartment, already dark in New York. When she gets off the phone, she tries to fill in the empty left-behind feeling with work. The girls she’s dated before were nearby, people she could see and touch, until the nearness became a problem. Her ex Soraya, who did something Jackie never fully bothered to understand at a nonprofit, her longest relationship, nearly six months last winter, had accused her of having a restless heart. But Jackie knew Soraya felt that the time Jackie spent with Lene was time that should be spent with her, until everything became poisoned with guilt and resentment. It sucks that she can’t see Diane in person, but it’s also all right, because she doesn’t have to force herself to decide which matters more, her work or having a girlfriend. Not that Diane is her girlfriend, not yet.

			Diane mentions coming out to New York for a visit, and Jackie considers buying a plane ticket and surprising her. She entertains the fantasy of letting it all go, but it’s pleasing enough to have it remain fantasy. She ignores phone calls from the friends she hasn’t seen in months and runs to the bodega at two in the morning for Gatorade and Fritos, scurries back upstairs, her apartment a fortress. She disappears online.

		

	
		
			Fall

			The first computer lived in the basement, where Jackie’s father spent most of his time. Unlike the rest of the house with its spotless, uncomfortable white-and-light-gray furniture, the basement was cushioned, ugly, carpeted. There was wood paneling, a plush brown easy chair with pillows.

			Johnny Ong worked for a satellite office of the Department of Defense, and at work he used a government network, but at home there was a network called Saturn, an early version of Usenet, a private sandbox for adult nerds. There was a spare telephone line dedicated to the computer and he showed Jackie how he used it to call a number. I’m typing to my colleagues in Boston, he said. See, the lines that say ST are for Sam Thompson. The ones that say CR are for Carl Renaldi. The screen was dark with green type, the cursor a grim line.

			She asked, How do you know it’s really them?

			He typed: MY DAUGHTER JACKIE IS HERE

			ST: HELLO JACKIE

			She typed back: HELLO ST

			CR: HELLO THIS IS A USER BASED COMPUTER NETWORK CALLED SATURN

			Home alone after school, no kids playing outside in the wooded cul-de-sacs of Warwick, New Jersey, where the houses were hidden behind hedges and stone walls, Jackie retreated to the basement. When she logged in as her father, the men chattered on about ham radio, computers, weather, sports, with sporadic comments about sexy actresses. But when she logged in under her own account that Johnny had created for her, the network was different. The men asked her questions about school. They did not discuss computers. No one mentioned sexy actresses. She was an intruder, different: kid. Girl. Even if she considered herself pre-girl, or non-girl, she couldn’t escape what other people thought she was.

			The basement was mildewy, delicious, one corner home to the discards of her mother’s TV impulse purchases—battery-operated forks, crystal moths, all-in-one ponchos—that even before delivery had immediately been regretted, purchased at three in the morning, a habit left over from a former life of saving and strategizing. The rest of the room was machines in various states of being taken apart or put back together, motherboards and hard drives, homeless mice, a heap of monitors Jackie’s father insisted could someday be made usable. When she was ten, he made a computer for her. There was a cassette player that could play actual music cassettes but you plugged it into the computer, which was then plugged into the television, and then you could load and play computer games. There was a game where you pressed letters to blow up cartoon moles. There was another game where you typed in the answers to questions like what is the capitol of haiti and what is the capitol of south dakota. It’s capital, not capitol, Jackie told her father one Saturday. Capital with an a, not capitol with an o. It was seven in the morning and she hadn’t been able to sleep, thinking of the computer downstairs waiting for her to play with it, her machine sibling.

			Well, all right, Johnny said. He glanced at his daughter, then returned to the kitchen. Jackie heard the burble of the coffee maker and the sizzle of frying eggs. She hoped her father would make eggs and corned beef hash for breakfast, which she liked with tomato and onion and a generous dosing of hot sauce. Upstairs, her mother continued to receive her beauty rest in the master bedroom, a carved ivory statue of the Virgin Mary keeping watch over the ashtray on the glass-topped bedside table. Outside, beyond the sliding door, the pool sat, covered with dead leaves. Nobody ever swam in it.

			
				WHAT IS THE CAPITOL OF KANSAS

				TOPEKA

				VERY GOOD

			

			Jackie taught herself BASIC from a book and wrote a three-hundred-line program where the computer was a robot named Arlene who asked you a series of questions that led, depending on your answers, to other questions.

			I DON’T KNOW WHAT THAT MEANS, Arlene would say if you entered a command she didn’t recognize.

			
				20 GOTO 999

				READY

			

			These, Jackie knew, were secrets. That she loved a computer. That she named the computer Arlene after her third-grade teacher, who had floppy curls and a kind smile and wore corduroy pants that swished like soft breath when she walked. By junior high, Jackie was distracted by chain-watching movies on the VCR in her room, sneaking glimpses of the meanest, most popular girls as they undressed in the locker room at school, and her lackluster make-out sessions with Larry Wei, who, like her and Giselle, was forced for a time to attend Chinese school.

			She saw the Prodigy online service on a classmate’s computer during the first of her three years at Wellington College, played a game of Leisure Suit Larry where a pixelated man read a copy of the Ball Street Journal and ogled a pixelated woman at a bar. There was Pine, Telnet, Fingering computer lab friends, chatting on BBSes, exchanging long, rambly emails like letters. In chat rooms you could cybersex with girls around the country, though Jackie suspected they were really lonely dudes. Sometimes she was a blonde co-ed named Ashlee who pranked men into getting them to type the things they wanted to do to Ashlee’s body and the things they wanted her to do to theirs. Sometimes she was a guy hitting on girls like Ashlee. Sometimes she felt more kinship to machines.

			Online was an underground club; there was a relief in not having to be yourself. Online, you didn’t have to have a gender or race or body. Jackie’s first web browser was Mosaic, around ’94. Deth, an arrogant skater boy she met on a BBS, had showed it to her, a gray box, a column of text. It’s links, he said, and so she clicked. Jackie and Deth went to a party hosted by a woman with asymmetrical hair known for making a multimedia zine, boys wearing ski caps in summer attempting tricks on the skateboard ramp in the middle of the room, their giant pants legs getting caught in their boards. There were terminals by the walls where guests could mess around with HTML. Jackie taught herself by checking the source code of other sites. It wasn’t hard. You found sites by searching through a web directory, on WebCrawler, on Yahoo! She could make a table. She could put in cellpadding, a blinking image, a MIDI file that played “You Really Got Me.” Soon there were more websites, actual companies that solely existed as websites, and some of them were run by people she knew who happened to know some very rich people or were, it turned out, part of very rich families themselves. Jackie had grown up thinking her parents were rich compared to other Chinese people and not as rich as the white people in their town, but in college it became more evident that rich was far more than money. The undercover affluence of people always caught her off guard—was it even a secret? was she simply naive?—and this was one of the reasons she liked hanging out with Deth, because his parents were also immigrants, Vietnamese refugees who’d been devastated and confused when he left college to work at a software company for what seemed like an absurd amount of pretend money. It felt like a good time for Jackie to take an extended break from school, forever this time, so she could earn more money at a real job. Her rent was four fifty a month.

			She hadn’t seen Deth for a while when she ran into him in the fall of ’95, at some networking thing called Cybersoup run by a woman named Allison Cook, one of the founders of the New Media Industry Association. In a sea of collared shirts, Deth wore a short-sleeved tee over a long-sleeved tee. There were hundreds of Wall Street banker types milling about, people who said they loved the Net, but what they really loved was money. Who are these people? she asked Deth as they waited in line for drinks. Where is everyone? He was working as a software developer for a credit-card company, but he knew some of their names. By 1996, the coder parties were done and instead there were happy hours where start-ups could meet investors. The man from the New Media Industry Association now ran the Furman Fund, which invested in ClickStart, everyone clenched and waiting for that imminent IPO. A socialite threw mixers to match with venture capitalists and nobody Jackie knew went to those parties.

			She preferred the anonymity of contract jobs, which were readily available if you had the right skills. She wrote HR software for an insurance company as she updated her personal website, interspersing shaky photos of the city with diary entries that contained a few lines about her life. Hardly anyone read it, according to her site counter; she’d only shared the link with a handful of friends. Her life wasn’t that interesting, but most people’s weren’t. The pleasure of web diaries was how you got to experience a stranger’s mundane everyday, or the version they assembled online. Her inner voyeur loved to read people’s sites: a divorced white woman in Ohio with three kids, a gay Asian college student in Minnesota, a fiftysomething straight couple in Arkansas into antique cars and swinging, a teen mom on Long Island who worked at a Barnes & Noble and listed her daily dosage of St. John’s wort. Pages and pages sodden with tiny unreadable fonts and frames that crashed your browser.

			Bored at work, Jackie wrote a quick script to automate uploading new pages to her website via a form, instead of hand-coding and saving each post as an individual text file, then transferring each file from her computer to the internet using an FTP client. The script displayed a blank box into which she could type and hit enter and publish her thoughts, and within seconds, everyone, not only the members of a certain network or BBS, could read it. What power, being the editor in chief of her own life. Where were Carl Renaldi and Sam Thompson from her dad’s Saturn network now? Where was Johnny Ong? She sent the script to some geek friends to test on their sites; she liked the simplicity of hanging out with geeks; none of them cared about what she looked like or what she was wearing. Her real friends made fun of her for playing with computers. She flaked on Marisol’s birthday party at the Clit Club and heard stories about it for months. She stopped taking showers—I’m in the work zone, she said, I don’t have time—and Soraya responded by saying, I guess you don’t have time for sex either.

			You took breaks from people, it happened. Like Ellen, for instance, or Giselle. Even if Jackie got annoyed at them or didn’t have time to see them because she was busy, she knew it wasn’t permanent.

			She added more features, the ability to create a calendar, to sort entries chronologically, made the script into an internet publishing tool that she hosted on the server of the ISP where she’d worked while taking classes, put the word out so people could create accounts for free and upload pages to their own web diaries. She called it Lene, after Arlene. Unlike other free site services, she created templates that weren’t total clown shit and watched the account numbers go up, and the ISP called to say the traffic was so high, she’d crashed the server. Build it out, people said, make it a business. Jackie assembled a dedicated server through used equipment and set the rack up in her apartment, though she had to stay close to home in case the site ran over capacity. Her emails piled up, her IMs. Was there a user directory? Could she troubleshoot a bug? There was demand for a community message board, more archive options, a Lene webring with descriptions of everyone’s sites, because how else would you find new diaries to read? Her old coworker Keith, who’d moved back to Boston and rescued stray cats in his spare time, agreed to let her run Lene remotely at his web hosting service in return for a job title. To Keith, Lene was something he’d stick at the bottom of his CV one day, and he thought Jackie should let a company acquire it, pocket the money and build the next thing, the next. But to Jackie, Lene was the only thing, and investors didn’t give away money for free. She was a believer in self-sufficiency, that you could solely depend on yourself not because the world was a bad place but because people were inherently good. That given the opportunity, people would reject mediocrity, they would recognize and utilize the things that functioned the best. All you needed to do was build a good product and do good work. Who could she trust more to do a better job than herself?

			The next time she saw Deth was on the cover of a magazine, posing in a suit jacket next to Todd Wellhouse. “Dot-Com Whiz Kids,” a profile on twenty-five-year-old millionaires, at least on paper. The article contrasted them with ClickStart’s Josh Kellerman, a thirty-year-old millionaire too nerdy to pass as cool, known for working in lieu of partying. ClickStart was positioned for early IPO, Kellerman’s fortune made from closed-loop marketing, selling data on web-user behavior to companies so they could target people with ads.

			Todd and Deth had launched a company called Wonder, an online delivery service where you could order things like videos and snacks and a bike messenger would bring them to your apartment within an hour. Delivery was available from ten a.m. to one a.m. You could order ice cream and porn. You could order Tylenol and chocolate chip cookies.

			Lene was named Yahoo!’s Cool Site of the Day: twelve thousand new users. The server crashed and Jackie pulled all-nighters. She messaged Deth: Nice suit, dude. A week later, he offered her a job.

			The Deth on the cover of the magazine does not resemble the Deth of today, though the magazine is less than a year old. The shaggy, shoulder-length hair and the sardonic, pretty mouth are still there, but lately Deth’s genetic lottery jackpot can’t disguise the exhaustion in his eyes and the pasty cast to his skin. The younger version of him had been able to abuse himself with no discernible consequences, working fourteen-hour days and living off bong hits and canned chili yet maintaining a lean and muscly tan without any apparent effort, but now his body has caved under excess. In October an article shows up on MSNBC about how much the company spent last year and how Wonder has yet to turn a profit. At the bottom of the article is a line that says some of the Wondernauts who delivered from the Midtown distribution center are planning a strike.

			Jackie runs into Deth at the office, waiting for the elevator. Where are you off to, she asks, some party? Not tonight, he says. I’m taking tonight off. They are alone in the elevator, watching the floors tick down and not speaking. The doors open on the third floor and two Chinese women get in. She and Deth nod at the women and the women look them up and down in return, then continue to speak to one another in what Jackie recognizes as rapid Mandarin, though she is not fluent enough, despite those years of Chinese school, to understand. The building is in Chinatown, six stories occupying half a block near the Manhattan Bridge. It had been a factory before it became a Smart Building, part of a city program where tech companies get discounted leases. Wonder’s offices are on the fourth and fifth floors, but the third floor, to Todd and Stefan’s discontent, is a clothing factory, though Deth claims the city is going to kick the factory out soon and they can put the junior coders there. Jackie has seen the doors to the factory, closed to the outside, when the elevator stops on three. Mostly, she sees and hears nothing. Mostly the workers take the stairs.

			In the lobby, they exit the revolving doors into a brisk, cold night, the Chinese women heading up Bowery. It gets dark earlier each day and the end of the century is less than three months off. Want to get a drink? Jackie asks, and she can see a momentary reluctance flicker in Deth before he agrees. They walk down to Mott Street, and when they pass the arcade, Jackie stops. Remember this place? Deth doesn’t, he’s a California Asian, but Jackie used to go with her family and the other Chinese-school families, the adults grocery shopping while the kids played tic-tac-toe with the chicken until Alexander Chin said the chicken was being electrocuted in order to select the Xs and Os and Giselle went vegetarian for three days. The chicken is no longer there, it’s been fried or freed by the health department, and the arcade is a cacophony of frantic, beeping video games and teenagers with bleached, spiky hair. Deth and Jackie play Dance Dance Revolution and Jackie wins and wins. I thought you’d be good at this, she says. Didn’t you used to be? I used to stretch more, Deth says. She wins again and says, Are you even trying? in a pleading, cloying tone, that stern mommy tone straight girls use to talk to their boyfriends to strategize their demands without actually upsetting the status quo, a sad collective acknowledgment that men are children with enormous structural power who women need to pretend to baby in order to not endanger themselves or fully acknowledge the depths of their rage. This disgusts Jackie, and she starts another game. She and Deth revert to the one terrain they share, the land of the past. Their friendship has never been one that traffics in nostalgia, and now that it is, she feels another jolt of sadness. The day has been full of them. The other night, Deth says, I couldn’t sleep, so I logged in to my old BBS account. It was all new people, not as many as there used to be but still active. No one I recognized. I lurked and left.

			There are so many ghost towns on the web, and it’s only been a few years. Now it’s all Cocktails with Courtney, Jackie says, referencing the socialite.

			I hate Cocktails with Courtney.

			Really? Because according to the pictures, she loves you.

			I thought you didn’t read those websites.

			Sometimes I need a laugh.

			Jackie laughs. Deth’s cell phone rings and she pretends to study the video games while listening to his conversation. The name Allison Cook. The phrase Brooklyn, right.

			That was Todd, he tells Jackie. He’s hoping to get us a meeting with the Furman Fund.

			That’s great.

			We could use the money. Fucking ClickStart is going to get IPO soon.

			Josh Kellerman, the CEO, is Deth’s longtime nemesis, though, to Jackie’s knowledge, Kellerman couldn’t care less about Deth. They’d seen him at events in the early days, older and wealthier than everyone there. Scorned yet revered, people admiring his ruthlessness while not wanting to get too close. Kellerman had founded ClickStart with his best friend and pushed him out, taken it over for himself.

			Ugh, Jackie says.

			I’ll never be like that guy, Deth says. Kellerman doesn’t have any friends. He’s soulless.

			Apparently he has Asian fetish too.

			Figures.

			They play a round of pinball, each of them losing fast. Deth lifts his wrist to glance at his watch. Jackie thinks of the coder parties where they used to make websites for fun. The night they went up to her rooftop, her and Deth and their friends Alyssa and Chris, and talked about the future, their love for the web so fierce and true, their brains so attuned that each idea was more spectacular, more fantastic and yet more utterly possible than the last, world-changing dream talk that, unlike the news headlines about Digital Revolution, had been real. She knows it had been real. Why has it been so long since she’s felt that? Business is all anyone talks about now. Even Diane, fellow early user, is all about business.

			Jackie feels the sadness pressing down on her like a pair of hands on her shoulder blades. She’s fallen out of touch with Alyssa and Chris, who left the city for Texas, or maybe it was Arizona. I should get going, she says. Deth says, Me too.

			

			—

			On her walk to work the next morning, on the north side of Tompkins Square Park, Jackie runs into Ellen Ng. It’s cold and sunny and Jackie has a ski hat pulled over her hair, coat zipped up to her chin. She hasn’t seen Ellen since July, when Ellen invited her to a fundraiser at some organization in the neighborhood. Children were there, little girls finger painting in a back room with a ferocious freedom Jackie envied and admired, and she made polite conversation with the other guests and felt boring and square, talking about Lene and Wonder and her apartment full of computers. Sorry I have to work a real job, she found herself thinking, and though no one had accused her of anything, she felt accused by her own existence. Since then, Ellen’s been busy renovating an abandoned building on Avenue C, gotten so into it that she quit her office job and gave up her rented room to squat full-time.

			While at Wellington, Jackie had lost track of Ellen, then saw her at Hunter a couple years back at a meeting for the CUNY tuition protests. Seeing Ellen again reassured Jackie that friendships were circular, that you could never fully lose touch. Ellen was a poli-sci major and knew everything about local politics. But unlike in middle school, the differences in their circumstances were now less stark: they both paid their own tuition, had multiple jobs, and lived in crappy apartments. Jackie took film and media classes, which consisted of making public access TV shows with a sock puppet named Frances and shooting hours of footage around the city on a borrowed camera. It felt powerful, recording, existing behind the lens, but editing the footage into something coherent seemed impossible. Besides, when you added up what she made from her work-study hours at the computer lab with what she made at her other job at the repair store and subtracted tuition, rent, subway tokens, and occasional food, it left her with nothing. Jackie wasn’t the protesting type, she’d gone to Pride marches with friends and didn’t much like crowds, but after Governor Pataki announced he was increasing tuition for CUNY students by a thousand dollars and cutting financial aid programs, and fucking Giuliani said if students couldn’t pay tuition, they should just go out and get a job, she was pissed enough to go to a rally with some classmates at City Hall. She marched with Ellen, who didn’t need a bullhorn to be heard. The crowd was so much larger than Jackie expected, thousands of people, not only college students but teachers, parents, high schoolers, city workers, the adrenaline public and intoxicating. Then the cops hemmed them in and pepper sprayed them.

			On the sidewalk by Tompkins Square, Ellen rolls up her sleeve and puts her forearm up to Jackie. There’s an angry bruise there, gray with yellowing edges. One of your guys did this, Ellen says.

			Jackie looks at the bruise, then past the bruise at a distant tree behind Ellen’s shoulder, until finally Ellen lowers her arm. Ellen stands with her hands on her hips, elbows out, her black sweatshirt hiding her deceptively skinny arms, which are tight with muscles from all that construction work. Ellen is a diminutive adult person, scarcely five feet tall, but Jackie would never want to be her enemy.

			What are you talking about? I don’t have any guys.

			Those bike dudes with the green vests. Guy came out of nowhere and ran into me while I was crossing the street. They’re trying to meet the one-hour delivery window and end up mowing people down.

			Are you okay?

			I’m strong. Ellen’s voice is ringing, the Queens accent loud and familiar, like a hug that hurts a bit. But can you imagine if it had been a kid or an old person? Your company treats its workers like crap. The Wonderboy told me.

			Wondernaut.

			Ellen mimes a puke face. Jackie mimes one back.

			He said they’ve got to make deliveries in under an hour except that’s impossible. It’s a promise made by people who don’t actually do the biking.

			It’s not impossible. Deth biked around the city to test out the timing. He made a whole video about it. That’s why we only deliver to Lower Manhattan.

			Right, but this warehouse is all the way out in South Brooklyn and you try to bike from there to here in an hour like twenty times a day. Is your CEO doing that? Wonderboy said he messed up his ankle doing that many runs. He gets doored constantly.

			I feel like that’s part of the terrain of being a bike messenger in this city? Also, there’s no warehouse in Brooklyn. There’s one in Midtown, on the west side by the river.

			South Brooklyn. And from what I hear, it’s enormous.

			You sure he was a Wondernaut?

			Shit, Ellen says. Don’t become one of them.

			I’m in it to get the money I need for my own project. I’m using Wonder, okay? How many times do I need to say it.

			It’s never that simple. You think you’re using them, but you know what? They’re using you.

			Fuck you.

			Fuck you back. Just be careful, all right? There’s an inquisitiveness in Ellen’s expression, a hidden pliableness that keeps Jackie tied to Ellen, because within its accusation is a type of love, tough or not, that says Jackie should know better because Jackie is better, and that Ellen is the one who can see Jackie’s true potential, Jackie’s true self. Jackie wants Ellen’s approval as much as she feels her own inadequacies, trapped between her automatic defense of Wonder and her not wanting to let Ellen win, though it’s not a contest. Not everything is a contest. Ellen makes Jackie crave Ellen’s reassurance, Ellen’s absolution, even if Jackie doesn’t always approve of Ellen’s choices. The squat is dangerous, with spotty heat and plumbing, Ellen and her friends always have colds, and it’s not as if Ellen couldn’t pay rent and live in a real apartment, get a real job, make the choices that Jackie and everyone else have been forced to make. Why shit into a bucket of newspaper if you can afford a toilet? It’s like choosing to be homeless if you didn’t have to. What happens if the house collapses, burns down, if you get tetanus or a rat bites you? You still need savings, a safety net. Hearing this vestigial trace of her parents in herself disturbs her. But she could never say these things to Ellen, because there is always the prickling what-if: What if she, not Ellen, is the one doing the wrong things?

			You know I believe in Lene, Ellen says, and Jackie rocks up on her toes, ready to accept the carrot. It gives everyone the power to control the means of production. At least, the people with access to computers and internet. Ellen starts walking, and Jackie follows her, even if she hadn’t been planning on going in that direction. That’s another thing we’ve got to work on next. You think you can figure out a way to hack into the power lines for the internet to bring it more to the people?

			It doesn’t work that way. There are internet service providers.

			But do there have to be?

			I mean, yes.

			Ellen blinks at her.

			I’ve got to get to work, Jackie says.

			Stop by the building and say hi. We’re putting in floors.

			In the office, Jackie messages Mike and Ashok. There’s only 2 wonder distribution centers right?

			
				hells kitchen & downtown

				ever heard of one in brooklyn?

				nope

			

			So Ellen was wrong or the Wondernaut was lying. Jackie is relieved. Does working for a company that might be exploiting its workers mean that she is guilty of it, too, even if she’s not the one directly doing the exploiting? No, she tells herself, and then, Maybe. Is she being exploited too? But no. Not in the same way.

			Deth is in the conference room with Stefan and Todd. Jackie doesn’t want to get close enough that they can see her, but she can hear the tenor of the voices and that they are raised. She thinks she hears something about a warehouse, a strike.

			Deth makes a gesture. Todd and Stefan make gestures.

			Be careful, Jackie whispers. You’re losing it.

			You’re unreliable, you’re making poor choices, you are suffused with regret and denial. You’re a race to the bottom. You’re the corner, turned. You have six months and four are finished.

			

			—

			Every day another Silicon Alley company goes public and the news is sprayed all over the web. Then come the Deathwatch entries, the threads speculating on how long the company will last, the gossiping about the CEO’s spending habits. Jackie allows herself to dream of making Lene a real company, a good one, the opposite of Wonder. She reads the message boards and learns that two users, one from Michigan and one from California, are getting married. Congratulations! she writes. Someone posted that they’d seen Jackie Ong on the F train and that she was hot. Jackie sends the link to Diane, who responds with a close-up picture of her mouth. On ICQ, Jackie taps out a string of typo-ridden messages with one hand on the keyboard and the other in her pants, telling Diane what she wants to do to her.

			She calculates the amount of money she’ll have to make in order to keep Lene going. Two more months, okay, three, and if there’s no IPO, she will quit. In the meantime, she can get a new credit card, one with a higher limit. That’s what she tells Diane.

			Daylight savings comes and goes. Jackie spends her weekends indoors working on Lene, updating the templates and directory, zoning out to Nightmares on Wax and Aphex Twin. One Saturday night her buzzer rings, insistent, like someone’s leaning on it with a shoulder, and when she finally gets up to answer the intercom, she’s greeted by the sound of her friends shouting her name, yelling at her to get the fuck off her computer and come out dancing already. She says she can’t, not tonight, but they won’t give up, ringing again and again until she walks outside to face them in person. RJ and Bora bear-hug her and try to drag her away from the door, while Marisol pouts and says, Why are you so boring! I’ve always been boring, Jackie says. Not like this, RJ says. He’s dyed his hair neon yellow; Marisol has a new nose ring. Jackie promises she’ll be in touch when things are less hectic, and they say sure, sure, and she goes back upstairs and checks to see if Diane is online. But Diane isn’t home. It’s the weekend, after all. Jackie tries to work again, but now she’s preoccupied, and even clicking through the Lene message boards makes her feel more adrift.

			The next time she sees Deth, it’s in his office. She asks if she can come in for a minute.

			Sure, he says. Come in.

			She circles his desk, piled with coffee cups and zip drives. She asks how the Furman Fund meeting went and he says, Oh, that hasn’t panned out yet.

			He motions to her to come around and face his computer. On the screen is a picture of a boat. Guess what I got.

			You bought a sailboat?

			No, it’s a yacht. Sleeps six and holds ten to twelve on the deck. I’ll throw a party. There’s even a mini kitchen. Here, I’ll show you. Check this out, a bar.

			You bought a boat.

			I’ve always wanted one.

			But you’re throwing money away. Money you don’t even have.

			We don’t know how long anything is going to last, Deth says. I mean, the world could end on New Year’s.

			The following week, Ashok calls Jackie over and points to his monitor. It’s full of words and numbers. What is this? Ashok doesn’t answer; he’s waiting for her.

			There are rows of user data, sorted by address and credit-card number, items purchased and frequency, dating back to the previous year. Data that’s supposed to be private, only stored on a secure server to keep track of customer order histories. Yet this database has been exported into a document Ashok found on the company intranet.

			Weird, Jackie says. Did you collect this? Did Mike?

			Hell no. I don’t think we even have the permissions to. But look. Ashok opens another directory, clicks on a file. The screen displays a contract that says Wonder will sell data collected in range of six months from sign of contract in return for an investment. The dollar amount and name of the investor have been redacted. The contract file, Ashok says, was last edited on the same day as the document with the data.

			What is this?

			Your guess is as good as mine.

			Do you think they’re selling data? Jackie and Ashok eyeball one another. And why the hell is this on the intranet? Fuck. I can’t deal with this right now.

			Jackie returns to her desk, where she manages to sit for ten minutes, scrolling through email, before she can’t sit any longer. She thinks, again, about whether it’s okay to work for Wonder. Deth is making way more than her and he isn’t even spending it on something useful. He’s buying a boat.

			She peeks into his office. He’s in there, talking with Todd and Stefan. They don’t notice her at first, but as she walks past, Deth sees her. I’ll come by later, she mouths.

			Hey, Stefan says, waving her back. How’s it going?

			Hey, Jackie says. Can’t complain.

			We’re going to get you guys your own workspace on the third floor soon so you don’t have to share that office by the bathroom.

			The bathroom? Jackie stands in the hallway, confused, then realizes Stefan has mistaken her for one of the new junior programmers. She waits for someone to correct him, but no one does. Finally she says, I’m the director of web technology.

			Stefan laughs, followed by Todd, then Deth. It was a joke, he says. Relax.

			She takes the elevator downstairs and walks around the block, so mad that when she unclenches her hands, there are red marks on her palms. She calls Diane, gets her voice mail, and leaves a long message.

			Deth is alone in his office. Jackie knocks, steps inside, and closes the door behind her.

			The hell was that about?

			He says, typing, You know how Stefan is.

			No, I don’t. And you didn’t even defend me.

			Come on, Deth says. Just ignore him.

			I have to ask you something. I saw a document with a year’s worth of exported customer data. What were you planning on doing with that?

			I don’t know what you’re talking about.

			There was a contract. It says you’re selling data in return for money.

			We don’t sell customer data.

			Stop messing with me for one minute. I can’t believe you’re lying to me like this.

			Listen, we’re working on something. IPO is really close, okay? We’re going to announce it soon.

			How long have we known each other? How long have we been friends? We’re supposed to be friends. Jackie flails for the one thing she knows will hurt him. You say you don’t want to be like Josh Kellerman, but you are like him.

			Come on, Deth says. Back at her desk, Jackie creates an anonymous free email address. This is the role she is meant to play, someone who changes things up from the inside. Because then who could say she is doing things wrong, that she doesn’t deserve to fund Lene, that Lene isn’t worth funding? Lene isn’t like Wonder. She isn’t like Deth.

			She opens up a new message and types: Wonder has a big secret.

		

	
		
			Winter

			There’s a mural on a brick wall depicting three break-dancers with a boom box, an LED video display behind the window of a closed storefront, a placard at the bottom of the window with the name of the artist and the title of the work, and, printed in the corner, an orange logo with the outlines of three buildings that go up, incrementally, like steps. There’s a metal sculpture of a bear that’s already been tagged, or the tagging is part of the exhibit itself.

			After thirty-six hours in her apartment, crouched over her keyboard, Jackie thinks: Enough. She grabs her Discman, goes out for a walk. She takes a copy of a free weekly paper from a plastic box on the sidewalk and, paging through it, sees Giselle’s name. Someone has written an article about her; she’s won another grant to do a performance, walking around a cemetery in white pants on her period. In the article she says, “I’ve chosen to not hide my menstrual cycle, this marker of being alive, as I move through a space that is a visible marker of death.”

			Jackie rolls her eyes. She supposes the performance is in line with Giselle’s other work, more so than the collages exhibited at the show she hadn’t gone to, though the life-and-death symbolism is overwrought, the period part almost caricature. It feels like a misstep after Memory Piece rather than a leveling up. But Giselle had always been drawn to grisly killing headlines and stories of starlets who died young. She wrote down what she did every day and lived with a fierce, omnipresent dread. Jackie never had a paper journal but kept track of things through her computer programs, then her emails, then her website. As a kid in Jersey, the future was her religion and her most steadfast belief. In college, Jackie wrote a version of Giselle’s year in the mall and submitted it as an assignment for her Intro to Screenwriting class, and it was the one thing she wrote that the professor and the other students liked. It was the one good piece of art Jackie would ever make, and it wasn’t even really hers.

			She flips the newspaper into a garbage can, where it lands against the metal with a pleasurable thud. There is a person sitting on the bear sculpture, and when Jackie comes closer, she sees that it’s Ellen, legs curled up underneath her like a cat.

			Ellen waves. Jackie asks, When did all this happen?

			Over the past week. Some developer wants to gussy up the block to make it cool. So they gave artists money to put up their shitty art.

			Ellen’s blue bike is parked against the mural. She wheels it on the sidewalk as she and Jackie walk along Fifth Street and Ellen talks about finally breaking up with her boyfriend, how he’s been trying to get her to take him back. Jackie knew Kevin from the CUNY tuition protest days. He wore oversize jeans and glasses with chunky black frames and walked leaning forward, focused on a destination you couldn’t see. She always thought Ellen was too good for him, another cool girl with a mediocre boy who didn’t deserve her. Ellen has hooked up with women, too, though she’s never had a girlfriend. Jackie supposes that being bi suits her.

			You’re not going to get back together with him, are you?

			No, no way.

			The cold makes Jackie’s eyes water, but the sunshine is strong. They play Would You Rather, a game at which Ellen prevails. Would you rather give Giuliani a blow job every day for three months or have unprotected sex with Newt Gingrich? What if the sex had to last all day because he had a bottle of Viagra? They tweak the parameters, sculpting the impossible choice. Would you eat shit for ten thousand dollars? For eight? Wait, how much shit, like what’s the number of ounces, the consistency? Talking with Ellen, a real person and not a screen, wandering around with no schedule or destination, makes Jackie light-headed.

			It’s Sunday. In one lot, a building is mostly demolished. In another, a foundation is already in place, a row of beams surrounding an existing brownstone so closely it’s as if the beams are about to devour it. Ellen says the new building is going to be a hotel, but Jackie finds that hard to believe. Why would a tourist stay here and not in Midtown? She doesn’t see tourists around here. Everyone’s a tourist, says Ellen. She tells Jackie the hotel developer has been trying to evict this old woman who’s lived in the brownstone for over thirty years, but the woman refuses to move or take any buyout money. So they’re going to build the thing around her, literally, with her building as the bottom part of the hotel. She’ll have a separate entrance and everything. It’ll make it more authentic for the tourists, having an actual tenement in the building.

			I saw an interview with Giselle in the Voice, Jackie says, and Ellen says something about Giselle’s fellowship funder being shady. When Ellen mentioned she’d hung out with Giselle once or twice after Memory Piece, Jackie hadn’t expected to feel envious, though it had been her decision to not go to the performance. It makes her anxious, talking to Ellen about Giselle without betraying her own insecurities that they’ll both abandon her for being a bad friend, which then spirals into feeling ashamed for being too weird and withdrawn. Sometimes Jackie thinks there are rules for relationships and she doesn’t know them, like they’ve been written in a language everyone except her can understand.

			Giselle’s got to dump that white dude.

			You’ve met him? Jackie asks.

			Nah. But I don’t have to meet him to say that, right?

			True.

			Everything feels righted again, Jackie secure that Ellen is her friend. A Wondernaut cranks up First Avenue on his bicycle, vest flapping in the wind, lurching right to avoid a truck. Ellen looks at Jackie, as if to say something, but Jackie beats her to it.

			I ratted out Wonder, she says. I spoke to a reporter at MSNBC.

			No shit.

			Yeah, shit.

			About the warehouse?

			About the fact that they might be selling customer data.

			Damn. I didn’t think you had it in you.

			You were wrong.

			It’s been known to happen once or twice. Ellen cackles, bumps Jackie on the arm. What are you doing for the rest of the day?

			Work. You know.

			Come hang out at Sola. That’s what we’re calling the house.

			The building looks nicer than Jackie thought it would, the front door painted brick red with a drawing of Giuliani’s head on a cockroach and a Free Mumia sticker. The first floor is an open space, a couch and a TV, a colossal IBM monitor with matching hard drive tower on an electrical equipment spool, shellacked and used as a table. There’s a galley kitchen with a hot plate and a sink rigged from jugs of water, a tangle of bicycles in the corner. The room smells like apples.

			The two people sitting on the floor seem familiar. Ellen says, You remember Jackie, right? The short girl with freckles and twists and an angelic baby face is Sunny, and the skinny girl in gigantic overalls with sharp, narrow features is Reem. They have their jackets on and are surrounded by papers. Jackie and Ellen keep their jackets on too. Jackie can see her breath in the cold.

			Reem pinches the end of a rolled cigarette. Hey, you got a light? Jackie shakes her head.

			Good to see you again. Sunny’s blue hat has a patch on the front that says pizza. There’s apple cider on the hot plate. Spiked.

			Jackie ladles the liquid into two plastic cups, one for her and one for Ellen. The cider tastes of cinnamon and the sweet burn of whiskey socks her in the mouth. It looks great in here.

			When Ellen and her friends had opened the building with a hammer, it was abandoned and full of trash. Now there is a staircase, nearly finished, leading to the second and third floors, and pirated water and electricity. We’ve done a lot of work the past few months, Ellen says. We’re thinking of putting in a wood stove for heat.

			Reem says, It’s going to be a long winter.

			You mean the cold? Or Y2K?

			Everything else, Sunny says. Giuliani. The whole neighborhood. Everyone’s getting evicted who hasn’t already.

			Our friends’ building burned down last year. Ellen balances her cup on her knee. The firemen stood there and did nothing. This other house we know? It got demolished in September. The cops drove a tank down the street and bulldozed everything. You know this; you live around here.

			Why would they do that?

			Real estate. The neighborhood’s hot now. Two grand a month for an apartment on A. Sunny rubs her thumbs and index fingers together, the sign for money.

			Do you think they’re going to evict here too?

			Reem peers at Jackie through her eyelashes. Not if we can help it.

			They’re not going to, Sunny says in her soft voice, as if it had been decided, the matter resolved.

			No one Jackie knows has gotten evicted. She hadn’t been aware of what was happening blocks away from her own apartment. Can I do anything?

			Ellen passes over a jar of pens and two pieces of paper with names and addresses. Some friends got kicked out of their building, and we’re helping them collect information so they can reach everyone. We need to match this list of names with the list of addresses. You’d be good at this; you’re always so organized with your work.

			Jackie can’t help but feel flattered. She takes two pens, one black and one red, and lines the papers up next to one another, squinting at the print while trying not to knock over her cider. Sunny moves the papers around, correcting her.

			Sunny put the plan together, Reem says. We’re doing a fundraiser next weekend too, like a protest-slash-party. Some bands are going to play. You should come.

			To the others, Ellen says, Jackie and I were at the CUNY tuition rallies together a while back.

			Jackie sips her cider and doesn’t say that it was the last protest she’d gone to. She draws a line through a name, puts a check mark next to another. I bet you could do a database for this. Make an email list and share it with your friends.

			They don’t have email, Reem says. We don’t either.

			I’ll set it up for you.

			She tinkers with the ancient IBM. There’s a modem but only one phone line in the house, and the connection is negligible. Sunny watches and says, as if ratting out a misbehaving sibling, The thing kicks me off after thirty seconds.

			I’ll bring some equipment next time.

			More housemates arrive, and they prepare dinner, all of them. Someone hands Jackie carrots and she peels and cuts. Donnell, lean and handsome with a geometric forearm tattoo, boils water for pasta while Reem minces onions, cursing when they make her cry. Sara, Sunny’s girlfriend with a red buzz cut and a clipped, strident tone, tears up a head of lettuce. Niles, not much of a talker, stringy blonde ponytail hanging down his back, cleans off the table as Ellen assembles a plate of cheese slices. The food, Ellen tells Jackie, is foraged from dumpsters. Restaurants and grocery stores throw so much away. Jackie chews a carrot piece and wonders if it’s dumpster she is tasting, though it tastes like regular carrot.

			She doesn’t remember the last time she ate with anyone, around a real eating table. Mostly she eats at a desk, in front of various monitors. But here, there are people crowded around the table together. There is music playing, and talk about the upcoming fundraiser, gossip about friends in common. Sara mentions a guy they all know who is moving back to Georgia to marry his high school girlfriend because he got her pregnant. You can take the evangelical out of the state, she jokes, but you can’t take the guilt out of the former evangelical. Donnell tells a story about going to a party at another squat and talking to a woman, the only other Black person there, and it turns out she’s a Scientologist. That’s some cult stuff, too, he says, evangelical dianetics. Jackie lets the sounds wash over her, the din of conversation and laughter. She doesn’t know the people they are talking about, but it doesn’t matter. All she has to do is sit, eat, listen. She wants, desperately, to be surrounded by other people, to not have to think about Wonder or Lene. She stays to help clean up, wash the dishes, and drink more cider, goes up onto the roof with Sunny and Sara, who hold hands and call each other baby. Jackie imagines being in a couple like that, a real relationship, living together, almost like being married, at this age. It puts a high-beam spotlight on her loneliness.

			They don’t stay outside for too long because it’s cold, but it’s enough to see the full moon, the lights downtown and the Twin Towers. Ellen gives her a tour, shows her the rooms they’ve built. Sara and Sunny’s is neat with sky-blue walls; Reem’s is a mess with enough tapestries to be a fire hazard. Donnell’s is spray-painted with slogans: Kill the Pigs, Remember Waco. Ellen’s has show flyers tacked to the walls. Jackie stays so late that by the time she gets home, she’s missed calls from Diane and Keith. She checks her email, sees all the messages, and logs right off.

			

			—

			Two weeks have passed since she spoke to the MSNBC reporter, who hadn’t promised anything in terms of a story, never mind a timeline. Jackie insisted on anonymity, shared what she saw and knew. When she told Diane about seeing the contract and exported data, Diane said it was probably a glitch. The next time she and Ashok looked, they could no longer find either of the documents, so there was nothing to be concerned about, was there? There is no story, no proof. She vacillates between thinking the article is out and Deth hasn’t seen it yet, or the article is out and she’s been fired but they sent her an email instead of calling, or the article hasn’t come out or may never come out, and she has to live with this terrible uncertainty for another uncertain amount of days. She calls Diane back. They’ve been playing phone tag. She hasn’t mentioned contacting the reporter, hasn’t told anyone except Ellen.

			Coming home from the office, breathless after walking the five stories up to her apartment, she sees a sign on her door, and at first she thinks it’s a notice for a missed package delivery and tries to remember if she ordered any equipment, but as she comes closer she sees

			
				NOTICE

				EVICTED

			

			She tries her key, jiggles the doorknob. It doesn’t work. She pounds on the door. She kicks the door and tells herself to calm down. She calls the super, the landlord, a management company out in Queens, but there’s no answer.

			Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, she says.

			The super calls her back. Management says you’re running an illegal business inside the unit that violates the terms of the lease.

			What? I’m not running an illegal business.

			The circuits blew out and we discovered a room full of electrical equipment. You can’t have all that in there.

			Did you disconnect it? That’s my stuff. It’s really important. It’s for my job. Jackie hears her voice pitch and tries to even it out. Can’t I get in there to get my things out?

			We need to call management to do that. I can’t do it or I’m going to lose my job. I’m in Long Island right now. My sister had a baby.

			Congratulations.

			Management will get back to you soon and sort everything out, okay?

			Management does not want to sort anything out. They tell Jackie they are terminating her lease, give her seventy-two hours to vacate. She thinks of who she knows with a big enough place where she and her things can crash. Not her parents. Not any of the friends she owes phone calls to, whose places are smaller than hers. Not Deth. She doesn’t want to be anywhere near Deth if an article ever does get published.

			This is how she ends up staying in Ellen’s room, with its foam egg-crate wall insulation, mattress propped on plywood and cinder blocks, and the view of Ninth Street through the window. Ellen’s housemates help Jackie move, and with everyone there, it takes less than two hours. They carry her machines, swaddled in newspapers, down the flights of stairs, drive everything over in someone’s van. Jackie buys them beer and pizza, and after she gets everything back up and running, she treats Ellen to dinner at a Japanese restaurant.

			God, this is so good. I haven’t had sushi for ages, Ellen says. You know your landlord wanted to get rid of you because they can rent your apartment for a buttload more than what you were paying. She takes the last piece of salmon from the sushi-sashimi combination platter and holds it up with her fingers. See? Gentrification.

			Jackie’s futon can’t fit, unfolded, in Ellen’s room along with her equipment, so she sleeps in Ellen’s bed, and that night she passes out and wakes up at three in the morning, cold and confused. She has to pee, has to put on shoes to walk to the bathroom. She tries to flush, but there’s no water.

			She sets up Wi-Fi and offers to make Lene accounts for the Sola residents, though they barely have the time or inclination to do email, never mind make their own websites. She buys a generator on credit in case the electricity blows out, lets Ellen use her computer while she’s at work and comes back to find Ellen’s food crumbs on the keyboard and her web crumbs in the browser history. Ellen clicks on recipes but never cooks them. Ellen lurks in the Lene message boards and bookmarked a picture of Jackie someone posted. She reads the news but also entertainment gossip. After Jackie showed her how to look up pages on AltaVista, she searched for info on oil drum stoves, which didn’t lead to much. She watched three episodes of a very bad web soap called The East Village, starring a cast of amateur actors with fake tattoos in a Tribeca loft roughed up to simulate the director’s idea of a musician’s apartment in Alphabet City. She makes lists in documents she doesn’t save or close.

			
				future Actions!!!!

				bxes

				carwomnb,

				Blisterfox

			

			Blisterfox? Jackie ctrl-Ws the window to close it. She labels the document with the date and dumps it into the desktop folder she’s created called ELLEN. She drags all the other untitled documents littering her desktop and deposits them into ELLEN. The machine makes a fulfilling beep.

			The management company has already rented her place to a new tenant. She scans apartment listings, but everything is too costly or far away, she can’t believe how much rent has gone up. Does she really need to pay five, six hundred a month to live with a bunch of roommates when she can live with a bunch of roommates for free? She doesn’t want to sign a lease, put down a security deposit, pay a broker’s fee when she doesn’t know if she’ll have a job in another month.

			On the third floor of the Wonder office building, the factory sign is no longer there. There is a new sign, for lease, and there are words under an orange logo.

			
				CITY INVESTMENT FUND

				NEW YORK DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION

				THE FURMAN FUND

			

			At her desk, Jackie signs on to ICQ and sees Diane’s name in bold.

			whats up?? Diane writes. where u been?

			
				things have been nuts at work sorry

				really busy here too, been workign a ton. hows apt hunt?

				nothing good. still crashing at ellens for now. its ok. saving $

				 . . .

				 . . .

				 . . .

				gotta go to a meeting, talk to you later?

				ok

			

			Diane’s icon becomes marked as Idle, then Away, and that night Jackie doesn’t get a chance to sign on because she’s too busy at Sola, and the internet there is spotty, though she’s working on it, among other things. She helps Ellen and her housemates dig for food in what they call the people’s food bank, breathing out of her mouth as she positions herself on the edge of a supermarket trash bin. When they get home, she finds herself in the kitchen with Reem, the two of them responsible for cutting the bruised parts out of a sack of apples, making jokes about bad apples and rot. You’re funny, Reem says.

			There’s a shared jar of vitamins, a shared jug of shampoo, and stuff everywhere, scavenged insulation and drywall, crates and wires, bike parts and cigarette butts. After a few days, Jackie no longer notices the smells and steps over the stuff like everyone else. She keeps her shoes on inside but takes them off when she goes to bed. At least Ellen does too.

			They’d tried to call Giselle one day, but the woman who picked up said she no longer lived there. She did mention she moved in with what’s-his-name, Ellen said, but I think I lost that number. Anyway, that was when I was still at my old place. Jackie knows Giselle will probably be the last person to ever get a cell phone—even Ellen jokes about getting one now—and she’s secretly relieved they couldn’t reach her. She isn’t ready to share Sola with Giselle.

			Two weeks ago, she had been living by herself. Now she lives with everyone, with Sunny and Sara and Niles, Donnell and Reem and Ellen, and all their friends, their girlfriends and boyfriends, other squatters and former squatters. People drop in, friends and friends of friends, visitors from other cities and states and countries. Three women whom Sara met while hitchhiking in Europe sleep in the community room one weekend, telling stories about the squats in Barcelona, and leave earlier than planned when one of them gets into an argument with Reem about donuts, of all things. Friends of Niles’s from DC show up, followed by someone who got evicted from their place uptown. Jackie never realized how much she likes being around so many people, how much fun it is, even if there’s no shortage of gossip and bickering, and how long it has been since she had fun. And she deserves fun. She used to think that she was bad with people, awkward and sullen, too quiet, although people have said she’s the one who is intimidating, that when they met her, they thought she didn’t like them. Strange, how anyone could see her as scary when she feels so weird sometimes. Her mother used to say Jackie had a bitchy face, she needed to smile more, be softer, more feminine, which only made Jackie never want to smile. Now the everyday work of acquiring and preparing food, of cleaning up, the dinners, meetings, and parties, fill her brain and hours so easily, and when she thinks about Wonder, she feels a brief repulsion, and when she thinks about Lene, she feels tired. She opens the door of Sola Squat after work and swiftly forgets about the web until the next day, when she finds herself in a meeting at Wonder feeling like doesn’t know how she got there.

			After dinner, the day’s trash findings transformed into a pan of baked ziti, Ellen and Jackie go to Ellen’s room to get a mixtape of Niles’s and end up staying there, listening to another tape, some white-boy punk band Ellen loves, which makes Jackie laugh because the music is so bad, like getting your eardrums drilled. She asks Ellen how she can stand to listen to this, and Ellen says the politics are corny and so are white boys, but the music? It’s what rage and loathing would be if you regurgitated it into sound.

			It’s the sound of regurgitation, all right.

			Most nights Ellen falls asleep fast, because she wakes early, and Jackie goes online for a while before she falls asleep too. But tonight they stay up talking. They lie in Ellen’s bed with blankets on top of blankets, the bed just large enough for two, and in the dark, their feet overlap, their socks, knees, and arms. A lamp with a maroon shade fills the room with reddish glow. They pass a joint back and forth, and Jackie makes fun of Ellen’s music, and Ellen says, At least my girlfriend isn’t a computer, and Jackie says, So who is your girlfriend, then? and Ellen doesn’t answer and takes another hit. It’s snowing outside, nearly Christmas. Ellen’s foot bumps against Jackie’s and stays there, heat warming at their toes.

			You like it here, Ellen says. You’re a squatter now.

			It’s not bad. I like your housemates.

			They put on Niles’s tape, a puzzling mix of Tom Petty, Public Enemy, Bad Brains, and Miami Sound Machine. Jackie wonders if he wants it back because he doesn’t want anyone else to listen to it because he’s embarrassed. The other night, Ellen mentioned that she and Niles had fooled around once. Any other housemates? Jackie had asked, thinking of Reem, but Ellen just raised an eyebrow and smiled.

			She elbows Jackie. Oh, that’s all you like about being here?

			It’s nice to be part of a household. It’s like a family.

			It is a family, Ellen says. At least to me. Not to be sappy, but coming home to a building that’s a home, having people who belong to me and who I belong to? It’s like the family I never had. Fuck, I guess that is sappy.

			They finish the joint, put it out. Ellen says her actual family had only loosely felt like one, her parents busy working, her sisters so much older that she hardly remembered living in the same place as them. One of her earliest memories was when a man spat on her mother in Manhattan. He said, I went to war for people like you. Her mother didn’t say anything then, hustling Ellen to the subway, but that night, she cursed the guy out over dinner. If the war was for us, why’d he spit, then? Ellen asked. Her parents said the war hadn’t been for them, but this didn’t make things clearer. They didn’t care about politics, could vote but didn’t, felt it didn’t matter anyway, and in some ways they were right. They thought Americans who protested were overwrought and whiny. What was there to be angry about, why risk it, when you weren’t being bombed, when you had food and a place to live?

			But Ellen knew, early on, that something wasn’t right, that the stories she was assigned to read were missing something, that the anger she felt at being instructed to look or act differently—cross your legs, speak more gently, wait your turn—was real. The schools she attended were crowded and chaotic, yet for city public schools they were nowhere near the worst. The gym was the cafeteria, also the auditorium, eating sandwiches in the same place they endured dodgeball and running laps. She did the minimum, and this was enough to graduate and take university classes taught by old-school Marxists and first-wave feminists who seemed blindsided by their students’ rage, irritated that they refused to cite the right sources and use the appropriate formats in their term papers. She was the first in her family to get a college degree, and now she had to go ahead and eat from the trash.

			Those professors only wanted to rant about our ingratitude. This one old guy would talk endlessly about the sixties, lecture us about how his generation had it so much harder, even if tuition cost nothing when he went to school. Remember?

			Jackie says, I don’t think I took the same classes you did.

			Ellen is free, from her family, free to use her time however she wants because she doesn’t have to make money for rent and groceries, and in noticing Ellen’s freedom, Jackie notices how much she wants it, though she also worries about Ellen, the precarity of the squat and its future. She worries for herself. Jackie has to go to New Jersey for Christmas, suffer through all the unsaid things over dinner with her parents, while Ellen is going upstate with Reem, Sunny, and Sara to visit some friend of theirs named Angie.

			Jackie rolls onto her side, facing Ellen, who stays on her back. She puts her hands under the pillow to keep them less cold.

			Some of my housemates are here because they have nowhere else to go. Ellen ticks names off on her fingers. Niles, the child of back-to-the-landers who grew up in a cabin in New Hampshire without running water; Donnell, whose parents died when he was in grade school; Sara, whose family doesn’t speak to her because they’re super religious and she’s gay. I could live with my parents in Queens if I absolutely had to. They don’t like me, but they wouldn’t kick me out.

			Jackie glances across the room at her monitor and contemplates getting up to check her email. Do you really think they’re going to evict Sola? She can’t imagine the building demolished and everyone scattered.

			I don’t know. Probably.

			It hurts, how easily Ellen says it. Where would you go, then? Jackie asks.

			I don’t know.

			They lie there, not saying anything, the streetlight filtered through Ellen’s curtains, which she says are former pillowcases from her childhood bedroom, gray with light-blue dots.

			Remember what you were like as a kid?

			Bratty. Annoying as hell.

			Jackie snorts.

			Would you rather be a bratty, annoying kid or a total fucking nerd?

			Hey, wait a minute, Jackie says.

			Hey, I didn’t name names.

			Jackie can see Ellen in the dim light, her big, satisfied smile. There’s a short silence on Niles’s mix, the space between songs, and they wait for the next track and hear the opening harmonica notes of Billy Joel’s “Piano Man.”

			Oh my god, Ellen says. No.

			Laughing, they sit up at the same time, lunging at the tape player, bumping shoulders, then hands. Jackie reaches out, presses stop, the Piano Man quiets, and when she turns around, Ellen’s face is right there, and Ellen, still smiling, leans up and kisses her. Immediately it feels liquid, dizzy, inevitable, like why haven’t they done this before? Ellen’s breath is stale, but Jackie ignores it, her breath is probably stale, too, and she hasn’t kissed anyone in ages. She pulls Ellen onto her lap as they make out, the air quickening and distended. She’d been going out and then she met Diane—not met-met, but whatever—and even though she could be hooking up with other girls, she hasn’t needed to. But here is Ellen, and it’s not phone sex or ICQ, it’s a real person, and it’s good, really good, Ellen’s skin slick and smelling of wood and sweat, and look how well they fit together.

			There are things you don’t realize about someone you’ve known for years until you have sex with them, things that surprise you. Like the fact that licking Ellen’s neck makes her shiver, how her sounds are soft and whimpery and small. How much of a turn-on it is to suck on Ellen’s hard little clit, to slap her thigh, to watch her gaze expand and hold as you move above her, to make bossy, motormouth Ellen go quiet. And Ellen pushes back, rubbing her hand against the seam in Jackie’s briefs, twisting Jackie’s nipples, slipping two fingers in and out of Jackie’s mouth before covering it with her palm. What do you want to do to me, Jackie whispers, turning over, feeling the borders of herself dissolve. She wants Ellen to make her thoughts blot out, she wants to be obliterated, to succumb. They fuck in the same way they fight, fun, assertive, hot, sliding inside one another and pressing up harder until their words are reduced to only fuck and more. They fuck until they fall asleep, Ellen first, sprawled on her back, and Jackie watches the snow coming down outside, ice crackling in the windowpane, the room silent except for Ellen’s breathing, and she snuggles against Ellen’s back with her arm around Ellen’s waist, running her thumb across the firm jut of her hip bone, and the next thing she knows, it’s morning.

			When she gets online at Wonder, there’s a message from Diane.

			
				sorry had to run had a work call. talk soon?

				sure

			

			Jackie can’t get anything done at work, leaving early to return to Sola and run up to Ellen’s room, where Ellen is drinking coffee in front of Jackie’s computer. She closes the door and takes the coffee out of Ellen’s hand, Ellen grinning as Jackie pushes her back onto the bed. Maybe this is what she’s longed for from Ellen all this time, and her draw to Ellen was not only about friendship but something more, that classic dilemma of whether you want to be her or befriend her or pin her down. Or maybe they’re both just horny. Afterward, the sun long set and both of them suddenly starving, Ellen says, It’s always so hot with women.

			Then Ellen leaves for upstate with Sunny and Reem and Sara, and Jackie goes to Jersey for Christmas, and when she gets back to the city, Ellen is still gone, Sola mostly empty. She catches up on Lene work because there’s so much of it and Wonder work because the office is open and there are deadlines to meet. She messages Diane, talks on the phone with Diane. By the time everyone gets home, she’s been working all day, doesn’t even hear them come in at first. She goes downstairs and finds a crowd in the community room, the housemates and some of their friends. Ellen’s in the corner talking to people, and when Jackie finally gets her attention, they hug and say hello, then Donnell asks Ellen about her trip, and Sunny comes over, wanting to talk to Jackie about something she’d heard about the web. That night, Jackie crashes early while Ellen stays up late.

			She doesn’t want things to get weird with Ellen, and even though talking about feelings generally repulses her, she forces herself to bring it up. How they’re friends, and— Ellen interrupts and says she doesn’t want things to get weird. You don’t want like a girlfriend or anything, Ellen says, right? Because I’m not going to do girlfriend again for a long time. Possibly never.

			

			—

			The end of the century, or the end of the world, depending on your take, approaches. At Sola, the residents line the walls with Styrofoam to dampen the noise of a nearby construction site. They break into the lot and give the machines flat tires. At Wonder, Jackie and her coworkers snicker at the Y2K fearmongers while harboring their own private apprehensions. Jackie triple-checks her code. The news alternates between the profiles of survivalists with their bunkers stocked with bottled water and canned food and the awkward reassurances of corporate directors saying everything will be fine, that the prospect of the world’s computers crashing simultaneously at midnight, having been programmed to use only the last two digits of a year and unable to distinguish between 1900 and 2000, is a myth. There are patches in place. People have been working hard to ensure collective safety. But the survivalists always knew the technology revolution wouldn’t last, believed computers had been created to destroy and the world is at the end of a very long con. Sometimes Jackie thinks it wouldn’t be so bad if everything collapses like the survivalists claim. She keeps extra cash around, has an address book with phone numbers and actual addresses. If the internet goes down, everything will be how it used to be. If it gets worse, Ellen will know what to do. The squatters were survivalists long before Y2K.

			Jackie has barely had a chance to talk to Ellen since Ellen got back. On New Year’s Eve, Diane is offline by noon, driving up the coast to where she and her friends are renting a house with a hot tub. At Wonder, where they’re supposed to be working a half day, Jackie is two beers in with Mike and Ashok by three p.m., four beers by six p.m. They order sushi while they run updates and discuss the Blitz.com Y2K party, three floors of a warehouse near the Hudson River, inside which Blitz has built fifty cubicles, each equipped with its own twenty-four-seven webcam. Everyone at Wonder is going. Just stop by, Mike says. When else is this going to happen again, when are you going to be alive again at the beginning of a new millennium? I don’t know, Jackie says, I could live until the year 3000. I could get my brain frozen like Walt Disney. Oh, come on, Ashok says, waving his hands around in circles over his head. Come for the bullshit, the spectacular bullshit.

			They share a cab to the party with Deth. Jackie loses Ashok and Mike immediately, but Deth lingers behind. On one of the far walls, two men are spray-painting a city landscape with a subway train snaking through the skyscrapers, a Gotham in neon, and in the center they have painted Brian Baker, the Blitz CEO, a short man with tortoiseshell glasses, improbably slam-dunking a basketball. The Blitz.com website is like public access TV but online, hundreds of channels of people blathering about baseball, veganism, colonics, content made for broadband but with frequent glitches. No one Jackie works with actually watches it.

			Todd Wellhouse spots them and walks alongside, trying for casual in a seventies-style suit and fedora. To Jackie, he says, Having fun? Smile, it’s free.

			Fuck off, she says as they stop at a table where ClickStart’s Josh Kellerman, wearing a mock turtleneck tucked into Levi’s and a braided leather belt, is standing with drink in hand. He looks at Deth and Todd and says, Happy New Year, Wonder.

			What a party, Todd says, shaking Josh’s hand.

			Josh motions upstairs. That’s the real party.

			I thought this was the real party, Deth says.

			Josh claps Deth on the back. You’re funny, man. I just love how you’re bringing so much of that fun spirit to Wonder.

			Jackie leans forward as the men talk, or rather, Todd talks, and Deth scowls, and Josh Kellerman’s eyes drift past them both. When another man approaches, Josh excuses himself. Jackie decides she’ll see the other floors before leaving; at least she’ll have a story to tell at Sola. She wanders past a person dressed as a clown humping another person also dressed as a clown. A woman in a giraffe costume spanks a man’s ass with a foam paddle and a trapeze artist contorts in the air before letting herself drop into a net. She wonders if Giselle and her artist friends would call this performance art. She’s heard that Brian Baker is an art collector, commissioned some artists to help design the party.

			She obtains an absinthe cocktail at the bar, successfully avoiding Stefan and Bridget from Marketing, and makes her way up the crammed staircase, stuck in a wall of people and cigarette smoke, the sound system blasting a relentless techno remix of “1999.” She jostles her way to the cubicles, and when she squints she can see rows of blinking lights, the eyes of the webcams watching, uploading. The server bill must be astronomical. In the future, the cams imply, privacy will be obsolete and everyone will live on the internet in a perpetual state of public display, both voyeur and surveyed. Everyone will be the star in their own porno.

			Some of the cubicles have shades that pull down and obscure their contents, but most don’t. There are three women playing cards on red beanbags. Two people, each wearing a pair of devil horns, are making out in a nest of pillows. A man reclines on a sleeping bag and browses the web on an iBook while petting a rabbit. A woman paints a picture of a woman in a cubicle painting a picture.

			People push past. Jackie feels cold liquid splash on her arm. Sorry! a voice shouts.

			She gets back to Sola before midnight. There’s a fire going outside in the pit, Gang Starr playing on a stereo, and when someone switches it to “1999,” everyone groans. Jackie has never been so happy to see Ellen. She’s happy to see everyone, to be hugged and welcomed as if this is her home. She tells Ellen the Blitz party had creepy performances of people being filmed and she’s so glad there’s no one filming here, that there are no screens or computers at this party. Ellen grins and touches her on the chin. Jackie turns around to see if anyone notices them. She wonders if they will hook up tonight; she looks forward to it.

			They stay by the fire, breath making clouds in the air. Jackie can smell Ellen’s hair, a mushroomy smell that reminds her of her own hair when she hasn’t washed it for a while. They joke about the end of the world and the food they’d miss, the food they’re craving right now, soup dumplings, pho tai, garlic crab noodles, fried catfish, kimchi jigae. Shin ramen with an egg on top, Jackie’s Lene work marathon go-to meal, eaten standing at the kitchen counter with the two-burner stove in her old apartment that some yuppie’s now paying over a thousand bucks a month for, instant noodles the one thing she really cooks, if you could call it cooking. She is so in love with her life. Everything is exactly the way it should be, loose and fuzzy, hopeful, uncertain.

			Someone announces that it’s almost midnight. Here’s to the end of the world! Ellen shouts. Sunny hands Jackie a sparkler and flicks a lighter. They hold up the sparklers and count down.

			Ellen leans against her, heads touching. Ellen is very close. Jackie can see the outline of her mouth, feel Ellen’s beer breath on her neck. It’s a new century, Jackie. Do you feel different?

			She imagines the world ending, the lights going off at the Blitz warehouse, all those cubicles booted offline. The trepidation moving like a current through the rooms, the people in their cubicles being watched and acting fine about it.

			I should go upstairs to check on Lene for a sec. Just in case.

			All right.

			I really want some Shin ramen.

			They dance facing each other. Their hips bump, then move away.

			Did you really think the world was going to end? Did you want it to?

			Maybe. And it ends with me living here in the squat.

			We’d have to vote you in first.

			Jackie brushes her lips against Ellen’s and hears Ellen’s breath catch. She tells Ellen she’ll be back soon. Upstairs, the site is still alive, and on her cell phone, there’s a missed call from Diane.

			She walks outside to the front of the building to call Diane back, but before she can, her phone rings with Diane’s name. There’s noise in the background on Diane’s end of the line, voices and traffic. It’s only nine o’clock in California.

			Are you at the beach?

			Diane says, I’m getting there.

			There’s the sound of a car horn and someone blowing a noisemaker. Sounds noisy for the beach, Jackie says.

			That’s because I’m not there.

			What do you mean? Where did you go?

			I’m coming up the street right now.

			Jackie turns and sees a woman in a red cardigan, black tights and a denim skirt and red Mary Jane shoes, not dressed warm enough for winter, dragging a suitcase on wheels, and then Diane is jumping and pressing her face into Jackie’s, making squealing, muffled noises, saying, Oh my god, oh my god, I can’t believe I’m here. Jackie says, I can’t believe it. I can’t believe you’re here. She puts her arms around Diane, lets herself be kissed by Diane, tasting the mint breath spray Diane had used before getting here, all the things she’d been dreaming about for months until she stopped dreaming about them.

			Go get your stuff, Diane says. I got a hotel room.

			Back inside, Jackie throws some things in a bag. She thinks of returning to the party and telling Ellen where she’s headed, that Diane is here. Instead she writes a note on the back of a receipt and leaves it on Ellen’s bed. In the community room, she grabs a plastic bottle with some vodka in it, brings that too.

			Diane is standing on the sidewalk. She yawns, sleepy from her flight, but she’s smiling. Let’s get a cab, she says, grabbing Jackie’s hand, but they can’t get one, of course, it’s New Year’s Eve, and Jackie feels a blip of irritation at Diane’s naivete—do they even have cabs in San Francisco?—and when she sees the M14 bus coming up Avenue D, they run to catch it.

			

			—

			Diane’s booked a room at a boutique hotel by Madison Square Park, a room with a king-size bed, a humongous bathtub, and a balcony with a view of the Empire State Building. Everything is exceptionally clean. Jackie removes her shoes, her socks, walks barefoot on the carpet. She takes a drink from the vodka bottle and hands it to Diane, who sips and leans against the wall, waiting. Jackie kisses her.

			After they have sex, Jackie takes a twenty-minute shower, letting the water pressure blast at her back. She uses the hotel soaps and lotions, the massive towels, draws a happy face in the steamed-up mirror. She’s so tired but also so awake. Diane is cute, with her short legs and broad cheeks, the dimples that don’t fade when she’s not smiling. Her skin smells like fancy scented products. She’s three years older than Jackie but looks younger. Jackie thinks of Diane, and then she thinks of Ellen. Sex with Ellen is strategy, canny calculations and long arcs and victories. Making Ellen go silent and vulnerable in her bed at Sola, or that one time during a matinee movie when, like horny teenagers forced to be very, very quiet, Ellen had made her come so hard in the theater seat that Jackie bit the side of her mouth and it bled. Diane is confident, unhindered about what she wants and how Jackie will be the one to provide it, Jackie the present she is entitled to and deserves. Aren’t you going to lick it? Diane says in her light, girlish voice. Aren’t you going to push it in? She expects service, results. She comes frequently, efficiently, like tiny measured taps on a door. It’s a role Jackie has assumed before, being the one who delivers, who gets off on getting you off. Now she can’t help but compare. The sex with Diane is good but not as great as Jackie had imagined, months ago, when Diane was all she could think about. The sex is decent but also feels practiced, too performed. Perfunctory.

			They order room service and split an excessive amount of fries. I don’t get why you’re still living in that place, Diane says. She thinks Jackie is depriving herself, choosing to stay in the squat out of some misguided need for sacrifice. My parents didn’t have a ton of money when I was growing up. So why would I want to go back to that?

			Jackie finds herself stuttering for a good answer. You should come see Sola, she says, but when she thinks about introducing Diane to Ellen and everyone else, she feels uneasy. She mentions the protests that have been happening, the buildings in danger of being torn down.

			Well, not everyone gets to live for free. Even if it’s hard to find a new place to rent, it’s not impossible. You’ve got money.

			Diane has plans. She has meetings booked with companies, consulting gigs lined up. She has plans for Jackie: that they’ll find a way to fund Lene, either through Wonder’s IPO or through its purchase by another company. She envisions Lene expanding, an office, the development of enterprise software. Maybe even in the Bay, she says, her head against Jackie’s chest, leg across Jackie’s leg. She tells Jackie about the houses out there, says there aren’t evictions in San Francisco, though Jackie is sure that isn’t true. She tells Jackie about her favorite beach, though it’s too cold to swim. I can’t wait until you come visit me.

			Jackie pets Diane’s hair, which is soft and tickles her arm. Diane’s skin is soft, too, her body soft and round everywhere, cute butt, small hands, thick hips. Jackie likes being with Diane, likes eating fries in bed with Diane, the indulgence of it all, the two of them naked and licking ketchup from their fingers in this ridiculous hotel room. Diane’s luggage contains a selection of lingerie, toys; they can work on the sex getting better. Jackie sleeps so well, with three pillows and the enormous mattress with thick cotton sheets, sleeps until eleven in the morning, until Diane wakes her up by grinding her ass against her. Diane turns and smiles, face washed and moisturized, teeth already brushed, and Jackie doesn’t think about the lack of attention she’s given to Lene lately. When she last checked, the number of accounts had been declining. Keith’s been away for the holidays and hasn’t contacted her in days. There’s a backlog of customer help requests.

			Diane wants to see New York. She’s only been here once before, as a kid on a trip with her family, and for the next four days they eat out for every meal, pastrami sandwiches and pickles from Second Avenue Deli, dim sum at Golden Unicorn, a sausage-and-cheese pie at Joe’s on Bleecker, oxtail soup in Koreatown, a very long, very pricey omakase meal in a sushi restaurant on a hidden floor of an office building in Midtown—the next morning, Jackie comes out of the bathroom and goes, I just took the most expensive shit of my life. She takes Diane to a sex shop on the Lower East Side where Diane picks out a purple silicone dick for Jackie to wear. She takes Diane on a walk over the Brooklyn Bridge and a ride on the Staten Island Ferry, bringing a pint of whiskey from which they sip and deposit into each other’s mouths, dodging whispers and glares until Jackie says, We should probably stop before someone beats the crap out of us. Diane pays for everything with a credit card with a gold stripe, telling Jackie it’s a tax write-off, she uses this card for business, she’s shocked that Jackie doesn’t have a business-only credit card for Lene, until Jackie no longer makes the gesture toward her own wallet when the bill comes. She lets Diane hold up her card, looks away coolly as Diane signs the check.

			How easy it is to be like Diane. To not have to think about money, to act as if these things are merited, not finite: meals out, elaborate cocktails, luxury hotel room. Jackie had thought she might be able to afford these things in a few years if things went well, when she had the savings to allow herself to spend. But Diane’s spending feels more necessary, not reckless like Deth’s. It’s a life Jackie’s parents had raised her to enter, the kind they had wanted for themselves but could never truly be part of, never even dare to dream of. Her father was a nerd in a time when nerds stayed in the background or in the basement. Diane has a PalmPilot and a new Nokia, and when she uses them in public, people are impressed. In San Francisco, she says, everyone has them. Everyone, at least, in her world. Over dinner, they float ideas, and Jackie feels her brain sharpen, a drooping plant watered for the first time in weeks.

			On Diane’s last night in New York, they go to a bar in Chelsea with Deth and his friends, one of whom Diane knows. Brian Baker is there, too, the Blitz.com guy, in a jacket with blue stripes and a floppy collar. Diane talks with Brian and two other men about some company in California. They gather around her like kids at a library story time.

			Deth, sitting next to Jackie, says, Your girlfriend’s cool.

			She is. I don’t know if she’s my girlfriend, though.

			She seems like she thinks she is.

			Someone mentions Mark Furman, the investor, and Deth leans into the conversation. Brian Baker turns to Jackie and asks if she liked the New Year’s party, and she says yes. He asks what she does at Wonder, and she talks about her job and then she tells him about Lene, trying not to stare at his hair, which is slicked into elaborate tendrils of wet gel. When she mentions she’s staying in a squat in the East Village, he’s suddenly interested. Who does she live with, what did they do to make the building inhabitable? He asks if they have web access, and she says she installed it.

			They take cabs downtown, though Jackie says it’s faster to hop on the F train and they all look at her like she’s speaking another language. They go to a bar with no sign outside where Brian has to say a password to get in. Inside it’s only a room with some candlelit booths, that song that goes good life / good life / good life playing. It’s the new century and nothing has changed except Jackie has a girlfriend, perhaps. She wonders how everyone is at Sola, thinking about the nights she’d eat a can of scavenged corn niblets for dinner, spooning the kernels right out of the can, working on Lene as Ellen slept across the room.

			Diane buys ten-dollar cocktails that taste like Hi-C, and after two of them, the outlines of the lamps have weakened and blurred, and Diane, too, is blurry, the music sparkling. Jackie hears herself talking loudly, an echo chamber in her own body.

			Things had once been optimistic, the coder parties, before it all went downhill. Yet there are still people who act optimistic, as if they’re immune to disaster. Are they delusional, or is she, to not have realized there are people who will always be protected, who can, as Diane says, simply open another business, and another, and another, without regard for money because the money will always come, the money is only a game? She allows herself to be led by Diane and the others around the block and into a building with a doorman at a front desk. One of the men, who works for ClickStart, lives on the eighth floor, in a vast apartment with almost no furniture. Deth is there with them, and Brian, and another guy with a runty, reddish face who’s thirty-five at most but resembles a prematurely old man, barking into his cell phone. The dudes do coke in the kitchen. Diane looks at Jackie and Jackie shakes her head. The party has turned, become a sad-guy party, the type of desperate gathering that makes people get more fucked-up than they want to be when all they want to do is go home and jerk off and fall asleep but feel compelled to stay because they don’t want to damage their careers or miss out on some opportunity with the potential to improve their careers.

			She nudges Diane, aware that they’re being watched by a glassy-eyed Brian Baker and that the premature old man is peeking up at them while on his phone. Can we go now? Jackie asks. Please. They hold hands on the cab ride uptown, Jackie running her fingers over Diane’s knuckles, Diane’s legs pressing against hers, hip bones to thighs to knees. The cab drives through the East Village, past the rubbled remains of Fetus Squat, where friends of Ellen’s had lived before a mysterious fire burned it down. Jackie wants to ask the driver to go up C so they pass Sola, where she never ended up bringing Diane, though Diane didn’t seem to care. But she doesn’t. She wants the blackout sleep of the hotel room bed, the lush and encompassing quiet and the comforter swaddling her into temporary unconsciousness. For one final night, for now. Then she wants to be back at Sola, checking up on Lene. She is tired of wearing the same clothes.

		

	
		
			Spring

			Things are busy. After the hotel, Sola is noisy, with far too many smells. Jackie apologizes to Ellen for being gone all week. It’s okay, Ellen says. It’s not a big deal. Ellen’s wide-set eyes give her a sultry, impertinent look, and Jackie thinks: She can totally tell when you’re lying. Jackie explains that Diane had shown up unexpectedly, that Diane wants a relationship but Jackie doesn’t know, and Ellen changes the subject. Her indifference stings. Jackie supposes they’ve both moved on. They’re just friends, anyway. It is Diane who is offering more, not only a relationship but a way of life, a future.

			Still, Ellen and Jackie share a bed, and on nights when they’re both drunk, or on the edge of consciousness, and it feels like they’re not actually deciding to do anything, their bodies moving independently of their minds, they fuck so thoroughly that Jackie plunges into a deep sleep. They are friends who have casual sex, except the sex is the best she’s ever had. Probably because it’s just that. Anything more would ruin it. Maybe it’s the novelty, the thrill of it being Ellen, whom Jackie’s known since they were twelve, and the secrecy of it, not telling anyone what they’re doing, semi-cheating on Diane, though is it really cheating? She likes letting Ellen wear the dick and top her more often than not, at which Ellen, unsurprisingly, excels, Jackie begging for Ellen, Jackie letting go, unlike the rest of her life, of being in control, of who she’s supposed to be. Jackie could never have sex with Giselle, who was objectively attractive but whom she simply knew too well to want to hook up with. But Ellen was always slightly out of frame.

			Some nights, Jackie is the only one at Sola. The city is razing community gardens to build condos, and Reem and Ellen come home with paint on their arms, building a wooden structure in a garden on Houston where people stay overnight to guard against bulldozers. New bars and restaurants open along Avenue C, a lounge with a velvet rope, a pan-Latin small-plates restaurant. Cabs and car service sedans pull up on weekend nights and release white people in short dresses and tight pants. In February, the cops who murdered Amadou Diallo, firing forty-one shots when he took out his wallet to show his ID, are acquitted of all charges, and Jackie goes with everyone to protest, marching down Fifth Avenue to City Hall. They hold their wallets up and chant, Impeach Giuliani. She knows that nothing will happen to Giuliani or the cops, that the verdict will not be overturned, but still it feels good to march and shout, to know that she is one person in thousands. It’s better than doing nothing, she says to Ellen, and Ellen says yes but marching is only one tactic. When Jackie tells Diane about the march the next day, Diane writes, be careful!

			For now, there are faint streaks of light in the sky at six o’clock. March is tense, anticipatory, everyone running in place to a finish line that’s getting farther away. At Wonder, Jackie checks to make sure Lene is still working, because Keith’s hosting service has been cranky. She sends emails and does a quick browse through her bookmarked sites. Dot-com parties appear strained in the pictures online. Ashok’s computer is asleep; his jacket isn’t on its hook. Mike’s computer is running, but his light is off. The hallways are empty, a container of pasta salad going bad on the kitchen table. She knocks on Deth’s office door, no answer. She tries to remember the last time she saw the Chinese women from the factory but can’t. The months have mushed together. Outside, there’s a jumpiness, and people walk around with their coats unbuttoned or no coats at all, despite the wind.

			Jackie sees Mark Furman coming out of a meeting in the conference room with Stefan and Todd, some last-ditch funding attempt. Nobody notices her. She gives the finger to their backs as they walk away.

			

			—

			The garden on Houston is torn down, and Jackie asks Ellen if she’s sad that the effort to save it failed. Ellen says, No, it wasn’t a failure! It’s never a failure if you try. One night when they hook up, neither of them comes and it’s not for lack of trying; on another night, they make out a little until Ellen starts yawning and goes to sleep, and Jackie thinks, That felt weird. Diane pulls twelve-hour days on a consulting job, and by the time she’s home and able to talk, Jackie is sleeping. After work, she rides around Brooklyn with Sara and Sunny in Sunny’s new used car. They pick up junkyard air conditioners, loading them into the trunk and back seat. For barricading the doors, in case they try to evict us, Sunny says. They stop to get tacos on the way home and Sara asks Jackie if she’s dating anyone, and Jackie says, Sort of, long distance, but she doesn’t really have the time, which makes Sunny and Sara howl in protest. (Once she asked Ellen if her housemates knew about them, and Ellen said, I haven’t said anything, but the walls are thin. I know because I put them up.) If I was single and looked like you, Sara says, I’d be going out and getting some every night. Oh would you now, Sunny says. It’s the most fun, possibly the only fun, Jackie’s had in weeks.

			By the middle of the month, the tech team at Wonder is hardly bothering to come in, their projects on hold as they wait to find out if the company has a future. One afternoon, Jackie eats a gyro and takes a nap in Union Square. Deth and Todd announce that Wonder has filed to raise $150 million in IPO, though details are unclear. She goes to a bar with Ashok and Mike, talking morbidly about all the things they’ll do with the money they fear will likely never come. I’m going to buy an apartment, Ashok says, for myself and Maddy, and I’m going to buy another apartment for my parents, I’ll buy an apartment for my fucking cat. Mike says, in a vampire accent, I’m going to Europe, I’m going to Paris, I’m going to Prague, Rome, all of it. I’m going to an island in Greece where you can eat fish right out of the sea! I’m going to buy a computer and a new web-hosting service and an apartment with a room for my work stuff, and I’m going to pay for everyone at Sola to stay, Jackie says, though she’s already given Ellen and her housemates almost a thousand bucks to pay for consultations with a housing lawyer. Mike and Ashok raise a toast to Lene. Seriously, Ashok says, his voice near shouting though they’re the only ones in the bar, it’s a killer project. Any company would be lucky to buy it. Jackie’s worth millions, Mike says, face pink and beaky. It should be Lene that people are funding, not shit like GeoCities. Jackie gets so wasted that after leaving the bar she pukes into a garbage can on Grand Street. She buys a pack of cigarettes and an orange soda at a bodega, though she doesn’t really smoke and the soda is too sweet, like the orange drink they used to sell at pizzerias and in mall food courts, but it settles her stomach.

			In Ellen’s room, she lights a cigarette, takes a drag, coughs, and puts it out. She messages Diane to tell her about the IPO.

			
				bet your glad you never ratted out that data stuff right?

			

			Jackie types: yah

			A smiley emoji fills the screen.

			

			—

			Less than two weeks later, the market seesaws, dropping one hundred points per day, plunging fast. Does anyone know where Deth is? Jackie asks, and no one does. In their cubicles, Mike and Ashok are playing Doom. Oops, I killed you, Mike says. I killed your stock options. I killed your Hail Mary angel-investor meeting. Ashok says, in a booming narrator’s voice, I killed your trip to Prague.

			The MSNBC reporter emails her at last, a link to the published article.

			
				April 3, 2000—NEW YORK—Wonder.com, the internet company that delivers snacks, movies, and convenience items to New York City residents in less than an hour, denies allegations that it has stored and sold customer data.

				Through the confirmation of a Wonder employee, MSNBC.com was able to identify that the company was in contract to sell user data against its privacy policy.

				“These charges are inaccurate, irresponsible, and untrue,” said spokesperson Bridget Tucker. “We do not and have never sold customer data in violation of our policies.”

				Wonder, which filed for an IPO on March 13, has not been officially accused of any illegal activities. According to its most recent SEC filing, the company lost ten times its revenue in 1999.

			

			The article is too late, everything too late. On April 14, the market crashes for good, and it’s not just Wonder that is screwed; it’s all of Silicon Alley. It’s Silicon Valley, too, it’s everyone on the web, but it won’t be Jackie’s fault if the company dies. She will not have to debate whether or not she made the wrong decision to talk to the reporter. It will be as if she hadn’t done anything at all yet can reassure herself that she had.

			Nobody at work comments on the article. It proves nothing; it’s the least of their problems. But after it comes out, she’s talking to Diane on the phone when Diane says, I don’t think contacting a reporter was the right thing to do. If it was you. Was it you?

			Well, Jackie says. I won’t say yes and I won’t say no.

			Diane is silent for a moment. The thing about you, Jackie, is that you sabotage yourself. Wonder’s not perfect, but you have to play the game. You have so much potential and you just don’t think—

			Jackie feels the heat rise to her throat, and before she can tell Diane to go fuck herself, she decides to hang up. Later that night, and she does regret this, she tells Diane to go fuck herself on ICQ.

			Now Diane is gone from Jackie’s contacts list. When Jackie signs on, Diane signs off. When Jackie calls and emails, Diane does not respond.

			At Sola, her computer blinks, blinks, dies, starts again.

			

			—

			Keith calls. An investor he knows, a friend of a friend, wants to talk to him and Jackie about Lene. It’s not a big-name firm, which is fine with Jackie. The investor lives in California.

			Is he going to fly us out?

			She’s avoided visiting Diane’s site, deleting it from her bookmarks and browser history, but she could show up at Diane’s house and surprise Diane like Diane had surprised her, make everything okay again. Jackie doesn’t know what that would mean, what it would look like. She only knows that she’s never felt so bad.

			It’s an initial phone call, Keith says.

			The investor says he loves what Lene is doing, and though the market crash makes him far more cautious than he used to be, he might be interested in offering some funding. But there are stipulations.

			We need to have some guarantee of revenue. Subscription fees, for instance.

			I don’t want to do that right now. Lene’s not ready.

			Keith interrupts her. With investment, we can build to that point. We can at least scale up for it.

			The other option is ads.

			Jackie says, That I won’t do.

			She hears a sigh on the other end of the line. It’s Keith.

			Listen, she says. I’m not running some crap service like Angelfire.

			We can’t just do nothing, Keith says. If we do nothing, Lene’s going to be gone. With all the server problems, it might as well already be.

			Keith, Jackie says.

			Well, think about it, the investor says. Take some time and get back to us.

			After they get off the call, Jackie calls Keith and says, I’m not doing it. End of story.

			Okay, Keith says. Sorry, Jackie. But I quit.

			

			—

			Lene is dead. The site is permanently down, cooked, like her relationship with Diane. Good, Jackie thinks. She doesn’t have to be in front of a machine. She doesn’t have to pay for a new computer and another web host. She doesn’t even have to be indoors. She can be like other people, do whatever she wants. She goes to work; she leaves. The web is over anyway, and it’s not like she didn’t try. She spoke to the reporter. She did everything she could.

			She goes out with her friends, meets a bartender, a high school teacher, a physical therapist, a vegan baker. Bora is doing a lot of E and sleeping with her ex. Marisol’s getting her scuba-diving certificate. RJ vacationed in London with his new boyfriend and now he wants to move there. No one works at a dot-com or has been paying attention to the crash. When people ask Jackie what she does for work, she says, Nothing. At a party she meets someone who got back from working on an organic farm in Mexico, a clothing store clerk, an actor. One night, at Meow Mix, she makes out with a girl in a yellow track suit who says, Want to come back to my place? and her place turns out to be an NYU dorm, upperclass apartments, but still. When Jackie leaves, she feels a sense of accomplishment, even if the hookup was lackluster at best, the girl slobby and overenthusiastic and prone to whinnying noises, and, as if fiending for punishment, she has an unconscious craving for a direct and targeted hurt rather than the gauzy anxiety of whether she’ll have a job or a home soon. At Sola, she showers for ninety seconds before the cold water runs out and finds Ellen asleep, spread out on her mattress in her T-shirt and cutoff shorts. Jackie boots up the computer, which, mercifully, works, and types in the address for Diane’s web diary, hits return. As the site loads, she turns away to steel herself. She can choose to close the window but doesn’t. She turns to the screen, ready, and scrolls through Diane’s site, wanting to confirm her dread and find something she can pin down and blame, a retribution for trying to destroy Wonder, for saying no to Keith and the investor and screwing up Lene, for not safeguarding her work, her future. For staying too long at Sola, for taking advantage of Ellen’s generosity and not reciprocating, not doing enough.

			There it is, a picture of Diane kissing a girl with wavy pink hair: perfect sunday, dreamy fog and hearts!! Diane is wearing the same outfit she wore in a picture she emailed to Jackie when they first flirted online, an outfit Jackie has memorized. Black denim skirt with black sleeveless shirt with heart buttons, probably that matching sheer bra underneath. High on the fumes of her own self-pity, Jackie goes to the bed and moves closer to Ellen, tries to nudge her awake, but Ellen stays asleep. She curls herself at Ellen’s side and Ellen stirs, still unconscious, murmurs next to Jackie’s arm, and snores.

			When she wakes up, Ellen is gone. Jackie thinks, I have to check on Lene, and then she remembers Lene is dead.

			

			—

			An email arrives from Giselle Chin, asking Jackie how things are going, as if they emailed every day. Let me know if you want to meet up sometime! Jackie wonders if she’s still walking around the cemetery, or if that’s over and she’s writing to let Jackie know she’s won some new art award. Maybe she needs Jackie’s help with something, maybe with her email. If that’s the case, it would be nice to tell Giselle she’s too busy to help her anymore. But it would also be nice to feel needed, to do something new.

			Jackie deletes the email, tries to forget about it, and one night when she’s at the office late because there’s nowhere else to be, and though she’s left messages with friends, nobody has gotten back to her, she retrieves Giselle’s email and hits reply. Giselle writes back immediately. She can meet up anytime. How about tonight?

			What pleases Jackie is how easy it is to fall back into conversation with Giselle, even if they’re in a dive bar and Giselle is wearing enough glitter eye shadow to stock an entire aisle at Ricky’s, and Jackie is supposed to be annoyed at her but isn’t. She isn’t at all. It feels good to make Giselle grovel, to hear her apologize, and when was the last time Jackie could talk to someone about everything that’s going on without feeling bad? Ellen makes her feel like nothing she does is ever good enough, Diane made her feel like a fuck-up, the guys at Wonder make her feel like she needs to prove herself and never can, and how dare they think they can get away with underestimating her because she knows she’s smarter than them. But Giselle makes Jackie think she isn’t delusional after all.

			They sound like a bunch of assholes, Giselle says, when Jackie tells her about Wonder. They should be thankful you’re working for them, and they should definitely be paying you more.

			She tells Giselle about living with Ellen, which elicits the surprise she expected. We hooked up a few times, she says, Giselle’s mouth falling open, but it wasn’t anything serious. Jackie no longer sleeps in Ellen’s bed, has moved to the saggy couch in the community room, which is mushy and probably has bedbugs, and every morning she wakes up with a stiff neck. Now she’s just another person overstaying their welcome at Sola, and though the housemates are still nice to her, she knows she has to leave soon.

			Honestly? she says. I’m not doing so great. Giselle listens, is sympathetic, offers advice on apartment hunting, and the next morning Jackie wakes up full of clarity and resolve. Out back, there are people she doesn’t recognize, drawing signs and moving wooden beams for barricades. A building on Fifth Street is in danger, someone says. She sees Ellen kneeling in a bed of dirt with Reem, talking with their heads close together. The dead leaves and branches are gone and the dirt is dark and fresh, new plants poking from the surface.

			Hey, Jackie says. Guess who I saw last night. Giselle. She says hi.

			Ellen waves with one hand sticking straight up. Tell her I say hi back. Reem offers a half smile.

			What are you doing tonight? Let’s hang out.

			Sure, Ellen says. Come to a fundraiser at Five Squat. We’ll be there.

			Jackie wants to say more, to tell Ellen she’s sad and sorry and doesn’t know what to do, but someone calls Ellen’s name and Ellen says, See you tonight.

			She leaves work early and eats dinner at a Thai restaurant, ordering too much food for one person, then browses in St. Mark’s Bookshop until it’s time to go to Five Squat. The room is full of bony shaved-head boys pogoing with their shirts off to a screamo band, and Jackie stands by herself in back. What is she even doing here? She wants to be doing her own work. She wants to make her work possible, whatever it will take, because the regret will be too significant otherwise.

			There’s a five-dollar donation at the door, and between sets, a bucket goes around the room. Jackie sees the Sola residents and says hello, and then she says to Ellen, I have to go. Ellen protests; she just got here.

			You could at least kick in more money if you don’t want to stay. You can afford it.

			Jackie opens her wallet. There’s a twenty-dollar bill in there, and she puts it in the bucket.

			I gave already.

			Sure, okay.

			What do you want from me?

			Nothing.

			I gave you all that money for the lawyer. I tried to sabotage Wonder. None of it mattered anyway. Nothing I did made any difference.

			That’s some dead-end thinking. There’s always something you can do.

			Seriously, what do you want? Do I need to quit my job too? Sorry if I participate in the world. Sorry I can’t be perfect.

			Ellen’s face twists in disbelief, like she’s opened an envelope to find a turd, and Jackie feels flayed, exposed.

			The next band is about to play. Wait, Ellen says, and Jackie tells Ellen she’ll see her later, and Ellen says, All right, whatever. Back at Sola, Jackie sends emails to everyone she knows and to all the former Lene users. Five or ten bucks to buy Lene a new computer and web host. Kick in a couple dollars and we can keep Lene free and running, with no ads. Pitch in for an upgrade and help us build a better product. By the next morning, hundreds of people have donated thousands of dollars. It’s enough to get things back up and operating for a while, to even pay herself. By the end of the week, Jackie has two new computers and a reliable hosting service, and enough to put down a security deposit on a new place. There are articles calling the Lene fund genius and anti-IPO, and there’s an email in Jackie’s inbox from Mark Furman.

			
				Subject: Introductions

				CC: Josh Kellerman

				Hi Jackie, Diane Iha brought you and your work up in conversation when she was in New York in January. I’m writing to introduce you to Josh Kellerman, who you may be familiar with. Josh, meet Jackie, Jackie, meet Josh. ClickStart is part of the Furman Fund family and Josh would love to talk to you more about Lene.

			

			The Sola residents are in the community room. Jackie goes upstairs and turns on her computer, which is still in Ellen’s room. The only items in the browser history are hers. Since the night at the Five Squat fundraiser, she and Ellen have been distant, Ellen not even sleeping in her room some nights, and Jackie is going to get out of here soon. She wants her own place in a calmer neighborhood, near a subway stop.

			She opens the ClickStart website again, the network sites arranged by category: Auto, Business, Entertainment, Technology, Women/Health. Why are Women and Health in the same category? ClickStart tracks users and delivers advertisements on over ten thousand websites, Jackie reads. Nearly half of all web users in the country visit ClickStart network websites every month.

			The door opens. It’s Ellen. Hey. What’s that?

			Nothing, Jackie says. ClickStart.

			We’re watching TVs downstairs. Want to join?

			In the community room are two TVs, set up side by side. Sara passes her a soda, Donnell a bag of potato chips, and together they all watch the finale of Beverly Hills, 90210 on one TV, David and Donna preparing for their wedding to treacly soap music, while on the other TV, a video of Gregg Araki’s Nowhere plays, the characters fucking one another before a reptile alien destroys them.

			Goodbye, 90210, Ellen says. You’ve overstayed your welcome.

			Goodbye and good riddance, Sunny says.

			They watch Dylan and Kelly reunite, they watch the Janet character who is supposed to be Japanese although the actor is actually Korean and white, they watch James Duval and Nathan Bexton falling in love, Nathan spontaneously combusting. They are laughing so loudly, twisting in their seats laughing, that they don’t hear the knock on the door.

			They don’t see it until the next day, when Ellen goes outside and finds the eviction notice telling them they have less than two weeks to vacate the building.

			

			—

			The ClickStart conference room has plastic chairs in the colors of Life Savers, and Jackie sits across from Josh Kellerman at a jelly-bean-shaped salamander-orange table with unopened bottles of Evian. Outside the window is a view of the Empire State Building. Josh Kellerman talks in rapid monotone and makes intense, unblinking eye contact. We’re impressed with the work you’re doing with Lene, he says. Fifty-three thousand accounts from all fifty states and six different countries.

			That’s right, Jackie says, wondering how he knows, though she supposes someone like Kellerman has his ways. She isn’t sure what he wants from her, if this is an informal job interview, if he’s trying to poach her from Wonder, though Wonder is as well as dead, her job a formality with an expiration date. She has no desire to work for ClickStart but takes the meeting out of curiosity, resolving to show as little as possible. Just because Josh Kellerman is a millionaire and one of the most powerful people on the web doesn’t mean he is smarter than her. He is a weenie. He has a waxy bald spot and terrible style. Okay, maybe he is smarter than her.

			I’m impressed with the fundraising you did, he says. Great customer loyalty.

			Thank you. I’ve built a good product.

			And by yourself too. No staff, no office, all while doing a demanding full-time job at Wonder.

			I enjoy the work.

			I’m sure there’s a project you’ve been wanting to do but couldn’t because you’re busy taking care of other things like customer support.

			Jackie waits for him to say more.

			You’ve tapped into something very important. The Lene users share stories of their lives. Even the ones they haven’t published yet. They’ve created full and robust online profiles.

			I don’t sell customer data. That’s illegal.

			Well, you might have to ask Wonder about that. She doesn’t respond. Josh Kellerman holds eye contact, continues. Lene web diaries have valuable information, and your software is an asset. We’d like to work with you to maximize that. To learn more about who Lene users are and the stories they’re telling, to even learn who is visiting their pages and why.

			Jackie tries to keep her expression as still as possible.

			ClickStart is getting into web publishing?

			You’re familiar with NAT, our net advertising targeting system. It’s the backbone of ClickStart, and it’s built on information about user behavior. The more we know about what people want to do on the web, their viewing habits, the better we can make the web work for them.

			You mean the better you can sell them ads.

			It’s not about selling ads. It’s about delivering a tailored browsing experience. If I’m a baseball fan, I don’t need ads for florists. I want to see information about my favorite teams.

			Maybe you like both baseball and flowers.

			It’s possible.

			It’s all very hypothetical.

			He talks about the possibility of acquisition, a hypothetical amount.

			She lets her face go as slack as she can.

			She tells him she will get back to him, though later she wonders why she didn’t say no right away. The offer is insulting, ridiculous. The offer could change her life.

		

	
		
			Summer

			The bars and parks are full at noon. Recently unemployed software developers roam the aisles of Barnes & Noble, paging through issues of Fast Company and trying to cruise for recruiters, at least the recruiters who haven’t been laid off too. Blitz.com is one of the first to go, sinking as fast as it inflated itself. ClickStart, having already gotten IPO, is still standing. Jackie writes about this on her Lene website, wanting to keep a record. On the message boards, users swap layoff stories and job leads.

			At first the recruiters are busy. Mike’s roommate is laid off on a Friday, and by the following Wednesday lands a position at a different site, which itself will fold in under two months. It’s like we all get another chance, Ashok says, and all the bullshit has been washed away. He’s grinning. Everyone’s freaking out, but I like it.

			Jackie says, I kind of like it too.

			

			—

			After the deal is announced, Diane’s name is back on Jackie’s ICQ contact list. It glares green, no longer Away.

			
				hi!

			

			A happy-face emoji emerges.

			hi, Jackie writes back. She wonders if Diane is still having perfect Sundays with the girl with pink hair.

			
				congratulations!! how are you doing?

			

			Jackie feels giddy. She types, can i call you tonight?

			Jackie and Ellen meet for coffee at a diner on Avenue A. Ellen is in a white tank top, hair in two stubby pigtails. Her skin is tanned and peeling on her chin, neck and arms glowing with sweat. It’s July.

			I’m sorry about Sola, Jackie says. I should have been there to help out.

			You didn’t see it coming? The dumpster was outside for days. And when the dumpster shows up, your days are numbered.

			I guess I was distracted by everything else. She had not been there when the cops showed up, and later, when the court finally granted the residents a temporary stay.

			It’s okay. The city’s thinking of cutting us a deal. Ellen tells Jackie there could be an opportunity to actually buy the building, that the city might sell the neighborhood’s remaining squats, including Sola, to a nonprofit housing developer as co-ops, taking out renovation loans the squatters would then repay. Ellen and her housemates would have to pay mortgages and make repairs. They would own their apartments, and the buildings would stay affordable, meaning they could never be sold at a profit.

			What if you couldn’t pay back those loans?

			We’d lose the building. But we’d lose it anyway.

			Jackie is about to apologize again when Ellen shakes her head like all is forgiven and there was never anything to forgive in the first place. Jackie remembers Ellen’s reaction when she said she was leaving Sola and moving into an apartment of her own, that there was a job opportunity. The hurt pinch of Ellen’s eyes, that she had let Jackie stay for so long because she’d hoped for another outcome, which then made Jackie think things could have turned out differently, that maybe she’d misread Ellen’s apathy as rejection and countered it with her own. She regrets this, but she’s also relieved. She hasn’t elaborated the full terms of the new job, the salary she’ll be getting, the buyout money for Lene, and from whom. There’s a part of her that feels embarrassed, though she hasn’t done anything wrong. She has Lene to think about. That’s the important thing, that she can keep her work going.

			I talked to Giselle the other day. She won that award and moved back to Brooklyn. She finally dumped that guy.

			I talked to her too, Jackie says.

			I was thinking about her and compromise, how you can still get the things you want. Ellen shrugs. We’ll see. We should all get a drink sometime. So, how’s your new place?

			Good. The building is a new one, up near Madison Square Park, an elevator building. There’s a doorman and a patio where Jackie can have a beer at night and see the Midtown skyscrapers. The Lene equipment doesn’t need to live with her anymore.

			She asks how the other Sola residents are doing, and Ellen gives updates. Reem is helping with the garden, Sara and Sunny are considering getting a place of their own, though nothing’s been decided yet. It’s sad, but everyone’s trying to figure out if they want to bother fighting to stay for the long haul. If that’s even possible.

			When the check comes, Jackie takes out her wallet, Ellen making no move to pay. She leaves an oversize tip, and if Ellen notices, she doesn’t comment.

			By the way, Ellen says, I forgot something I wanted to tell you.

			She mentions the secret Wonder warehouse in Brooklyn, the one she supposedly heard about from the Wondernaut who nearly ran her over on his bike.

			I’m pretty sure that was just a rumor, Jackie says.

			No, it’s real. It’s the same place Giselle saw this building explode.

			She told me about that. But it doesn’t prove anything about a Wonder warehouse being there.

			It’s there. How do I know? I was talking to a housing-organizer friend and she mentioned this big-ass development on the Brooklyn waterfront. Public-private partnerships, that sort of thing. So I did some digging and realized the Wonder warehouse and the land where this new jail is going to be built, where Giselle saw the explosion? It’s part of the same complex, owned by the same people.

			Ellen turns in her seat, moving closer, her face breaking into a shit-eating grin at the anticipation of divulging, and Jackie can’t help but feel drawn to her again, sitting closer, wanting more.

			I mean, of course it’s way more than just a few people who own everything, way more, it’s not that simple. It’s a lot of things working together, and a lot of people, but how’s this for a neat coincidence? There’s a public fund that’s used to build prisons, and the people who work there also manage this private fund called the New York Development Corporation, which gives money to, guess what, Creative City, a foundation for artists, that place that awarded Giselle for that cemetery thing—you following this? Jackie nods. This man who works there also runs the Furman Fund, which invests in new media companies like Wonder. You’ve heard of them, right? Jackie nods again. Yeah, I know you have. They also invest in real-estate developments like the condos going up on my block. Ellen hops off her stool. And this dude is named, guess what, Henry Rinker, and his son is, guess who, Giselle’s now-ex-boyfriend Holger fucking Salles.

			

			—

			Wonder hangs on for a couple weeks, delays paying their vendors, shortening their service hours. The MSNBC investigation is drowned out by other headlines about layoffs, the Times articles profiling unemployed dot-commers in their suddenly unaffordable Manhattan apartments. Wonder lays off dozens of Wondernauts, then junior staffers from each department begin to disperse, leaving rows of abandoned cubicles, discarded mouse pads and other loser swag from recently deceased dot-coms. Ashok messages and says he’s meeting with recruiters. Mike goes to Miami for July Fourth and doesn’t come back for a week and a half. He says when the company finally goes under, he’s thinking of getting into real estate.

			The board votes to replace Deth with Stefan, who announces that Wonder has withdrawn its IPO since market conditions are no longer favorable. Instead, they will merge with a grocery-delivery company. They will implement higher fees and target more upscale customers.

			Giselle invites Jackie and Ellen to her new place. Jackie brings a box of pork buns and takes the train into deep Brooklyn, transferring twice. Giselle’s apartment is on the top floor of a two-story house attached to a row of similar houses. There are kids biking on the street, families on stoops and in lawn chairs. Ellen answers the door; she’s arrived early. The apartment is huge and mostly empty, with hardwood floors, tall ceilings with ornate carvings in the corners, and a nook in the stairwell from back when the entire building shared a telephone. There’s a mattress in the bedroom, piled with clothes, and sunlight streaming through the windows, and despite a fan blasting, the place is very hot. Jackie can already feel the isolation in the air, like she’d breached a divide when she crossed the river and left the rest of her life behind. She feels like she’s being expunged.

			From a distance, Giselle is wearing what seemed like a nightgown, but when she disengages from the mattress and gets up to hug Jackie, Jackie sees that it’s a ball gown, crumpled and torn at the hem, a Cinderella outfit in purple.

			Giselle takes a pork bun. Ellen takes one too.

			Ellen says, Introducing Little Miss Bergen County. Giselle smiles, purses her lips.

			They sit on the mattress because there’s nowhere else to sit, Giselle at one end, Jackie on the other. Ellen stays next to Giselle but stretches her legs out and puts them on Jackie’s, and Jackie feels Ellen’s skin on hers, Giselle eyeing them as Ellen talks about how she and her housemates are trying to stop the eviction at Sola and figure out how to buy the building but don’t know what’s going to happen. The supermarkets have been locking up their trash bins. One store called the cops on Sara and Niles, the two white housemates.

			Have another pork bun, Jackie says, and when Ellen moves her legs, Jackie feels empty. She looks away, avoiding Giselle’s gaze.

			I was talking with Giselle about Holger’s dad, Ellen says.

			Giselle stuffs a pork bun in her mouth. It’s not just him. She chews. Holger’s dad isn’t doing all that.

			Jackie wipes her hands on her shorts. You’re going to defend him?

			It’s not about Holger’s dad, says Ellen. It’s not one person. It’s all of them. All of it. It’s the city and the banks, and here’s the thing—

			Giselle stands up, brushes crumbs off her dress. Let’s go out. It’s too hot in here.

			They walk west, beneath a highway and to the river. Giselle leads them to a red-brown building, the type of place that once manufactured parts for machines that are now obsolete.

			Ellen faces them, back to the gate. Do we think the Wonderhouse is empty?

			Jackie says she doesn’t know. Wonder, the company, will no longer be in existence soon, but she bets they’ll keep the warehouse, or at least its contents, for their next incarnation.

			We could do something about it, Giselle says.

			Jackie remembers the rush of their early collaborations, the way they operated as a unit, in sync: taking burgers from the neighbors that night at the Weis’ barbecue, finding the secret room at the mall with Giselle, even dancing with Ellen at a punk show. The pleasure was in doing things together, the joy and machination of it, and although those collaborations were not serious, the warehouse has a different potential.

			Yeah, she says. We could have some fun together.

			Ellen and Giselle both turn to her, and at once, she has their attention. It feels a little like love.

			In Giselle’s apartment, they cut apart paper bags to write on, taping them up on a wall. Ellen conducts it like a meeting in the community room. What they want, their concerns. A performance, an escape, a redistribution. Maybe it’s because it’s the three of them together and how long they’ve known one another, but it reminds Jackie of the best days of working on Lene, when it felt like she was building a project not only for herself but in service to something. It’s a feeling she’s missed, being less alone.

			Redistribute, Ellen repeats, and she watches Giselle as she’s talking, as if she’s telling Giselle this is something she should do. Take money and give it away.

			Not only money, Jackie says, but food. Whatever’s in the warehouse. Condoms and CDs and bottled water and deli meats.

			Meat the rich, Giselle says, and they laugh. I mean eat.

			

			—

			A few weeks later, they borrow a Toyota Tercel from Ellen’s ex Kevin’s new girlfriend, along with some tools from Sola. Giselle is at the wheel, Jackie in the passenger seat, and Ellen in the back, shouting directions. Ellen doesn’t have a driver’s license. Giselle does such a shitty job parallel parking that Jackie makes her redo it.

			Before getting out, they put on the masks Giselle made for them. Hers is white feathers, Jackie’s metallic pleather, and Ellen’s is bright yellow with black-ringed raccoon eyes. The fabric fits snugly over their cheeks and foreheads, sleek and comforting, sexy in an anonymous, restrictive way. It’s close to midnight and the streets are empty, and with each step, Jackie feels her bag bounce against her back, the pleather brushing cool and soft against her cheekbones, and as they get closer, she finds herself speeding up. They are all walking faster, like they don’t want to break a spell.

			They get to work. The fence cut, the alarms disabled. They wrench the locks and pull open the door.

			Jackie says, though they had promised not to talk, Oh shit. Look at that.

			Up until the last minute, she hadn’t let herself fully imagine it. She only wanted to do it, to be a part of something, as long as it was with Ellen and Giselle. Even if it’s a small thing, even if it nothing comes of it. And here they are, and the warehouse is indeed a Wonder warehouse and the shelves are indeed very full. They take off down different aisles, grabbing at boxes of granola bars, rice, and cereal, sweeping everything into giant garbage bags unfolded from their backpacks, so many things missing and falling on the ground. Jackie hears a hoot, hoots back. Who cares if they talk when noise is everywhere? The rattle of DVD cases hitting concrete, the crashing glass bottles of room-temperature beer, the thud of books and magazines, boxes of cat litter and diapers and detergent.

			Giselle flings an open bag of cotton balls at Jackie, and they spray up into the air and pile at her feet, and Jackie throws a handful back, slipping in a puddle of Gatorade, artificial-grape stench running across the floor from a punctured bottle. They’re laughing, the whooping, gasping laughter you make when you can no longer control your choice to laugh, its force or its style.

			Let’s go, Ellen says. They fill several bags each, leaving so much behind, but it’s all they can carry, then drag the bags out and push them into the car. Giselle gets behind the wheel, but her hands are shaking. I’ll drive, Jackie says, and they switch places. She turns on the engine; nobody talks. She drives east, then north. At a corner, she switches on the headlights. She’s merging onto the BQE before she realizes she’s still wearing her pleather mask.

			They take the bags to Sola, stock the cabinets, and give things away. Jackie drives the residents around the neighborhood to drop off diapers and baby formula, boxes of supplies for other houses to distribute to their networks. Giselle helps them cook vats of rice and beans. The following Sunday, Sola hosts the first of its free dinners in the backyard.

			

			—

			
			On her last day at Wonder, Jackie finds Deth in his office, also packing. She holds two plastic cups found in the back of the kitchen cabinet and he pours them each a generous shot of Maker’s Mark from a large, almost-empty bottle.

			Are you going to take a break? she asks. Or go into something new?

			I’m going back to California for a while. I’m pretty burned out.

			She leans against the wall, kicking a box of papers aside with her foot.

			Deth is staring at her. I know it was you.

			What was me?

			The article.

			Article?

			Come on, he says. Talk about ungrateful.

			Are you fucking kidding me?

			Wait. Fuck this place. Who cares.

			Jackie lifts her cup. She can feel his resentment scratching at her. To who cares.

			Deth drinks. I hear you’re going with ClickStart. Congratulations. I knew you were up to something with Kellerman.

			I wasn’t up to anything. It wasn’t planned.

			It’s a big deal.

			It sure is.

			Well, you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do, Deth says.

			Four stories below, the street thumps with noise. In the lobby, a man delivering packages is joking with the security guard. Jackie shoulders through the revolving door onto the sidewalk and is assaulted by the heat, the wide brightness of the day, such a contrast to the windowless cubicles lit by fluorescent lighting and those AC shivers. She walks up the block. There are things to do and people to see. The city is clear and open. The city belongs to her.

		

	
		
			Future

			All this time, we were writing in public. We thought we were doing everything in secret, but we did nothing but leave tracks.

			

			•   •   •

			A man named Brian Baker pops up on a People You May Know page looking like someone’s dad, and at first you can’t figure out why his name sounds so familiar.

			

			•   •   •

			At a party: Lene? Oh shit, I had my first web page on there. That was you? You’re a legend.

			

			•   •   •

			Handles recalled, the names of long-dead websites rising up from the calcified folds of memory. Every once in a while, you reminisce with your wife about zombie URLs and tumbleweeded forum posts, Wayback Machine, 404 not found, all those pages in a broken links graveyard. What happened to Renee from Dallas? What happened to geocities.com/Heartland/Bluffs/2645? That girl who ran the webring. The Canadian guy. Your LiveJournal. The goodbye messages, under construction for perpetuity.

			

			•   •   •

			The sites live on in your mind, in cached archives and vast data banks. It was history while it happened; it was already over.
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			Always Something There to Remind Me

		

	
		
			1.

			Seven mornings a week, back when we were all together, I signed in to the program, made coffee, put on my knee brace, a diaper, and motorcycle boots, the leather worn and perfect. I swallowed two ibuprofen and walked downstairs quietly to not wake my housemates.

			I watered the plants on the front table from a jug of the converted stuff, not safe enough for drinking but fine for a ficus. The camera reported nothing unusual. It was an old model that only issued alerts for movement at the door after we locked it for the night, basic in a reliable, unfussy way. I wheeled my bike outside, riding up First Avenue, past the empty lot, the smart wall along the north side that was always blank. Last week I saw a white poster with a black circle on it, and the next day it was gone.

			The cop with a face like a cocker spaniel scanned me at the Fourteenth Street checkpoint, her eyes staying on mine as I moved through. More traffic appeared while I rode west, private cars and scooters and other bicycles, and, turning north into the bike lane with the divider and flood gutters, I rode alongside the stores and restaurants and exercise studios on Twelfth Avenue, a new boutique shooting range, some place that specialized in ass exfoliation, the hideous silver buildings ahead, and beyond that, river and sky, sun beginning to brighten the edges. I began the queue. There was an order for a spinach pocket and large energy tea from an apartment on the twenty-first floor, the Midtown West Lacuna campus.

			I passed the guards and stood on line to pick up the order at the café, said good morning to the other service providers. I stood on line at the entrance to Lacuna housing, and as the cop there scanned us, I pissed the coffee I drank into my diaper. You got good at it, releasing your bladder with the faith that it would be safely collected, pissing full-stream as you nodded at a cop. I delivered the order to a guy who looked so young, it was disorienting that he lived where he did. He was talking to someone with his headphones on and lifted his chin to acknowledge me. Behind him, his apartment was a sealed pod, cool and enormous. Air filter humming, robot vacuum sweeping the already-spotless floor.

			The orders came fast, more food, more tea, disposable self-changing dog toilet, automatic nail clipper, specific brands found in specific stores that didn’t exist in my neighborhood, and I got through the hours by not thinking about how uncomfortable I was. My knee ached and shoulder hurt, and I didn’t think about it. The piss dried into a gel that thickened around my crotch, chafing as I rode. I added to it. A blue Lacuna bus, the color of happy sky, made lazy loops from the housing campus to the offices, and in the plaza, with its spurting fountains and bench seating, everyone was young or middle-aged, with expensive hair and shoes. Everything was so clean. Sometimes I swerved at them on my bike, briefly, and observed their faces to see if they registered me, moved away, or walked past without looking. It reminded me of a movie set, the exteriors too perfect to be real.

			The orders slowed in the evening and I rode back downtown, letting myself coast, sweat drying on my neck. My device chimed, noting a dollar amount deposited into my bank account for the day’s work, minus the program’s cut. It was less than I’d made yesterday, slightly more than the day before, the calculations for the payout obscured somewhere in fine print and likely changing all the time. At least it was something; I’d worked plenty of jobs for a paycheck that never came.

			It got dark early, a hot October day. On woozy weekend afternoons we used to bike to other buildings to see friends, out to the river in packs and up along the east side, over the bridges to Brooklyn and Queens. We’d ride back late at night, the streets smeared with light. Now I went south rather than east, past the site of an encampment that had been raided recently, the people removed, the lot supposedly rezoned. The pavement was rocky but easier to steer on, though the barricades changed often, one street blocked or another, depending on the day.

			When people got evicted and had nowhere to go, they moved into encampments. People from other states came to the city because they heard it was easier to find work, not realizing the city was its own entity altogether, that even if things were difficult here, you got sucked into the place and found it hard to leave. Fires happened in encampments; my housemates and I could smell the smoke. Floods, too, and not just during hurricanes, water sweeping away the tents the cops didn’t. Our house protected us from being there; it separated us from the others.

			I swung left onto Tenth Street and saw a flashing light, then uniforms. A voice filtered through a speaker, harsh and mechanical. “Stand back.” I got off my bike and walked away, looking over my shoulder until I could turn. Shadows of stray cats ran across the street. I passed the garden, its gate locked, the door code changed after Reem insisted she saw a scratch on the panel.

			The garden used to have one hundred members. We closed the co-op, the after-school program on hiatus. A few weeks ago, Sunny was stopped at a checkpoint and couldn’t pass because there was a hold on her name, couldn’t find out what the hold was about until she paid the fine. My housemates talked about leaving the city, circular discussions about where we could go. Sunny’s friend Tam, up in the Bronx, once said we could stay at her place if we needed to. But Sunny hadn’t talked to Tam in a long time. I hadn’t talked to my friend Kevin, who also lived in the Bronx, in two years, maybe more. He didn’t return messages and his device didn’t seem to work.

			I wasn’t going to leave. Not because I thought things would magically get better here, but because I didn’t want to spend the time I had left in a new place. Besides, no one was forcing us out. We could manage like we always had. Sock away more food, keep working for as long as we could. Keep it low-key, stay healthy or at least hope for a swift death, because who the hell could afford doctors or hospitals. I didn’t believe much in the future, but I still believed in our building, the sweetness of Sola in its early days. That old song by the Zombies we used to play on repeat, singing to ourselves.

			On Ninth and B, Camille and Jenny were smoking cigarettes in folding chairs. They were in their eighties, born and raised in the neighborhood, former city workers who had collected the last remaining pensions. They liked to poke fun at how obnoxious we were when we first came here, acting like we owned the place. You were assholes then, they liked to say. But look at you now! You’re old now too.

			Camille called out to me. “Meet any assholes today?” Jenny snickered and pointed at Camille with her cigarette.

			I laughed and shouted back, “Just the ones right here.”

			

			—

			I disposed of the used diaper in the outhouse, peeling it away from my thighs, the skin angry and red, and squeezed a dropper of weed tincture onto my tongue. Inside Sola, Sunny’s door was open on the second floor. She was in there with Reem, who lived across the hall. I lived on the third. We didn’t go up to the fourth floor anymore. It was hard on our knees.

			Reem was eating the chili I’d made with the late summer tomatoes, heated downstairs in the community-room kitchen. She offered me a bowl, and we took our food to the couch. Out of the three rooms, Sunny’s was the nicest, the old, colorful furniture lit by the soft flicker of candles, cacti arranged on a shelf by the window. The paint on her walls was cracked and peeling, but she said she didn’t notice it; that was a nice thing about not having light. The third-floor ceiling leaked in the hallway. Reem’s floorboards were coming apart and it was driving her nuts. They were floorboards we’d installed and reinforced when we bought the building and had to get it up to code.

			“Check this out.” Sunny handed me her device. I felt a low-grade nausea when I spent too much time in front of a screen, though my housemates occasionally liked to try to seem engaged, to show the data trackers we had a healthy level of curiosity about celebrities and politicians and the latest scandals for our demographic. Lacuna claimed it tracked people for their own safety, to prevent crime and terrorism. With the power cuts, we mostly stayed offline, our connections slow and full of junk, like anything you didn’t pay premium for. I charged my device with a combination of the unreliable electricity and solar, enough to do deliveries but not much more.

			On Sunny’s device was an article with a drawing of an enormous metal structure, a parallelogram slab set in between glass towers, surrounded by architecturally rendered trees and attractive, healthy-looking people smiling with shopping bags. It was a depiction of a future new development called the Landing, under construction in the empty lot that I biked past every morning. We’d read about it before. Eventually there would be an apartment tower, luxury stores and restaurants. Offices for Lacuna, spaces with tax breaks for businesses acquired by Lacuna.

			The article announced that the Landing was extending to our neighborhood, thanks to a rezoning clause. Where we lived was both underserved and abandoned, the right location for a new arts center, one of its board members Giselle Chin’s artist ex-boyfriend Holger Salles, whose father, Henry Rinker, had been the founder of the Landing’s development company. The future arts center would be built on our street. Its address would be our address.

			“That’s here,” I said.

			Sunny put on her glasses. “What a colossal piece of shit.”

			“What are the chances of this thing actually being built? It’s a drawing, a proposal.”

			“I’d say they are not low. It doesn’t matter if it gets built now or in two years, if it’s five blocks or three buildings away. It’s an act of aggression.”

			Reem scrolled through the article again, reading select lines out loud, carnival-barker-style. One of her teeth was missing after a recent dental mishap, resulting in a slight hiss when she spoke. “The arts center will focus on the radical nurturing of artists who are working outside the limits of the traditional institutional exhibition space.” We laughed and screamed. “They’re going to bulldoze our home.” Sunny nodded and shut down her device. “They’re going to fucking do it.”

			I ate the last of my chili, licked the spoon. The tincture had started to work, padding the pain in my knees and shoulders. Reem pulled her shirtsleeves over her fingers and said, “Maybe we should go to Angie’s.” It had been years since we visited our friends upstate, and the last time we were there, Reem had said, could you imagine living here? I said I didn’t like bugs or guns, but what I meant was that I felt trapped by the world where Angie and Mark lived, in the upstate of white liberals with good-enough credit ratings and the cash to purchase a residency permit and health care and security, not to mention cleaning and delivery services. Mark and Angie said they loved the freedom and ease of the country, but they worked as much as we did, fourteen-hour days, weekends, at home with their bosses continually monitoring. They scrolled through devices while eating. Screens flashed in all the rooms. I took a dump in their bathroom and a screen automatically turned on, streaming a TV series from my childhood. I lingered on the toilet to watch. They had bottles of pills, some to stay awake and focus, some that soothed anxiety, stronger ones to fall and stay asleep. Angie offered them freely, but they made my head zap. At night we vaped their pharma-grade prescription weed and felt protected and invincible, though the next morning everything was off, a tinge of ghoulishness to the heat and sunshine and how thoroughly we’d been able to obliterate our brains, how good it had felt and then how very bad.

			“We’d have to apply for a permit, and it takes forever,” Sunny said.

			“I’m not going to sit around waiting to get evicted.”

			“We’re not getting evicted,” I said.

			“What about the deal expiring? You’re ignoring that too?”

			When we made the deal with the city to buy our house and turn it into a limited-equity co-op, we had to pay monthly dues toward our mortgages. The deal was only supposed to last for forty years, and it stipulated that we couldn’t resell the building for any more than what we’d paid. After forty years, whoever was living in our apartments would decide if they wanted to keep it. Back then, we hadn’t been able to see that far ahead. But forty years was now.

			I watched my housemates as they talked. Sunny in her yellow sweater, a polka-dot scarf around her neck. She had a thing for good fabrics and well-constructed draping. We’d known each other since we were teenagers, all of us such tough and beautiful babies, Sunny with a confidence that for some people seemed suspect on a young person until she got older and it no longer was unusual, her external appearance finally matching her self-assurance. Sometimes I could still see that younger Sunny eclipsing her present self, and it made me nearly double over in my love for her and our life together with the others. After Sara died of cancer nearly twenty years ago, Sunny leaned on her many friends, trained to be a death doula, took up yoga. And Reem, who came for a workday before Sola was Sola and never left. She used to be very skinny and a little mean, and in her forties she filled out and became fatter, calmer, more herself. She could still argue you into the ground. She got a teaching certificate in history, and everything she said could happen here did.

			Reem, with her striking white stripes of hair, was wearing Sunny’s blanket like a cape. She was always running cold, even if it was seventy degrees in fall. Sunny was the practical one, the planner; Reem prone to rash decisions, like getting pregnant and keeping the baby, or moving to Argentina with a man she’d known for six weeks. But lately they sounded the same, a choral force of anxiety.

			“I’m not going to leave.” I put my bowl on the table. “I’m too old to start over.” My friends shared a look, and I knew they’d been talking about this without me again.

			“We’re the same age,” Reem said.

			By the candles, I could see how much larger the bald spot on the right side of Sunny’s head had gotten. “Tam’s got a house, and she’s been in the Bronx most her life.”

			“We don’t know what it’s like there. You said you haven’t talked to Tam for ages.” I’d heard stories about parts of outer Brooklyn, Queens, and the Bronx from other service providers, neighborhoods farther from Manhattan, where there were fewer rich people. Electricity and reception were even more sparse. “Don’t you think it’s a bad idea to go someplace worse?”

			“That’s the thing,” Sunny said. “We don’t know if it’s worse there. But we do know it’s going to get worse here. They’re saying they might close the uptown border again in November. That’s less than two weeks away.”

			“You’re not listening to me. I’m not leaving my home.”

			“You can’t stay here by yourself. It’s not safe, especially if you’re not white.” Sunny motioned with her chin at the window. “I know you remember.”

			“Oh, she remembers,” Reem said. “She’s just pretending that she doesn’t. The Landing is coming. The deal is up. It’s not something to ignore.”

			“Why are you talking about me like I’m not right here?”

			Reem scraped her spoon against the side of her bowl, though it was already empty. “Don’t be so stubborn.”

			Heat crept across my skin. So they would leave. Something hardened inside me, and I imagined myself here alone, the house emptied like the neighborhood had already been emptied, the Landing going up around me, the way they once built a hotel around a brownstone because one old lady refused to move. She lived out the rest of her life in her home, passing tourists as they wheeled their luggage in through the glass doors, the restaurants and condos going up around her, her building the only one unchanged.

		

	
		
			2.

			I signed in. Began the queue. I rode up First Avenue to the Lacuna campus in the predawn darkness, past the future site of the Landing. There was metal scaffolding, a crane. My back hurt and I took more ibuprofen, collecting spit in my mouth to wash it down.

			In the tourist and government recreational zone, there were still Broadway plays, late-night restaurants and bars, cars that took people two blocks east, one block west. No fuel shortages if you had the money, generators keeping the blackouts at bay, the air chilled and purified. You could get steak and a cocktail, a burger, sushi, an ice cream sundae, anything you wanted with the proper ID and credit score. Downtown, at the border of the encampments, the wealthy came to slum it, renting apartments for the weekend on blocks where friends used to live, the buildings now converted into short-term tourist housing. My housemates and I had seen celebrities, actors, moguls, pop stars, heiresses, walking and taking pictures as security trailed behind. They laughed loudly, devices glimmering, a conscious performance. They spoke Russian, Arabic, French, Portuguese. Two German men taking pictures, talking about the pleasure of travel, of trying on another life. “I love New York,” one said. “I can’t believe how cheap everything is.”

			At the Fourteenth Street checkpoint, I was scanned by the cocker-spaniel cop, but when I moved to go through, she said, “Wait.” I stood there as she studied her screen and the person behind me made a huffing noise. There was only one booth open at the checkpoint at six in the morning.

			“Over there,” the spaniel said, pointing to the wall. The person behind me pushed ahead, passing through. There must be a hold on my name, like the one they stuck Sunny with the other week, cleared after she paid the fine. Messed-up but not unusual.

			I saw people get scanned and let through. A door in the wall opened and another cop, a South Asian man, said to come with him. I could bring my bike, leave it by the wall.

			I’d been inside checkpoints near the Lacuna campus, but Fourteenth Street’s was grimier, a cubicle with walls of unfinished wood, stained food wrappers on the floor. The cop told me to give him my device, which he took into another room with an American flag sticker on the door. There was another service provider waiting, a woman older than me, on a broken chair. We didn’t acknowledge one another. I made calculations, the amount of deliveries I’d have to do, the number of days I would have to work to pay off the fine, if it was anything like Sunny’s. There was food from the garden already canned and jarred for the winter. Our expenses were low.

			The interior door opened and a young man was led out, clutching his side with one hand. The cop called me into a closet-size room with a spot of what could be blood on the ground. His face was round and relatively unlined, though his hair was beginning to gray.

			“The neighborhood’s fallen on hard times lately, hasn’t it?” He was cheery, avuncular. “There are many new opportunities to rebuild and revitalize.”

			“Like building an arts center for Lacuna.”

			“Opportunities to build a new house, perhaps in a new neighborhood, somewhere nice.”

			“Is there a hold on my name?”

			“No hold.”

			“A fine?”

			“No fine.”

			“Can I go now?”

			“Door’s open.”

			He gave me my device. My bike was still there, and when I wheeled it back outside, nobody stopped me. At the Lacuna checkpoint, I passed through with no problem.

			

			—

			The middle class had left the city, then the rich, the poor already pushed out by the investment companies that bought buildings to flip. Only the very rich could afford to stay, and those who couldn’t afford to go elsewhere, who lived in the encampments and hadn’t been removed. It had been easier when we’d had our jobs—I used to run the garden co-op, Reem used to teach seventh grade at a public school, Sunny did accounting for small businesses and organizations—until those jobs no longer existed or forced us out by refusing to pay our wages. So we worked new jobs with more hours for much less money—I did deliveries, Sunny drove for rideshares when her car ran, Reem tutored online for students in California, the Virgin Islands, the corporate campuses of Midtown, competing to outbid other teachers with lower rates. She taught test strategy. We applied for a license and got a gun, stored in a safe in Sunny’s room. I hated shooting, but we took lessons, in case.

			The city claimed it was broke, blaming worker pensions and public transportation and housing. The solution was more tax cuts, austerity measures, partnerships with corporations with the algorithms to create a more efficient metropolis, more guards and cops to enforce it. Corporate zones in Lower and Midtown Manhattan, western Brooklyn, and Jersey City with their own community boards, data extractions to show which tenants should be evicted, which jobs eliminated, which neighborhoods should have stores and which should have jails. School choice, health-care choice, if you could pay. Calculated threat level, credit scores reassigned daily. The mayor’s advisers were tech and finance executives, the governor a former actor who used to play a cop. Lacuna’s founder, Josh Kellerman, was one of the richest people in the world, and his wife, Charlene Wei, funded charter schools, selling software for virtual learning. They owned the facial-recognition software used at checkpoints, the government contracting with companies that collected and stored the tracks and footprints produced whenever we picked up our devices and made ourselves traceable, complicit, willingly feeding algorithms with the information sold to state agencies and used to build bases and surveillance towers, fine and arrest people, continue wars, domestic and abroad, information that made investors a shitload of money.

			We sounded warning bells, preparing, and when the things we’d predicted came true, the changes were so gradual at first that people hardly noticed, and then, so fast, until everything was security forces and management companies, pigs and soldiers. The places we used to go were no longer accessible to us, and it was normal to not get paid on time or ever, to work sixty-hour weeks and still not be able to afford electricity or heat or food and water. It wasn’t gratifying to have been right. I felt nothing, had already used up a lifetime’s capacity for anger and vigilance. Now I kept my head down and worked as much as I could, and there was no room for anything else.

			Before it got so hard to travel, I had visited friends upstate and in different states, met groups that built schools, media centers, their own farms. I didn’t know how things were in any of those places now. In New Mexico and Arizona, there had been self-sufficient towns with homes constructed from rubber tires, scrap metal, glass, and plastic bottles. In the flood zones, Florida and the Carolinas, the Gulf Coast, people lived on houseboats until investors bought up coastal land for resorts, water rights for cruise ships. Farther from the coasts, the prison cities housed millions of people with mandatory minimums, twenty or thirty or life, and in the outer rings, the many industries that depended on prisons, bus services, hotels for visitors, convenience stores, beauty salons, a bank run by a trust that invested in the prison with its own credit card. There were camps at the border and beyond, people picking crops, cutting meat for hardly any pay, prison if they refused. The prisons, too, forced people to work on factories and farms, to fight fires and clean up after hurricanes. The government called it democracy, freedom to work and choose, to be secure from threats to your freedoms and ostensible safety, unless you were the threat. Always, you could become the threat. Marked as a terrorist, extremist, a deviant, a criminal, disloyal, dangerous, unpatriotic. There were elections, the same two fascist parties, the perpetual cycles of donations, campaigns, and polls, extortions to give money to politicians and vote, vote, vote. There were the white-supremacist communities, some not far from Angie and Mark’s, armed paramilitary protected by the state, some residents working as cops, others elected to office. And those white-supremacist communities that were less forthright about it, the inner-ring suburbias of North Jersey and Westchester and Connecticut, where generations of old-old money and new-developer money shacked up in mansioned estates and gated neighborhoods with armed guards, and certain neighborhoods in Brooklyn and Queens and Manhattan, white by design but not entirely, a handful of other residents touted as evidence of tolerance.

			I had my chances to leave. The city wasn’t better or worse than anywhere else, but it was the only home I knew. Donnell, who opened Sola with me and Sunny, got out early and went to California before the droughts and fires got really bad. He said we should visit, and Reem and I did, back in the brief time when we tried to be a couple, before we realized we were better as friends, before Reem met Amira and then Jesse and I dated Chris and Laura and Mischa and many others, before Reem had her daughter Michaela, before Michaela married a guy from Scotland and moved there, sending concerned letters and occasional care packages of batteries, chocolate, and solar chargers. We spent a week with Donnell and his wife in San Diego, eating fish tacos on the beach, but there were things we needed to get back to in New York, jobs and friends and meetings, and it wasn’t as if there weren’t tanks and corporate zones in California too. We hadn’t heard from Donnell in ages.

			Other friends left, tired of working swing shifts, renting their apartments out to tourists or taking care of kids or old people, even if they had their own kids or were old themselves. Some I never saw again, like Donnell and our other housemate Niles, who’d gone to Mexico with a girlfriend and wasn’t able to get back and it was better to stay away then, before the corporate zones went international, selling credit and debt to what they called the unbanked. Some friends I saw every few years or so, though lately, not at all, and it had been a while since I’d dated anyone or gotten laid.

			The last time we were upstate, Mark and Angie talked about the nonprofits and politicians they donated to, showed us the screens that displayed the traffic and houses on their street, the occasional shadow of a figure walking on the road, how the screen beeped if a neighbor tagged the figure as suspicious, the cops alerted if the tagged figure was not in the system. “It’s convenient,” Angie said. “There’ve been some burglaries lately, so.”

			Our friends upstate had acres of land, but our garden was a full city block. When the city thinned out, when the Key Foods and CTowns folded, followed by the gentrifier supermarkets because no one could afford to shop there, we grew food, pollinating the plants with toothbrushes, keeping watch like we had when we first moved here. Built a small compartment under the lemon balm plants. Night after night, tanks drove up Avenue C. The power cuts lasted for days, then weeks. This was more than ten years ago, when we were in our fifties.

			Reem, Sunny, and I were in the system, so Mark and Angie’s screens didn’t sound an alarm. Our meetings, the shared documents and spreadsheets at the time of the first city military bases, had been long enough ago and not significant enough that our threat score stayed average. It was luck that we hadn’t been removed too. We were too old for direct action, busy with other things. We had jobs, and maybe that’s what saved us. According to the system, we were three women in their seventies, harmless enough. People who owned their house and worked long hours. People who played by the rules, or existed in spite of them, who believed inaction could keep us safe. At least that’s what I told myself until the cop pulled me aside.

			

			—

			On my way home, I stopped at the garden. I typed in the new code and opened the gate. The sky was humid and clouded, nearly dark at four thirty in the afternoon, and so quiet, I thought I could hear the soft buzz of drones.

			My mother’s parents had worked on farms in Malaysia, my father’s in Vietnam. Reem’s parents were Egyptian, Sunny’s grandparents Jamaican, and the three of us grew up in cities. My parents believed the city was freedom and the country a regression. They cut out coupons for food, counted the food to divide into meals. I counted my coins to buy a slice of pizza or a hot dog. In the early days of Sola, a friend gave me an envelope of seeds, and I scattered them in the yard. We began growing fruits and vegetables. I couldn’t believe how easy it was.

			Now I walked through the rows of plants, the leaves dry and brown, and picked up dead branches. Here, behind the bushes, we had put people into the compartment, smuggled them food and water, and later, put them into the back seat of a car going north with a stranger we were told we could trust. If they stayed in the city, they were in danger of being removed, targeted because they were feeding people, keeping people safe, and the government considered this a crime. The compartment was long gone, every trace destroyed so the work couldn’t be linked to us either, and we’d never heard from those friends again. I preferred to believe they had survived, like us.

			Reem had thought there was a scratch on the garden lock panel, that someone might be trying to break in. I closed the gate and examined the lock again, the metal square with its buttons and screen, but didn’t see anything.

		

	
		
			3.

			I put my bike against the wall. My housemates were in the community room. “Thank god you’re home,” Reem said. “Weren’t there more plants here?”

			On the table by the window were three plants, a spider plant and two ficuses. The jade plant in its yellow pot was missing.

			“I think so, yes.”

			“Did you do something with them?”

			“I think I watered the jade plant this morning. Why, what happened to it?”

			“We don’t know.”

			Sunny was moving toward the stairs. “I told you, we should already have left.”

			I followed her. In her room, she opened her closet, which was mostly empty. Her cacti were there, lined up by the window. “Your plants are accounted for.”

			“Are you sure you remember seeing that jade plant this morning?”

			“Pretty sure.” I watched Sunny unzip her backpack. “When did you clean out your closet?”

			She turned around, pulling at a strand of hair. “The first of the month is next week. There’s talk they might close the borders to traffic. So whether or not the plant was here this morning or the day before, it’s not here anymore, and none of us knows where it went.”

			“You think someone came in and kidnapped the jade plant to make a threat.”

			“You check your room yet?”

			I went upstairs. Nothing seemed out of place. I searched for signs of disturbance, opening the drawers, the closet, looking under the bed. But how could I tell if anything was missing or had been moved, if it had been my gray shirt on top or the black one? I didn’t keep track of things like that.

			My housemates came in. “Everything’s okay in here,” I said. “Was anything off in your room, Reem?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“We’re leaving in the morning,” Sunny said. “I managed to get enough fuel. There’s room in the car for each of us to bring a bag.”

			“Leaving for where?”

			“Tam’s place in the Bronx.”

			“You’re serious?”

			“I want to stay here and grow old in my own house. I don’t want any of this to be happening, but it is.”

			“What if there was a chance we could stay here and get money for the house?”

			Reem leaned against my bed. “They are not going to give us any money.”

			I mentioned the cop at the checkpoint and she interrupted, shouting that that was exactly why we needed to leave.

			“I’m not going to abandon our home and let them take it.”

			“They’re going to take it either way,” Sunny said. “And now they’re onto you. Which is why it’s time to fuck off and go. You know that, right?”

			I said I did, but I was going to be fine. Did I believe it? Maybe I wanted to. Or at the time, I didn’t care. Or I hoped they would change their minds rather than leave me behind.

			They tried to convince me to go with them, pleading and yelling, crying that I was a fucking idiot and I was going to die—that was Reem—and later, when it became obvious that I was not going, they made sure I had the instructions on how to change the door code and Tam’s address. I reassured them that I had enough food and water, that I could take care of myself for however long, until they came home.

			Sunny placed a few things in her bag. Everything else she left in her room. I said I would take care of her plants.

			“One more thing.” The safe under her bed.

			I didn’t want to touch the gun. “No way. I’m not going to use it. You saw how twitchy I was when we practiced. You take it. You don’t know what it’ll be like when you leave.”

			“You’re alone. You need it more.”

			Across the hall, Reem put a shirt in her bag and took it out, crammed papers inside, then tried to close it. She opened a drawer and dumped its contents onto the floor. Socks and underwear joined a mass of shirts and pants. Seeing her do this made me feel worse, and I fell asleep on her bed and when I woke the sun was out and I was afraid I was too late, that they had left without saying goodbye, but they were downstairs waiting for me, Sunny in her velvet dress with the fuchsia-and-gold paisley print, Reem in her long camel coat, hair bundled up into a knot. Like they were going to a party.

			Sunny’s Honda was outside. She signed in to the rideshare service, and Reem requested a ride to the Bronx border. They hugged me, crying, and said they loved me. I told them I loved them too. “Be safe,” Sunny said, her shoulders quaking. “You be safe,” I said. Reem said they would be in touch as soon as they could, let me know where they were and if I should join. I waved, watching the car turn onto Ninth Street and drive away.

			The street was empty. I went inside to make coffee before work.

		

	
		
			4.

			I had never slept alone in Sola before. At our fullest, we had ten people living here as housemates and many more on floors and couches, standing-room-only meetings, dinners and parties overflowing into the backyard. After our other housemates left, I stayed behind with Sunny and Reem.

			More recently, we socialized mostly at memorials, not just for dead people but for eras, organizations. The Fortieth Anniversary of the Audre Lorde Project. Remembering the Asian American Writers’ Workshop. Occupy Wall Street: Thirty Years Later. All of sudden, everything happened a very long time ago. You could spend a lifetime subsisting on the fumes of your own memory. The past was an easy drug to fall into, especially when it contained love. We loved the dead and disappeared because, in their loss and immobility, they remained always at their best, unable to hurt us any more than they already had.

			Once I had two sisters, two parents, all dead now, and many lovers. I had cousins somewhere, a niece and nephew I hadn’t seen since they were kids. My housemates were my family; if I ever felt I’d missed out by not marrying or being a parent, it was infrequent. I was long past the age of having my own children, allowed that window to slide shut years ago, a gentle closing of a door and then the padlocking of it with equal relief and terror. In my thirties and forties, I would visit friends who had left the city to raise their kids, kids who crawled over me and then aged out of knowing me, and I puzzled over whose choices would be right in the end, if it was possible to even know. I’d ride the bus back to the city after leaving their large houses and sleepy towns, return to Sola and lie in a fetal position and sob until I felt great. I felt so, so great. I got takeout, drank beers with my housemates, went up on the rooftop, powerfully happy. The skyline, the river, the necklace of the Brooklyn Bridge. Chemical moonglow, car horns and shouting, what joy.

			When I kissed Jackie Ong against a tree in Tompkins Square Park, it was night and the park had been full. Even in the cold, the air was thick and noisy. Radios everywhere back then, freestyle and reggaeton and, most of all, the noise. We no longer had that kind of noise. What would I remember; what would I be remembered for; who would remember me?

			My first night alone in the house, I walked through the rooms and ran my fingers across the walls, feeling the bumps and cracks, patting the staircase railing in short, mild pats. I opened the doors to Reem’s and Sunny’s rooms so the house would be one large room and moved Sunny’s plants downstairs, along with Reem’s quilt and pillows, managing to drag Sunny’s orange armchair one step at a time until it slid to the bottom, pulling it back when it fell on its side. I checked the camera to make sure it was on. No alerts.

			For dinner, I made rice and beans. For a treat, mint tea and an apple. I lit candles, plugged in the old turntable and put on a Whitney Houston album. I kept my belongings spare, but I did keep some things. The record player slowly came to life. Whitney sang that my love was her love and her love was my love. People had been leaving for so long, and now it had finally happened: I was the only one. The house was mine to protect or watch collapse. My fear of being by myself had come true; I no longer had to dread it.

			I put on another record, a compilation of dance music with a neon cover. There was a scratch and a hiccup and the first song came on, the synthesized notes, “Rhythm Is a Dancer.” I laughed at this tinny sound coming to me from another century and got up and danced, exaggerated moves from the music videos I used to study with my sisters, not that I ever went clubbing, I was more into shows where people jumped in place while nodding their heads rapidly.

			Before the FCC shut it down, I had a show on a radio station friends set up with cheap equipment from RadioShack, occupying an abandoned frequency at the far left of the dial. My show was Tuesdays at four thirty a.m., a time when nobody listened, but there was a long waiting list for the better time slots and something magical about the creepy hour, walking half asleep through the still city, setting up in the supply closet that served as the station’s recording studio, where I played music, read, or spoke to the static silence, to those within broadcast range, the possibility of being connected to everyone between Twenty-Third and Canal.

			This was how I felt, dancing in the empty house. That although I was alone, I was still connected to the history of the house and all its ghosts.

			

			—

			It was warm, almost winter. I passed Camille and Jenny outside their building on my ride home from the Lacuna campus. “Hey, Ellen,” Jenny said. “What happened to your friends?”

			“They left.”

			Camille’s head wiggled in her fleece vest. “No shit. You didn’t go too?”

			“Nah. I’m not going anywhere.”

			They assessed me, then invited me over. I hadn’t spoken to anyone in days except for a couple of the other service providers. Jenny and Camille’s building, like Sola, had once been home to many more people. It was ruined now, the air pungent with a heavy, wet rot that became less invasive after I’d been there for a while. There was a complicated set of locks crisscrossing the door and a table pushed against it, analog security.

			Jenny had three kids, now grown and gone. I’d met Camille’s husband before he died, a nerdy type devoted to Camille, a woman even smaller than me, nearly all her hair gone and a voice like an airhorn. Jenny owned the apartment on the first floor, Camille the second, and when Camille was no longer able to walk upstairs, she moved across the hall from Jenny. Once they’d been coworkers at the phone company, bought their places through an extinct city program.

			Jenny was a big woman, though she’d shrunk with age. There was a croaky flutter at the ends of her sentences, and she still managed to curl her hair. She spoke all the time, to the air, the walls, to Camille or herself. It was in Jenny’s apartment, crowded with old photos and porcelain figurines of angels and horses, that we ate sourdough bread and lentils in the murky light.

			I felt a drop of liquid on my shoulder, and Jenny motioned to a bucket of water in the corner. “The building leaks, it rains.”

			I reminded myself to get buckets. I needed a lot of things. “You drag those things around? They’re heavy.”

			“Camille’s stronger than she looks.”

			“You have a filter for drinking?”

			“Of course.”

			I said I would help them with anything they needed, though I doubted I could lift much more than them. I’d brought canned vegetables, a jar of strawberry jam, the leftover rice and beans. “If you ever need, you can come stay in Sola. There’s a lot of space and the building’s in decent shape still. We even have an old fridge, not at full power, but it’s cool enough to store a few things.”

			Jenny made a face. “So your friends, where’d they go?”

			“Up to the Bronx. For now, at least.”

			“They quit the city, huh,” Camille said.

			“Duh,” Jenny said. “The Bronx is part of the city.”

			“They’re okay? Isn’t it bad there?”

			“I haven’t heard from them, but you know how hard it is to message people outside of Manhattan. I’m sure they’re okay.” They had to be. “They’re probably happier there.”

			“No, they’re not,” Jenny said.

			“Don’t scare her,” Camille said to Jenny. To me, she said, “I thought you all were here for life.”

			“Me too.”

			“All those meetings in the garden,” Jenny said.

			“Wait. You were there?”

			“No,” said Camille. “Not for us.”

			“Why’d you give it up, though?” Jenny’s voice fluttered. “Free food, clothes, free classes. We thought you were all corny, but you were good in your hearts.”

			“There’s no point anymore. Plus, it’s more dangerous now.”

			“Those rich fucks you run errands for are harmless. You leave them alone, they leave you alone.”

			“You’re not scared, living out here by yourselves?”

			“We can take care of ourselves. The city? They’re not going to kick two old women out.” Camille made a shooing motion with her hand. “City workers? There’s still a law that says you can’t do that.”

			I put my elbows on the table, then took them off because it was sticky. Camille’s faith in laws was absurd, but I let it go.

			“There are empty buildings everywhere,” Jenny said. “They can have any of them. Why bother going through the trouble of trying to deal with us?”

			Another drop landed on my arm. If old white women, city workers, thought they were safe, what did that mean for me? “I hope you’re right.” I mentioned the Landing’s new art center. “Sunny and Reem say they’re going to evict me. But I’m thinking, what if I could get money for the house?”

			Camille whistled. “Make them pay you. Now, that’s smart.”

			Jenny said, “Me, they’re going to have to drag me out.”

		

	
		
			5.

			I’d been living by myself for several weeks with no word from my housemates when I turned on my device one night, enough juice to go online for a bit, and opened the browser. My body hurt; I couldn’t sleep. There was news on the Landing, or another press release designed to seem like news: an event, an art showcase, would occur on the waterfront this Friday. A preview of the sort of work that would be featured at the new arts center with development partners in attendance.

			The constant solitude no longer felt so strange and terrible. I made deliveries, chatted with the other providers, visited Jenny and Camille. I kept busy and waited: to hear from my friends, for something to happen. Every day I did another thing on my list: find a bucket, work in the garden, bring another chair downstairs. One night, searching for sheets in Sunny’s room, I checked on the safe. I took the gun out, felt its sick weight in my hands, then put it back and secured the door.

			The news about the Landing and the arts center made me think of Giselle Chin, who had tried to disappear but was discovered by diligent fans. In the last interview she did before Disappearance Piece, a reporter asked her about Holger Salles, and she said, “What does he have to do with my work? Would you ask a male artist about his girlfriend’s work? This interview is over.”

			Today I could find no new mentions of Giselle. The last acknowledgment of her said she was building a time-based piece in New Mexico. Knowing her reticence when it came to how she presented herself, I wondered how much of this was true.

			Long after she dropped out of the art world, Giselle became a cult figure. One rumor was that there was a lost piece by her, a book or a film or a missing collection of pictures that would explain everything. Or had Holger Salles done something to cause her self-exile, giving up her career as it was about to take off, because why would anyone relinquish that unless it was forcibly taken away? It began over a decade ago, when a woman tracked her down, a graduate student studying “lost” artists. She found Giselle in a small town in the California desert. She hadn’t changed her name, wasn’t hiding. All this I already knew. Giselle had left the city long before, as had Jackie Ong, around the time my housemates and I bought Sola. I visited them; for a time, they both lived in California, Jackie in the northern part and Giselle in the south. They visited New York, Jackie more often at first, then less often, then not at all. Then there were other ways to stay in touch. Phone calls, emails, more secure and infrequent communication. Even if we went months or years without speaking, we were still connected.

			The graduate student posted an interview with Giselle, “In Search of Giselle Chin.” The first part was the student talking about her struggles with academia and what constituted creative work in a capitalist system. In the interview, Giselle said she had stopped identifying as an artist, but she still worked. Art work is work, it’s labor. So is working in a café. It’s all the same thing. She said she was happy. The graduate student said, “Who was I to think otherwise?”

			A somewhat more well-known writer claimed it was past time for a Giselle Chin revival. People were taking solace in nostalgia as an antidote to fears about the future. They wanted assurance: if previous generations survived, they could too. They wanted escapism: to an era in which things were fucked-up but different, the fantasy of a pre-digital age with all its freedoms, and at least the clothes looked cool. My housemates and I were invited to give workshops on squatting and gardening. Sunny and I spoke on a panel about intergenerational organizing, the other panelists too effacing and condescending.

			A famous artist, the kind who did videos with A-list pop stars, gave an award acceptance speech: “Everything I do would never have been possible without the work of Giselle Chin. She was the originator, ahead of her time.” An art critic said the reason why Giselle wasn’t more famous was sexism. Another critic said Giselle’s work was in the same lineage of East Asian artists like On Kawara and Tehching Hsieh, insinuating that there was something inherently Asian about working with time and discipline. This made me laugh, because Mall Piece came out of her growing up in New Jersey. I used to call Giselle a Bad Asian, partly to mess with her. At the time, I’d already outgrown the limitations of Asian American identity as a political home.

			A gallery in London showed photos from Memory Piece and the video from Blood Piece, which were shared by permission of the artist, who did not attend. The mall where Giselle did Mall Piece had long since closed down, become a school, then a detention center. I took a bus out there one time to protest the detention center’s opening. The area had once been middle-class suburbia, but the infrastructure hadn’t been updated since our childhood, the highways pockmarked with holes and cracks, strip-mall stores boarded up or transformed into makeshift housing. At a stoplight, children rushed the bus, begging for money. I slipped a few bucks out an open window.

			A major museum curated an exhibit of Giselle’s work. It took me over an hour to get to the Upper East Side on the subway; this was the year before the subway mostly stopped running, before the museums went fully digital or became membership only, showing things like collaged old resistance posters or face-morphing interactive tech toys. I walked through the lobby, past the plundered vases, masks, and statues, and took the elevator to the third floor, where a life-size photograph of Giselle ran the length of one wall. Young, with lush, lustrous hair, photographed on a street in SoHo with her arms crossed over her chest, wearing a leather jacket and striped minidress. Facing the camera, bangs falling over the tops of her eyes. The picture was seductive, the bygone cool of Giselle’s beauty and her city surroundings, a cool that was genuine and irretrievable and suffused with unquenchable longing. Above her head were letters styled to appear like all-caps handwriting in marker: the giselle chin experience.

			I read the placards. Giselle Chin was a pre-millennium performance artist, subversive in her embrace of traditional mediums. She was a reimagining of labor as art, a representation of multicultural Y2K anxiety, a nostalgia, a lost future, a feat of stamina, a missed opportunity. I felt gross for being there. There was a spray-painted anarchy symbol printed on the faux-concrete floor re-creating the feel of a basement punk show circa 1996 but attended by people who hadn’t been alive then. An artificial, inaccurate version of the past, but when it was the sole version available, what else was there to compare it to? The re-creation was assumed as truth.

			In the main room of the exhibit an old song I recognized was playing on a low volume, deep voice, soft drums, bass, and baritone sax. A little girl lost in the woods. ’Cause I can’t make it on my own. I hummed along under my breath. It was a song of depression, bleakness, and waning sunlight, November’s one-way tunnel. This was what the curators thought of Giselle, that her leaving New York was a tragic retreat and not a choice. It might as well have been a eulogy.

			I remembered riding my bike to a semi-abandoned Brooklyn neighborhood to see Giselle set her notebooks on fire at the end of Memory Piece. There were a bunch of people there, stylish in an affluent but purposely disheveled way, wearing shiny lipstick and coats in fuzzy fabrics and animal print. The majority of them seemed insecure, and you could tell they didn’t live in the neighborhood. Giselle wore a black catsuit, knee-high boots, and an orange knit cap the color of traffic cones. She approached the fire with reverence, round face serious and steady, with the awkward, slightly loping gait that endeared her more to me. She looked assured, even flashy. Her expression could change instantly, from sweet and open to completely closed. She torched the notebooks and walked away, pretending not to care. It was performance, the seriousness; it was theater and it intrigued me.

			She was not a loud person. She took her time with words, studied people, her surroundings, and I had the feeling she was taking notes in her head, that she knew more than she let on, doling herself out in pieces as strategy. When we were kids and she met me in the city one time with two girls from her high school, I could sense her insecurities and discomfort, and if it was anyone else, I might have used that to my advantage, but with her, I didn’t. I wanted to be on her side, for her to like me. I could see her and the parts of her that were also in me. She wasn’t ignorant. She was willing to make certain concessions and choices in service of her ambitions. She used her Krauss Fellowship money to help her mother retire in the Philippines. She worked in cafés and restaurants, kept her logs, collected. It was art and not-art; it was her life.

			I moved through the exhibit with fascination and mild aversion. It amused me, made me smug and proprietary, to be walking among the people consuming this packaged version of Giselle, to see the gaps between what the exhibit purported Giselle’s life to be and the truths I knew. The young woman, slouching in a denim jacket dripping with zippers, saying to a friend she’s my idol, I want to be just like her; a straight couple around my age, pointing at the outfits in the pictures and reminiscing, Giselle’s art was so authentic, you don’t see that these days, people worked harder then.

			Giving the Krauss money to her mother was less of a personal sacrifice and act of a dutiful daughter and more of a performance of such a daughter. She was also insuring that no funders would work with her again, that this version of her career was over. Disappearance Piece was Giselle’s way of alleviating her guilt, the pressures she put on herself, freeing herself from both the expectations of her family and the art world. I thought the piece was underappreciated and misunderstood, though all her work was. It was my favorite of hers.

			A timeline of Giselle’s life was printed at eye level around the walls. I read that she was born in New Jersey to two immigrants of Chinese origin from the Philippines, that she lacked a formal education in art but was influenced by punk, New Wave, and goth subcultures. I suppressed a laugh. I saw a postcard she wrote, address blotted out. The postcard said I’m still alive? There was documentation of each of her performances, the photographs from Cheongsam Piece, the maps and diagrams from Mall Piece, pictures of her in the secret room with long, matted hair, a video someone took of the torching at the end of Memory Piece. The photos were credited to Jackie Ong.

			When we met as kids, I assumed Giselle and Jackie were spoiled suburban girls, which to me meant boring and naive. Giselle was fidgety and uncomfortable in her body, and her wariness felt familiar. Her face was suspicious, a medium-brown tone similar to mine, eyebrows also thick and unruly. Jackie appeared at first glance to be a bitchy rich girl, incongruously sullen and stylish for someone so young and from New Jersey, brand-name clothes and pale, composed prettiness. At that age I didn’t have the words for being bi or queer, but some part of me was surely attracted to her. She and Giselle were doing something so ridiculous and childish, prank calls, and they were funny. That gave me pause, made me want to try around them. They were smart and funny, and those things, I could respect. They were weird in a way I recognized in myself, the way we operated outside of our looks and families or despite them. It wasn’t until I met them that I realized this, and acknowledging it allowed me to maintain a little swagger.

			A dark curtain led to a boxlike room where I saw a loop of Giselle dancing in a music video for a band I vaguely remembered. The music was crunchy guitars and high yelping vocals, the video all smears and jagged edges, like whoever made it had recently discovered the existence of special effects. The people in the room were transfixed. At least one person was crying. How little control we had over how we were seen. The people watching the video, reading the text. Watching and reading Giselle, interpreting some version of Giselle. Here I was, watching and reading too.

			I took a selfie with a goofball expression in front of the life-size picture of Giselle, which I’d send to her later. The subway ride back downtown took another two hours, but when I got home, my housemates were making dinner with friends, and Sola was full.

			

			—

			Now I sat on my bed, the room lit only by the glow of my scroll. My head ached, and I needed to go to sleep or I’d feel worse in the morning. I considered more of the tincture, though I was already running low. It wasn’t the best formula, but it was affordable, and I was glad to have stocked up from a service provider friend before she quit or died or was removed. I saw her every day, then realized I hadn’t seen her in weeks, then months.

			Instead, I returned to the browser. Online, entire sections of the world were omitted, entire years lost, histories inaccessible. Reem once liked a post that was deemed politically sensitive and was charged with defamation. The charges were dropped, but it was enough for her to lose her job. Schools were under pressure, no one wanted to lose funding. You couldn’t teach certain subjects, only particular narratives and heroes, other things wiped from curricula completely. We had access to selective nostalgias, our devices funneling us into the appropriate memories for our age groups and locations, no tanks, no hiding places, no how-tos on removing an ankle tracker. If you searched for that info, if you could remember it clearly enough to search, pulling it out of the cloudy muck of your memory, you’d be flagged, possibly removed, because the tanks never happened, the nationwide communications blackout never happened. Instead, here was twenty-three-year-old Prince doing splits in high-heeled boots in a video released two years after his death, almost thirty years ago now; a soundtrack of vintage iPhone ringtones; a forum lamenting the loss of a man who used to sell mixtapes on St. Mark’s Place. The best music ever made jungle telepathy changed my life not one day goes by where I dont think about it, DJ Frankie where are you man!! Instead, pictures of celebrities and politicians who attended a gala for a hospital, an article about a new crime surge, a report of a law enforcement–involved event that resulted in a loss of life, a heartwarming profile of a cop daddy, an interview with a woman who sold a kidney to pay off her student loans, a report on the authoritarianism in another country and the lack of rights and freedom they had over there. You could play a game, learn about an actor’s complicated skin-care routine, look up lyrics from an old pop song. You could view an endless stream of videos of people killing other people.

			I heard a noise in the hallway and grabbed a flashlight, waved the beam across the walls and saw nothing, but I heard scratching, a rat, most likely, or a raccoon. There was a slow dripping noise coming from the roof. Sunny had wanted to fix it, but we never got around.

			I walked closer. “Hello?” My voice was froggy with disuse. “Get out of here.”

			The scratching stopped, the animal escaped into the walls. I switched off the flashlight, batteries too precious to waste, kicked my door shut before anything could get inside, and returned to my device.

			Jackie had sent me the browser software several years back, said it was secure, that my housemates and I should be more careful with our digital assets. The software used an open-source network that bounced traffic from one anonymous server to another, servers in faraway garages and basements and closets in other countries, randomly layered so no one could track the initial request and pin it to you.

			There was a lot about Jackie that I didn’t know, large parts of her life that were only surmisable. She may or may not have been part of a hacker organization that disrupted the Homeland Security website, scrambled data and erased biometrics. Long before social media existed, she created a service to share details of your life online, then got loaded by selling Lene to a company run by the person who would eventually start Lacuna. Our parents didn’t work the same kinds of jobs—my mother was a post-office clerk, my father a cab driver until he got robbed too many times—and even if Jackie didn’t take money from her parents, she had plenty of her own. She hadn’t been forced to work for Josh Kellerman. When she finally quit the tech industry, it was only when she already had so much that it was hardly a risk. But she was loyal and never took me for granted. Neither did Giselle, who, in many ways, made choices that I approved of more. With them, I could always be the one who was right. I needed them, they needed me, and I loved to be needed. At least, I used to.

			As friends, Jackie and I would tease and bicker, and for some months in our twenties, this built up to having the kind of sex that felt like I had won a prize and the prize was the ability to unlock her and have her want to acquiesce to me, sex I thought about so much that anytime I was by myself, I would stick my hand down my pants. I had imagined the fling, or whatever it was, to be on my terms, my call, but when it ended as abruptly as it began, I was no longer sure, and afterward, the past seemed unreliable. Maybe I had always been in love with Jackie, her hot brain and lanky tomboy grace, the easy ways we sparred and goaded each other on. Maybe I had always wanted to be wanted and needed by her because she acted like she wanted and needed no one. But there wasn’t anything more to do about it. She didn’t want to live in a squat. She had a girlfriend who later became a wife. Soon I had a girlfriend, too, and later a boyfriend, and more girlfriends and boyfriends.

			The last time I saw her was nearly fifteen years ago, when she came to New York to see her daughter. There was some conflict with Diane, her ex, about which coast the daughter would live on over the summer. Jackie was even hotter at fifty-five, in a black jacket and tie, hair cut close to her head and cheekbones like knives, than she’d been at twenty-five. She took me out to dinner at a private restaurant that I was morally opposed to, but she was paying, and the food, Chinese but so high-end, it came only in the tiniest portions, was so good. She insisted it was a belated celebration of my birthday in early April. We got drunk, and she asked me, what do you think it would be like to leave? It wasn’t the first time anyone asked me that question, and within the next couple of years, I would hear it again and again.

			The last time I saw Giselle was a year or so before that. I’d flown out to LA for a long weekend, and she met me there. She wore oversize black sunglasses and baggy jumpsuits that were stylish in a minimalist uniform way, wavy hair tied up in a messy topknot. Since I’d seen her last, her wide cheeks had become sprinkled with freckles. We ate in strip-mall Thai restaurants and sweated on mats in a Korean spa. She was dating someone in Joshua Tree, where she made money reselling clothing she found at swap meets and renting a room in her apartment to tourists. She was thinking of moving to New Mexico. We made plans to meet up again in New York in the fall, but things got busy and she never came.

			I didn’t know where Jackie lived now. Berlin, where she’d had an apartment once? Tokyo? The last time we spoke, she said she was leaving on a plane to a destination she didn’t want to tell me because she didn’t want to put me in danger. I wished I’d kept asking. Now she and Giselle existed to me solely in digital form. I heard from Jackie a few times a year, messages sent through an encrypted program accessed via a code we shared. I waited for her to contact me.

			I remembered one long-ago morning, about a year after we raided the Wonder warehouse, when I’d found a package slid under the front door of Sola, a plain, padded envelope with my name in black marker. Inside was a disc, and when I pushed it into my computer, a video began to play, grainy surveillance footage with a time stamp on the bottom.
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			In the sick, shaky light, I saw shapes. The edge of pavement and the front of a brown building, the dark rectangle of a door. I turned up the volume and heard us. We should not have been talking. I remembered we promised that we would not talk.

			“Fuck you, Jackie,” I said out loud. But I was laughing, too, because she had hacked the security system at the warehouse, disappeared the footage of us, and now she was returning it to me in a game of throw-and-fetch. A new game began, the next phase of our friendship, something true that would last.

			Sometimes Sunny and Reem reminisced about the old Ellen who knew how to make everyone feel useful, even if she was bad at delegating and took on too much. I had a talent for imagining a better version of you that you hadn’t been capable of imagining for yourself. I did it with my housemates, with the groups I was part of. I urged Jackie and Giselle toward the ideas they would remember as coming up with on their own. Even if the warehouse action was small, it became significant. My housemates and I distributed the supplies and started the weekly dinners that reinvigorated us to stay and keep Sola. But now no one remembered the old Ellen or cared about the work we did, which hadn’t mattered much in the end.

			I remembered seeing the video. My yellow raccoon mask, Giselle in her feathers, Jackie’s metallic shine. The three of us running into and out of the frame. The brightly colored masks visible, for one second, in absolute clarity, and then we were gone.

			

			—

			Friday night, I put on my black jeans and boots. I dug out the last of a jar of coconut oil in Reem’s room and patted my hands over my hair, the same short, scruffy cut I’d been giving myself for decades, the color evened into a dark silver. I wound Sunny’s polka-dot scarf around my neck, pulled on Reem’s leather gloves.

			I walked north, then east, to the river. There was shouting inside one of the abandoned buildings, people fighting. I crossed the street. The lot where the Landing was being built was full of scaffolding and machinery, and on one side, I could see lights. Lights—a steady, unthinkable brightness that was blaring and unnatural these days, so bright it hurt, found only in places like rich neighborhoods and tourist zones and the Lacuna campus.

			The preview of the new arts center was taking place at an amphitheater that resembled a white clamshell, and the street was backed up with cars. A man got out of one car and waited to get scanned, stylishly slobby in the manner of the very prosperous, a man who owned his gut and balding by not trying to hide any of it, confident in his assertion of how little he needed you to give a fuck. I thought it might be Holger Salles, but no. Holger Salles was older than me. He’d be in his eighties now, and I was seventy-one. It caught me by surprise sometimes, this double-consciousness of age, realizing the way I looked didn’t necessarily match the way I felt. I was old but didn’t feel that old, not old in the way we used to see old people. Yet I was old to most everyone else, and it was in those moments of seeing myself the way other people saw me that I felt unsettled.

			I said, in a quick whisper, “Radical nurturing of artists working outside the limits of the traditional institutional exhibition space.”

			I watched as the man was let in. Then I walked up. When I saw the guard’s face close, it clarified what I already feared, that my housemates’ accessories would not be enough to allow me to pass for a guest. I held up my device, which I’d used to sign in to the program. “Delivery,” I said. The guard scanned me, and I, too, was able to go in.

			And I was inside, in a crowd of people who seemed like they could be working and living at the Lacuna campus. My boots were worn and out of style, and Sunny’s scarf was fraying, the colors faded. I had the wrong body, the wrong face. Even the old people here had oiled, surgeried skin. I walked on the edges of the crowd, holding my device with the program visible. There was a bar, a table with food. There were free bottles of drinking water, some even left half-full, wasted. Lights glowing everywhere, lights and lights and lights. Music played, unobtrusive, electronic, the sort of music you’d hear while getting anesthetized before a violent medical procedure. On a low stage, eight people were dancing in unitards in gradients of brown. Behind them was a screen of images consisting of distorted gray lines. Everything had a temporary feel, the clamshell made of plastic tarp stretched over a metal frame. I knew, from what I had read, that this was a performance by Ishtar & Giacomo, “an anonymous underground collective that activated dissent and healing through art.” This was the art promised by the Landing, a development that would have been rightfully boycotted by artists and activists if such people had been able to stay in the city. The development invited art that supposedly served as a critique of itself, the aesthetic of protest, increasing its cultural value to investors and future tenants. It confirmed that there might be a bargaining chip for Sola, a way to keep the house, some value for a genuine piece of so-called radical history. If there was, I suppose I wanted to know the terms.

			I felt greedy, aggressive, hot. Fucked-up but in a good way. On one side of the clamshell was an American flag. People held glasses and plates with minimal food, a single olive or a duo of miniature crackers, a spitball’s worth of cheese. Nobody was eating or watching the dancers. Their voices flattened into one another. Someone said, “We’ve got forty-two hours booked in Saint John over the holidays with private security.” Someone said, “He’s going into his junior year there, but we’re thinking of a transfer.” I worried about being asked to leave, but nothing happened. I moved deeper into the crowd and put away my device. I took some crackers, more cheese, ate both, chugged one bottle of water and pocketed another. In spaces like these, everything was free and breezy. You ignored the guard with a gun outside the gate, or you felt relieved when you saw him and thought of him with gratitude because he made the space safe for you, kept out others you saw as dangerous. I took a glass of wine and thought of how we used to go to events for free drinks, open bars we’d stop at long enough to get a quick starter buzz before going to our real destination, running into more friends on the way. Reem liked to make herself up using samples at a chain store; Sunny thought it was unhygienic and I agreed. The feeling of those nights was buoyant and embracing. We did whatever we wanted and never considered doing otherwise and moved around the city with insistent freedom, everything outside of us existing out of focus, and we moved as a single organism, picking up friends as we went along, until we returned to Sola at the end of the night, ten of us, then eight, then five, falling asleep in the middle of talking. Watching TV, movies, listening to music. Hearing the phone ring through the back window while out in the garden and someone calling my name. Crowding into the subway turnstile together and squeezing through on a single token. Hot days of sneaking into movie theaters for free air-conditioning, the endless train ride to Coney Island and the ocean smelling like we had landed in another country. I was always with others. I was never alone.

			People looked over my head or simply through me. I noticed how many had guns, displayed on fitted holders around their hips, along with their devices. Someone said, “Well, that’s bullshit,” and someone else laughed. I walked in the spaces between them without incident, as if I was invisible. Reem and Sunny had left with everyone else, were doing so well, they had forgotten to get in touch. I thought of messaging them but didn’t want to risk it. They knew how to reach me.

			It had been a while since I’d drunk alcohol and I had always been mildly allergic. As I sipped the wine I patted my cheeks and forehead, which were hot. I heard a comment about reservations at a restaurant on the west side, of traffic, and then I could no longer walk undisturbed because I had been noticed, eyes snagging on my red face and then on my clothes. Two women looked at one another and then at me, and it was enough to know I should leave.

			I walked home fast. A fingernail moon, bright and low, had surfaced and the music fell away. My device was pinging with alerts because I had signed in but not completed any deliveries, my rating docked until I could work my way up again at a discounted rate.

			I stumbled on a bottle on the sidewalk, my ankle twisting. A security van intercepted me at the corner, and the cop scanned me and confirmed I lived here. He told me I could go home.

			I checked the locks, the camera, then moved the armchair against the back of the door. The pain in my ankle shimmered. Outside my room the smell of decay was even more apparent, the dripping upstairs accelerated. I aimed the flashlight up to the fourth floor and saw that part of the ceiling had fully collapsed. Boxes of belongings from long-departed housemates sat, wet and ruined, in the middle of the stairwell.

			I moved my things into Sunny’s room, pushed the table against the door, and turned off my device. There wasn’t enough power to make ice, and the water was running low. Instead I wrapped my foot in an old shirt and propped it onto some pillows.

			I sat like that through the night, listening to the sirens fading in and out, until I fell asleep, the flashlight in my hand.

		

	
		
			6.

			Everything was the way I left it. The furniture against the door, the collapsing fourth floor. My housemates, still gone.

			It hurt to stand. My ankle was sore. I put on my knee brace and a diaper and took ibuprofen and half a dropper of tincture. There were no messages on my device, only yesterday’s warning from the program. I signed in and began the queue.

			I biked down Camille and Jenny’s block and, when I saw their front door open, stopped and called their names. I didn’t hear anything. I went inside and leaned my bike against the wall.

			Jenny’s apartment door was partially open, and I nudged it further with my foot. I saw bread crusts on a plate on the table, my strawberry jam.

			Something crunched. It was glass, splintered, on the floor. The figurines had been swept off the shelves, the pictures of Jenny’s family also fallen, frames shattered.

			The silence was thick, the rotten odor more intense than usual. There was no one in the bedroom. Camille’s door was unlocked, too, but I couldn’t move it more than an inch. Something heavy was resting against it. “Camille?” I said, but I was already walking out. I didn’t wait to confirm that there would be no answer.

			The clamshell amphitheater had already been dismantled, last night’s art party cleared as if it had never happened. A block below the checkpoint were two demolition cranes, positioned next to a row of buildings, and a group of construction workers. The crane rose and one of the workers said something to another, who motioned at the sky. They were still talking as I rode away.

			I returned to Sola and packed a sandwich and filled my water bottle. My patch kit was already in my backpack, along with ibuprofen, the tincture, and a spare tire. I added shirts and pants, some underwear and old photos. I thought of the safe but didn’t open it. Quickly, before I changed my mind, I let the front door shut and wheeled down the street without turning back.

			I passed the Fourteenth Street checkpoint, but instead of turning west went north, biking along streets I hadn’t been on in a long time, before my world had shrunk to my neighborhood and the Lacuna campus. Gates rose around Gramercy, and then the streets narrowed, barricades everywhere, wood and metal and even plastic, taller than the ones downtown. I passed the location of a shoe-repair store that became a bank that became an empty lot, a building where friends used to live, a corner where there was a desolate indie movie theater briefly resurrected as an art-house theater with alcoholic milkshakes and gentrifier-priced fries. I had hot matinee sex there once, both of us getting each other off with a coat over our laps, biting the insides of our mouths.

			Behind the barricades, I could see the upper bodies of skyscrapers, their exteriors sleek and blank. Hexagonal windows tinted silver and gray, overturned garbage cans. I kept going. My ankle hurt, but I didn’t think about it. The border could be closed, but I didn’t think about it. A barricade became visible ahead, and I zigzagged left, dodging, then right again.

			I passed mounds of cardboard and cans and a truck driving trash out of the city. There were bridges to the north, small ones I never learned the names to, and a tram that no longer ran to an island where Michaela, Reem, and I once went to have a picnic. Sirens flared to the west. A triangular park was boarded off, and on the next block, a small encampment, a woman asleep in the middle of the street with her mouth open, a man speaking to himself as he walked in a circle. People sat in the entryway of a ruined building. “That bitch,” someone said. Someone else laughed.

			I biked faster. Sirens rose in volume. I could see the shapes of people moving some blocks ahead, and then they began to run, separating in opposite directions, and the street was empty again. My front tire skipped over a wide crack in the pavement, the bike careening, my backpack swinging to one side. The sky tipped. I righted myself and heard shouting to the south. I turned down Fifty-Seventh as something thumped behind me. I coughed, smoke stinging my eyes.

			

			—

			There were no bike lanes on the highway, so I kept at the edge of the road, turning my head with each approaching motor, making sure there was room to pass. Close to the river, the wind was much stronger, and I pedaled harder, straining to keep steady. I popped another ibuprofen. There were no signs that said the border was shut, just cars lined up in two short rows, which I joined, hoping it meant they were letting people through. Ahead of me was a wall of flags and barbed wire. If I passed, it would take me out of Manhattan and into the Bronx.

			I squeezed my hands into fists as if squeezing out a prayer. I turned on my device and opened the program, hoping an order would crop up, but I was too far north, nowhere near Lacuna. Dots swarmed on the map farther downtown.

			A delivery request popped up for an address in Harlem, but I needed one for the Bronx, though I wasn’t sure if the program even worked there. I should have checked earlier, but it was too late now. I turned my device off to reboot it, trying to slow my breath.

			To my left was a truck with a sticker of an American flag. Two men were in the front and the one in the passenger seat raised his arm and flashed a gun. I looked away, hands sweating, and turned my device on again.

			The truck moved ahead. An order appeared as I reached the booth. Military was operating the checkpoint, and the guard didn’t return my smile. “This is a highway,” she said. “You can’t ride a bicycle on the highway.” But I had. I showed her the order request, my finger partly covering the map, and said I made deliveries for Lacuna.

			She accepted my bag and took out each item, inspected it, then ordered me to put it all back, confiscating the tincture. I stuffed the clothes in sloppily, no longer able to zip the bag shut. The guard aimed her device at me like a weapon, orange L on its side, scanning.

			“Have a good day,” she said.

			“You too.”

			I pedaled over the bridge to the Bronx. We couldn’t reach people there on our devices, but the border was open.

			It was a small bridge, and it took less than two minutes to cross, the path dropping into a wide street that once had at least six lanes, but now there was no longer visible paint on the pavement, and there were more bicycles than cars, though there weren’t many of either. I pulled over and fixed my bag, then rode onto a side street I was amazed to see was crowded with kids playing and people selling produce and old appliances, goats grazing in a grassy lot next to high-rises with solar panels. People were hanging out in front of a housing complex, and when I got closer, I saw that some of their faces weren’t their faces. They wore rubber masks. There was a person with a plastic nose tied around their real nose with an elastic band. Another person had a fake chin in an off-white color that was shades lighter than his actual skin. It was a bad costume party, but nobody acted unusual.

			My device shut off. There was no reception. There were no street signs anywhere, and I didn’t have a map. The truth was, I was so alone.

		

	
		
			7.

			I biked along an old highway. People carried crates and bags fastened to their bikes with bungee cords, some with so many that they wobbled and strained and I had to make a wide turn to avoid a collision. Most wore rubber faces, and mine felt bare and visible.

			I tried to stop people to ask for directions. Some avoided me, moving around me. One person responded by shouting something that sounded like curse words in a language I didn’t understand. I moved to the side of the road, the diaper rubbing the broken skin on my thigh.

			A person pushing a grocery cart full of bags waited to cross the street, and I showed them Tam’s address and asked if it was nearby. They said it was far. I showed them Kevin’s address. “That’s closer.”

			I would try Kevin’s first. A man with a bundle of cardboard boxes on his bike saw us talking and stopped. His face was lengthy and crumbling, bare like mine, his front teeth nonexistent. He said I could follow him, he was going in that direction.

			We rode down the street, made one turn, then another. I asked why everyone wore plastic masks, and he replied, “Because of the cameras.” But why not you? “They know what I look like. I’m old.” We pedaled past boarded-up buildings, collapsed high-rises with caved out centers, weaving to avoid trash and rocks, then biked alongside a playground, overgrown grass and branches in one pile, leaves in another. Two dogs chased us and the man barked at them. I barked as well. On a hill in the distance, I saw rows of tents. The man slowed at a corner and said he was turning in another direction, then gave me instructions for the rest of the way.

			I thanked him and kept riding, and then I reached Kevin’s block, a street large enough to have stops for the private vans that had replaced public transportation. Kevin’s building didn’t seem that different from when I’d seen it last, a tower with a concrete courtyard on one side, rectangle of grass on the other. Still intact, unlike other buildings nearby. The community center across the street where Kevin had volunteered at a legal clinic was still there, converted into what looked like housing.

			Kevin’s two sons, probably in their forties now, had left the city after high school. One lived in Montreal, another in Madrid. His wife had died years ago. I visited when I could, which was not often. The last time I saw him, he mentioned having had a few small strokes. Once he mistakenly called me by his wife’s name.

			I switched on my device, no service still, then turned it off. I drank some water and ate half the sandwich in my bag. It had been hours since I left Sola, and it was not even noon.

			The elevator was broken. I walked the eleven flights up to Kevin’s apartment with my bicycle, carrying it steps at a time, stopping to rest, starting again. My ankle stung, my arms and shoulders, and the skin on my thigh had started to bleed. There was garbage, bagged and otherwise, in the stairwells and halls, and I breathed out of my mouth; I’d made it this far. On the sixth-floor landing, I met a woman with a dog who panted vigorously and licked my hand. “Be well, now,” she said. Between the eighth and ninth floors, a man walked downstairs with a cane, gripping the railings. On the next floor, three kids taking the steps two at a time, one saying to the others as they passed me, “Watch out for the old lady.”

			In the hallway of the twelfth floor, someone was sleeping, showcasing a robust snore. I put down my bike and bag and knocked on Kevin’s door.

			There was no answer. I rang the doorbell, which didn’t work. I called his name, knocking louder. “Kevin? It’s me, Ellen.”

			Maybe Kevin had gone out for a walk or to get food. Maybe he’d been removed or involuntarily hospitalized like so many old or sick people, or he was gone, another stroke, the final one, and the last time I had seen him was the last time. I let myself drop onto the floor. The sleeping person kept snoring.

			Carrying the bike down eleven flights was no easier than carrying it up. At one of the van stops, I asked two people for directions for Tam’s, and they debated which route was faster, one of them drawing a map on my hand with a pen. I biked, more slowly now, until I couldn’t go any farther. I veered to the right, then stopped. When I slid off, my legs buckled and I sank into the dirt, bike crashing behind me as I crawled to retrieve my bag, too exhausted to care about how bad it smelled or what I was sitting on. I tied my backpack to my wrist with one of the straps, tied the other to the bike’s handlebars. I was so tired, but couldn’t risk falling asleep.

			I closed my eyes. Nobody stopped to help me, though I didn’t want to be bothered.

			

			—

			Many hours later I reached a side street and a narrow two-story house with a brick exterior. The curtains were drawn and there was a metal fence in front with a child’s scooter behind it, and in the driveway, Sunny’s orange Honda.

			I was out of water, I’d finished the sandwich, and the pain had dulled, become encompassing. The peephole opened, followed by the door, the length of the lock’s chain. The person who opened the door appeared around eighteen, maybe twenty, thin and tall with a serious expression and long brown braids. I said my name, mentioned Tam’s, and asked for Reem or Sunny. She said, “Hold on.”

			The door shut. I waited on the steps. Then my housemates were there, arms around me, saying my name, squeezing so tight, it hurt in a way that was only pleasure. We’d been apart for less than a month, but it felt like so much longer.

			It wasn’t a large house, smaller than Sola. Inside, it smelled of many things: feet, bodies, vinegar, bread. In the living room, someone was sleeping behind a folding divider, and we walked quietly through the kitchen and into a yard with a compost toilet on the far end, where a woman named Adela reclined in a plastic chair, white curls tucked under a black cap. She tried to get up, but we said no, stay seated. She was around our age. She pronounced my name as Elena and said, “Welcome.”

			Adela lived with her daughter and son-in-law in one of the bedrooms upstairs, along with their four-year-old daughter, Mari, and six-year-old son, Joey, who were chasing a soccer ball around the yard. Most of the other adults were out working right now. I asked what they did, and Sunny said, “Some of everything. Garden work, garbage work, you’ll see.” More people stayed in the yard in the warmer months too.

			Tam and her daughter, Hunter, who’d answered the door, shared the other upstairs bedroom, across the hall from Adela’s family. Tam sat in a zip-up jacket with a chevron pattern in pastel rainbow colors, a short, chubby woman in her early sixties, the same straight eyebrows, deep brown skin, and stern appearance as her daughter. Hunter’s voice was low, quick, while Tam’s was deliberate and light.

			“Ellen.” Tam reached up to receive my hug. “You made it.”

			“It took me a while, but I did.”

			Unlike the rest of the house, Tam and Hunter’s room was uncluttered. Two twin beds, neatly made, clothes folded and stacked. Standing there with my friends, I could see how tired Reem looked, and Sunny, too, or we had always looked like this and I had forgotten. Exhaustion fell over me. My eyelids pulled down.

			Sunny and Tam once worked together, Sunny the auditor, Tam the client. I’d met Tam a few times. She’d worked briefly in city politics, the first Black woman elected in her district, and later spent months locked up on bullshit charges in one of the new-at-the-time nonprofit “community jails.” When she got out, she moved into this house, which belonged to her aunt. She became the owner after the aunt died.

			Tam asked why I decided to leave Sola, and I said it was more of the same. Camille and Jenny had gone missing. Other signs. “You were right,” I told Sunny and Reem. “It was a matter of time.”

			“You’re lucky you got through the checkpoint,” Reem said, and Sunny said they were just glad I was okay. They’d tried to contact me, but there was zero reception.

			Tam said it was good timing, her friends who usually stayed in the room where Reem and Sunny slept had gone to their daughter’s apartment to help with a new baby. Many of the people who came through here had spent some time in encampments. They were able to stay here because they had friends who could vouch for them. “Word of mouth. Everyone contributes in their own way.” To Tam’s knowledge, her house wasn’t a target, wasn’t more surveilled than anywhere else. “My expenses are low,” she said, “and so is my profile. I’ve opted out as much as I can.” Investment companies had already bought most of the neighborhood but hadn’t yet cleared it out and rebuilt. It would happen eventually, and people would have to leave or be taken away. But for now, they were okay. For now, there was a house on the block that collected buckets of rainwater. Someone built a filter to purify it. There was a shared solar grid and generators, household power usages doled out in shifts.

			I told Tam thank you. I was grateful to her for taking us in. I would help in any way I could.

			

			—

			I woke in a sleeping bag that smelled of sweat, alone on the floor of a closet that served as a bedroom. I could hear people downstairs. At my feet I saw the things Reem and Sunny had brought with them from Sola. When I turned, my neck was stiff.

			The nap had been serious; I wasn’t sure if I had slept for a few hours or an entire day. My stomach was sour and empty, and when I stood, I could feel the pain traveling through my leg. I steadied myself, shoulder on the door, then made my way down the stairs.

			The divider in the living room had been removed, the bedding put away, and in its place was a table with candles, where Adela sat with the kids and several others. She introduced me. Yvonne, a younger version of Adela, and her husband, Vic, balding with a boyish face, who slapped me on the back when I introduced myself, like I’d scored a home run. Chandrani, with a shaved head and shy smile, and their baby, Hazel, worn in a sling. Two middle-aged men, Chris, stocky and gregarious, with a trace of an accent I would later learn was Trinidadian, and his boyfriend, Malik, gangly and reserved with wire-framed glasses, who slept in the downstairs room. Sunny and Tam were in the kitchen, where a gray cat was curled on the windowsill. I couldn’t remember the last time I had been with so many people.

			“You’re awake,” Sunny said. She wore her velour shirt; Reem’s hair was wrapped in a purple scarf. Seeing them in these familiar things made me want to talk to them without the others, to ask how they were really doing.

			“It’s still the same day?”

			“There’s soup. You must be hungry.”

			A seat appeared at the table, a bowl and spoon. I ate fast, though the soup needed flavor, and when I was done, I wanted more. No one offered any; I didn’t want to ask. Someone had propped my bike next to the door. Reem and Chris discussed a neighbor whose name I hadn’t heard, Chris doing an imitation with hand motions, both of them laughing. I’d brought my device with me out of habit, thinking I could ask for a charger, but put it away because nobody else had theirs. Malik said to Adela, “It’s far from the expressway; you’ve got to make a day of it.” Chandrani and Yvonne were talking about something that involved numbers, the baby fussing at Chandrani’s chest. Mari grabbed at her brother’s spoon and cried, and Vic made a goofy face and pretended to pull something out of her ear. I tried to get Sunny’s attention, but she was talking with Tam. As we cleaned the table, Hunter came in with a friend. “You’re not staying for dinner?” Tam asked. Hunter said no, they were only going to be here for a minute, they needed to grab something from upstairs.

			That night, I heard a door shut down the hall, a sound amplified by the wooden floors. The windows didn’t have bars, and the lock downstairs was not a panel with a code but an old one with a key, broomstick wedged in the doorway on the inside. I shivered, thinking of the distance I had traveled in one day. I’d left home. I was gone. I listened to Reem breathing, Sunny turning over. My hip hurt, my nose was clogged, eyes itchy from the dust. I was no longer alone, but I wasn’t at ease.
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			The plastic molds were made of transparent rubbery material with cutout holes for breathing. Reem’s was like melted cheese, with bumps on her cheeks. Sunny’s squished her face, like a toddler’s. I didn’t know how effective they were at hiding who we were.

			I called Reem Pizza Face. Reem called Sunny Baby Face. “You look like a serial killer,” Reem said, pointing at me. I had the urge to take and share a picture, but there was no reception here and even less electricity than we had at Sola. Chris said a communications blackout had been going on for months. It made us less trackable, which was good. Sometimes, if you were lucky, you could find pockets of reception in places. He’d been able to briefly check his messages over the summer at a park near the water, before his device crashed.

			We rolled metal carts of bottles to the recycling center, following Hunter’s lead. I walked slowly, my ankle still hurt. Hunter carried a knife in her jeans. In our closet at night, I told Sunny and Reem I’d left the gun at Sola and asked if people had them here. Sunny said Tam did. She and Reem showed me their knives, said I should carry one when I was out by myself.

			The clatter of our carts of bottles was tremendous, but everyone we passed had their own noise and shouting, everyone wearing their own face mold. Tam’s house wasn’t far from a busy housing complex, seven brown buildings each over ten stories high, and close to a building that used to be a Western Beef Supermarket, the parking lot home to a medium-size tent encampment. A group of kids bounced a ball off the side of the building, black circles painted on the wall, a series of zeros. Beyond that was a busy street, cars bumping on the expressway above.

			Inside my mask, my skin itched, and I tugged at it to scratch my cheek. “It helps if you take quick breaths,” Hunter said. I asked her questions about the neighborhood. She said it was calmer after some things that happened last year. I asked what things, but she didn’t answer, though there was a flicker on her otherwise-placid face. Reem asked if she heard anything about what was going on in Manhattan, but Hunter said no. She didn’t know anyone in Manhattan. They didn’t get the news up here. Even before the blackout, she didn’t read it; it was all propaganda.

			We put the bottles into slots so we could get a ticket that we could redeem for money that we could redeem at a nearby market for food. The money was actual money, the lost weight of coins in my hand, paper bills we quickly counted and put away.

			

			—

			Sunny was patching a hole in Tam’s fence. Reem was painting the hall. The Honda wasn’t working; Reem said it had barely gotten them here, that when it stalled near the checkpoint, they thought they would be sent back or worse. I cooked things that would keep, adjusting the portions to feed a crowd. Pots of beans, rice, a stock, a stew with carrots and celery. Adela peeled the vegetables, Malik carried in the water. All of this took a while on Tam’s two-burner stove that I had to light and relight with matches, but I was glad to do it, for the simple distraction and execution.

			Some neighbors took us to an overgrown park that used to be a forest. We brought thick gloves and knives, paper bags. Kneeling in the dirt, we pulled out heads of garlic, gathering fistfuls of mustard greens and collaborated on freeing a burdock root, taking breaks when our arms hurt. The air was wet and peppery and we took gulps, closing our eyes and breathing in. Remember the time we went to the park in Staten Island, Reem said, the time we picked mushrooms? That was Brooklyn, Sunny said, or was it Jersey? There was a chunk of dirt in Reem’s hair. Sunny bit into a leaf. We returned to the house with food for dinner, flushed and shining.

			We paid rent by working. We worked so much that I was too tired to think about Sola, about the possibility of Kevin being dead, or the creepy stillness of Jenny and Camille’s building, how I might have smelled blood in those moldy rooms, tart and coppery, or had I embellished this detail in my stuttered recollection? Because I existed on the surface of memories, letting them skitter past me. The checkpoints, the frantic ride uptown. Shouldn’t we plan our next steps? When I thought about it too much or reminded myself to bring it up with my housemates, I felt caught underwater, struggling to raise my head.

			I was too tired to be bothered by sleeping in the closet, wedged in so tightly, I could only lie on my back, waking up whenever Sunny or Reem moved. When I asked how they had spent the weeks without me, they said they worked.

			“We were like you are now,” Reem said. “Wiped the fuck out.”

			“You say that like we aren’t still wiped the fuck out.” Sunny looked at me. “We were thinking about you, El, all the time. Every night I’d send out a wish for you to be okay.”

			Reem said, “Don’t scare us like that again.” But I had been scared too.

			

			—

			I slept late, the first full night of sleep since I’d gotten here, and by the time I woke up, Reem and Sunny were out with the others, and I saw Hunter by herself in the yard. I made coffee as the cat bumped its head against my calves, then opened the back door. Hunter was smoking out of a glass pen, organic weed, the kind I hadn’t smelled in so long, ever since it all went chemical. I asked if it was okay if I joined her. From the kitchen, it had seemed like she was reading, but when I got closer, I saw that she didn’t have a device.

			She said sure. I took the chair next to hers and gestured to her pen, and she offered it to me. I took a pull and suppressed a cough. It hit fast. Hunter didn’t talk much, but she might not have seen me as someone worth talking to. She never ate dinner with us either.

			I asked if she was born in the Bronx, and she said, “Yeah.” I asked if she was in school, and she said she did two years of high school until it closed down. Private schools were still open, but who could afford that.

			We sat there, not talking. I could sense her impatience or boredom. But I was never good at being quiet, and so I began to tell her about Sola, the house and garden and how we built it, how we left. I said, if she didn’t mind, could she tell me what really was going on in the neighborhood?

			She shifted in her chair, and I thought she was going to get up. Instead, she talked. She mentioned last summer, when there was a raid of a housing complex, not the one closest to here, but another one, even bigger, with twenty buildings and most of them still over half-full. Cops and military demolished the complex, but no new buildings had materialized. Some of the people ended up in the Western Beef encampment. A few moved into Tam’s place and eventually left to stay with family. “They removed people. Some of my friends, no one’s heard from them since.” She was speaking louder. “A lot of people left. All last summer, we had a curfew, and my mom didn’t even let me leave the house. I had to sneak out to meet, to see friends. She had Adela keeping tabs on me.”

			“I’m sorry. That’s rough.”

			“Everyone’s so concerned with working all the time, and I know we have to, but maybe it’s not the only type of work, you know?”

			“I hear you,” I said.

			Hunter said she had to go; she was late for something. I looked for her the next day, but a while passed before I saw her again.
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			I did see the Bronx as beautiful. Many-familied homes, rows of buildings six windows across and two stories up, awnings painted in red and white stripes. Street signs torn down, replaced and renamed: Jafir Street East, Farhad Road, Valeria Avenue, Jafir Street West. Witch hazel blooming in a little lot, no fences, and out on the elevated train tracks, the last subways long since come and gone, there were vines everywhere, pouring over the railings, blooming in the ghost of the 6 train. The man with his basement of carefully organized jumper cables, bungee cords, and converters, the stray cats loping across the street in groups of scattered fur, families grilling food with the wind blowing smoke up the block, what’s that, corn, what’s that, peppers. Smells good, we said and made a note of the location because parties beget trash, and the next morning we put on our gloves and rubber faces and wheeled carts through the side streets to get there before anyone else. Golden bottles and cans. Precious money in trash. I dug my gloved hands into the liquid scraps. What smell, I thought. I didn’t smell a thing. Stacked the bottles and exchanged them for a ticket to exchange for money to exchange for food. Each night my friends fell asleep right away while I lay awake.

			After dinner, some of us played Uno from an old deck, the cards worn at the corners. Chris lit candles melted together from other candles, and Tam poured cups of wine from a friend who made her own. It got me flushed and buzzed, but I didn’t care.

			Sunny put down a Wild Draw Four and changed the color to blue.

			Tam picked from the deck. “I know things are up in the air,” she said to us, “but I want you to know you can stay as long as you want.”

			“That means a lot,” I said.

			Behind Chris’s shoulder, I saw Hunter open the back door, then walk through the kitchen and up the stairs. Tam turned and said her daughter’s name at her back.

			Chris put down a Reverse. “Haven’t seen her in a while.”

			Tam returned to the game. “I try not to worry about Hunter.”

			Reem studied her cards. “She makes me think of my daughter when she was her age. You worry and worry, and then they grow up and stun you with how amazing they are.”

			“I know she’s amazing. It’s everything else that worries me.”

			In the candlelight I could see the backs of the cards in Reem’s and Sunny’s hands, their hair and foreheads, but not the rest of them.

			“There are a lot of young people around here,” Tam said, “and this is all they’ve known. They’re too young to remember Pelham and everything that happened where you were too.”

			“This is normal for them,” Chris said, “but we know it’s not.”

			Tam scratched her chin. “It’s normal for us now too, I guess. What I’m afraid of is that it makes them reckless. Because they don’t really know.”

			Reem said, “They don’t.”

			Sunny put down a card. I picked from the deck.

			Tam put down a card.

			“Uno,” she said.

			

			—

			In our sleeping bags, I asked my housemates what they thought Tam meant, that young people here were reckless.

			“I heard Chandrani talking about some group in the neighborhood,” Reem said. “They seemed worried.”

			“Chandrani seems worried a lot.”

			“Whatever it is,” Sunny said, “it’s probably best to stay out of it.”

			“What are we doing here? Are we going to stay forever? Picking trash and waiting for them to demolish Tam’s block and evict us?”

			“We wait and see. Even if I’m picking trash, it’s not so bad.”

			I supposed it wasn’t. The past months, years, had felt like sludge, days indistinguishable in uneasiness. Conversations laced with panic, planning, a disagreement over different degrees and strategies of planning and panic, and beneath these disagreements was the same subtext: I’m scared. I’m afraid. Then the other voice: I don’t want to think about it. It was easier to forget, to pretend things were fine. You did it for long enough, pretending, letting your brain go slack and mushy, and the shape of the past became bleary, and soon you forgot for real. Memory was a liability. Or you remembered, and so what? There was always something more pressing and immediate to yank your thoughts elsewhere, work to do, notifications on your screen, food to prepare, a laundry list of worries. I had thought that America’s obsession with forgetting its history, the whitewashing of its crimes, was a part of the crimes themselves, but there was another side of it, self-preservation. Yet the evidence couldn’t be ignored; it was here in our bodies.

			Once I saw a plane crash from a window downtown, the plane clearing the bridge and then gliding into the water, such slow contact, so graceful. Seeing the plane go down and thinking, Oh no, not again, the exhaustion of downplaying fear, the shame of being scared, a circle of recrimination. You are scared and trained to hate being scared, so then you hate yourself, but the plane was fine, okay, everyone survived this time and was fine.

			“I don’t miss tutoring,” Reem said. “Probably lost all my clients anyway. Oh well.”

			“Don’t miss the Lacuna assholes either.”

			Sunny nodded. “Tam was talking about Pelham earlier.”

			“The Pelham Massacre.” Reem counted under her breath. “That was like ten years ago already.”

			Sunny adjusted her pillow. “More. They killed all those people at that safe place, that church. It wasn’t far from here.”

			“And made it illegal to post or talk about it. Or to teach it. We were supposed to only think about the future. Forced forgetting. Pass a patriotism test if you want to keep your job.”

			I felt their sentences arranging themselves. Around the time of the garden hiding spot, the last meetings. I could grasp at the outlines of my memories, but when I strained to recall more details, I fumbled. It was like trying to collect light. In the end, I was left doubting myself and my friends.

			“Hunter said there were some raids and removals around here last summer,” I said. “People were arrested and killed.”

			“You talked to her?” Sunny asked. “I never see her around.”

			“Only for a bit, the other day. Nothing big.”

			The next time I saw Hunter, I was in the kitchen, making bread. I watched as she went outside, then I covered the dough, took a plastic nose from one of the hooks on the wall, and left too.

			I followed her, staying half a block behind, as she turned down one street, then another. The streets were not crowded, so it was easy to keep her in my view. There were pools of liquids on the pavement, and she stepped around them without breaking momentum while I fumbled to avoid something that could be vomit, something that could be poo. My boots had thick soles, though the leather was worn down. Hunter wore canvas high-tops and had an easy, determined stride.

			We walked onto a busy street, the distance between us growing, vendors selling clothing and bags of rice. Without turning, Hunter cut across the road. Bicyclists swerved around her, but she kept walking, maintaining her pace until she reached the other side. I followed, less confidently, a guy with a child on his handlebars shouting at me to watch out. By the time I crossed, I’d lost her.

			

			—

			
			We painted the upstairs hallway, caulked the tub. We hunted for bottles and wheeled them to the recycling center. After dinner we drank wine and played Uno. Joey and Mari liked to pretend the closet was a bus, so I rolled up the sleeping bags and brought in chairs. I was the driver, steering an imaginary wheel, asking where they wanted go. “The moon,” Mari said. “No, Yonkers!” shouted Joey. The bus turned into a boat, then a plane. I took the kids to a playground, carrying Hazel so Chandrani could take a bath and catch up on sleep. It had been ages since I’d held a baby. Hazel cried and eventually settled against my shoulder. I wondered what she would remember.

			One afternoon I was making a soup with roasted beets when Hunter came down with a rubber mask. I hadn’t seen her in days. She stood in front of me with her hands on the counter. I stirred the soup and turned down the flame.

			“If you’re going to follow me, you might as well come with.”

			I put on my own face mold and coat. Outside, I asked where we were going.

			“To see friends.”

			We walked to the housing complex, through the parking lot and maze of buildings and into a lobby, a cavity in the wall where there used to be mailboxes, the air stagnant with the smell of old pee. Two people stood at the staircase in fake chins. Hunter pointed at me. “This is my friend who’s staying with us.”

			Three flights up, she tapped a staccato rhythm on a door, and it opened to reveal four people inside a room: Jina, a short woman who appeared to be in her midtwenties, black hair shorn into a blunt bowl cut; a guy with a long face and a receding hairline named Aram; and two people around Hunter’s age with dyed fluorescent hair, Nemi and Shawn. I thought I’d seen one or both of them in the house before. They were all so young; even Aram, who looked to be in his forties, could’ve been my son.

			Hunter sat against the wall and I sat next to her. Shawn handed me a pillow, which was mostly flat, but I said thank you and put it under my butt. An effort had been made to dress up the room, houseplants on a table, candles in various colors. Someone had patched a hole in one of the windows with tape, though I could still feel the wind.

			“I told you all that Ellen ran this famous garden co-op,” Hunter said as I played with the plastic mold in my lap. “She’s a friend of my mom’s. She was one of the squatters in Manhattan in the 1990s.”

			Nemi said, “I thought the squatters were mostly white.”

			“They were.”

			“It’s good to see that some of us were there.”

			Jina asked what had been going on in Manhattan, and I spoke about the Landing. It felt good to be asked and listened to. She said, “You could come talk to our group sometime.”

			Blood thumped in my ears. “There’s a group?”

			“Something like that,” said Aram.

			“What do you want me to talk about?”

			“The garden and house and all you’ve done,” Hunter said. “Everything that happened before we were born. My mom never talks about it.”

			I asked if they all lived here, and Jina said she did, along with Nemi and Shawn and some others who were out right now. They could show me more of the apartment. I refused their offers to help me get up and did it myself, turning to one side and placing a hand against the wall. In a room off a short hallway were rows of shelves full of things, enormous bags of rice, pasta, and beans, boxes of onions, apples, and flour. I saw powdered milk, bandages, batteries, tampons, diapers, and formula. Jugs of soap, cooking oil, and vinegar, bins of clothing and shoes. A sign displayed a color-coded map of the neighborhood. “Oh my god.” I heard myself swallow. “I hadn’t expected.” We used to have a room just like this at Sola.

			“This is one of our projects,” Hunter said. “We distribute supplies and food.”

			“Where do you get all this stuff?”

			“Around.”

			I asked what other projects the group had and what they were called, and Aram and Shawn were talking at the same time, then Hunter, and finally Jina, who was the loudest. She ticked things off on her hands. Childcare, reproductive services, health care, education, transportation. “Also community defense. But we don’t have a name or anything. We’re just doing what we can.”

			“Impressive.” My throat loosened. “It reminds me of what we used to do.”

			“You can be a part of it too. There are so many ways you can help.”

			We moved back into the main room. I thought of the meetings I used to attend, how we thought we could change everything. Jina seemed like a person who would lead a meeting, clap your hands once if you hear me, twice if you hear me, everyone clapping in return. To bring a room to her attention. The way the claps cut so cleanly through noise, a delineation of a before and after.

			Nemi said, “You’ve been here for how long, Ms. Ellen, two or three months now?”

			“Just a few weeks.”

			“It’s been more than that,” Hunter said.

			“What day is it?”

			Aram took out a palm-size paper calendar. “December eleventh.”

			I tried not to let my shock show.

			Hunter tapped my arm. “When you were evicted, did you grab your things and run or did some people stay behind?”

			“We had some time. The city used to put up eviction notices; they’d tell you exactly what day they were going to come. When the city put a dumpster in front of your building, you knew your days were numbered.” I straightened my back, settling into the story. No one had asked me about these things for so long.

			“What about the garden; what happened with that space?”

			“We worked with a lawyer and got the city to delay. Then eventually we cut a deal. We actually bought our building along with the plot where the garden was.”

			“And the military?” Jina asked, at the same time that Aram said, “And you came to the Bronx right away?”

			“This was forty years ago. I thought that’s what you were asking about.”

			“There’s a lot we don’t know,” said Shawn.

			“You’re free to speak here? To say whatever you like?”

			“Of course.”

			They were gazing at me, these strangers with their questions, projects, and plans. How beautiful, I thought, and risky. Their excitement, unable to be contained despite themselves, so rarefied that it took me a moment to recognize what it was and how much I had missed it, the existence of possibility, the possibility of my continuation, and how that feeling was contagious. Sunny and Reem were fine with only working to survive. I wanted to find out more about the group, to present my housemates with options. Maybe this time, I could be the one to save us, like I’d done before.

			I told Hunter I would be happy to speak to them, and she snapped her fingers and cheered. It seemed uncharacteristic, but this was who she was here, animated, laughing. It was at Tam’s that she subdued herself.

			“Let’s do it on Saturday,” Jina said, and I said okay.

			“We can’t wait to hear more about your house,” Shawn said.

			“About Sola.” I said the word and it warmed into something like faint potential, or faint love. Perhaps just the memory of love.

			We walked out of the building together, the group of us. I noticed the shadow of a water tower on top of a nearby roof, that massive, familiar roundness. How many other water towers still stood across the city, how much time had passed since I saw one last, paid attention?

			I followed the group to another set of buildings, where music was pumping out of a speaker in a parking lot full of people. I rarely heard music in public anymore; it was gone in the neighborhoods by Sola, subsumed into private clubs and digital libraries, devices we didn’t have and subscriptions we could not afford. The pavement vibrated softly. Nemi explained that the residents had agreed to blow their power usage shift on a party. Everyone needed it.

			I leaned into the music and swayed, closing my eyes, letting the sounds run through me. I was dancing with the others and they were singing, but I was thinking of rooftops and friends, how we stood on them, eating hot dogs we cooked over an open fire, this water tower a beacon to other water towers, other rooftops, this party a direct descendant of other parties, another time when I was still myself and this city was still the city, but we were other things entirely. Our belief and insistence that the next year would be like the years before, and the years after that, after that.
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			Small fires burned in the Western Beef encampment. Sunny scraped ice off the front steps and Reem put plastic sheeting around the windows to seal out the wind, and at night they inflated from the draft, clear balloons.

			I baked flax bread, made oregano oil. Everyone complimented my cooking. I checked the food in the pantry each night, how much was left, what we needed to get through the winter. I made a lasagna, a vanilla cake with layers of frosting. We dressed up for dinner. I wore lipstick, Sunny a brown hat that brought to mind a raccoon. Reem wore her orange plastic glasses, which I hadn’t realized she’d brought from Sola. Malik and Chris put on bow ties sewn from fabric scraps, Adela a fake mustache. Yvonne and Vic wore gold eye shadow made from turmeric paste, which the kids drew on their cheeks and foreheads, and Chandrani sculpted their hair into little horns. When Tam came down in an ankle-length aqua dress with a matching cape, we screamed our approval.

			I hadn’t seen Hunter since the day at her friends’ apartment, but I hoped we were still on for Saturday. I didn’t say anything about it to Sunny and Reem, who might try to change my mind. I didn’t want a fuss. I wanted to go.

			I took my bike out, stopped at the free pump by the Western Beef, and rode to the park where Chris said he’d gotten reception once. In the distance I could see the gray waves of the Bronx River chopping into the East River, and two other shorelines, an island with the city’s largest prison and a military base with an airport. When it was still open to visitors, I took a bus to visit the prison many times. I had friends there; some held on bail for weeks, months, others for far longer. We raised money, worked to try to free people, but not enough.

			I turned on my device, and at first, nothing happened, but eventually I was able to get a faint signal if I held my arm at a certain angle, flickering in and out but enough to retrieve my messages, though there weren’t many and none of them important. There was a notification from the delivery program saying my account had been suspended; I was on probation. I swiped through news, gossip, one article displaying after another, the flashing pictures and headlines making me queasy. There was too much to read, I’d never catch up. I logged on to the encrypted email program and saw a new message from Jackie, but as it began to download, my device froze, and when I restarted, the signal was gone.

			When I mentioned to Reem and Sunny I was able to briefly get reception, they said their devices needed charging and they didn’t want to be surveilled, but also, they didn’t seem to care. It was as if they had no curiosity about any messages they might have received.

			

			—

			On Saturday morning, instead of going with the others to forage in the park, I said I wasn’t feeling well and met Hunter outside. As we walked, I asked if her mother suspected anything about the group, and she said, “Probably. Hope not. She can be so hypocritical.”

			“My mom disapproved of everything I did. She thought I’d get tetanus and die from living in a squat. Sometimes she threatened to have me arrested.” Hunter laughed, but it felt like being treacherous to Tam.

			At the end of a dead-end street, we rang the bell at a house with brown vinyl siding. Inside, plastic shades blocked the view but let the sunlight in, and the room was very full. With scarce electricity, Hunter explained, meetings started early to take advantage of daylight. People sat on chairs and the floor, some with rubber masks, some without. Hunter handed me a plate of carrot sticks and bread, and I stood in the small, humid kitchen, crowded into place. There was a wall with papers attached to it, and one of them was a flyer that seemed like it belonged to another time, something from the era of Xerox, of zines. A black circle and an image of a tank, and in bold print, the words NO MORE!

			Other people came in, everyone extremely young. I was dizzy from the noise. Had people still been meeting like this all along? No one told me. Shawn and Nemi waved from a corner and I waved back, face sore from so much greeting and smiling. Aram said he was looking forward to my talk. “Thanks. I didn’t expect it to be so packed.”

			Before he could respond, someone offered me a chair, positioning it so it faced the crowd. The noise stopped and Jina introduced me to the room. She said I was going to share my knowledge and history with the group. The room filled with the sound of clapping, and then the clapping stopped and there was a loud silence. I tried to speak. I thought the words would come. I hadn’t prepared.

			Jina said, “We’d love to hear more about how you and your friends built—Sola House, it was called, right? And the garden co-op?”

			Everyone watched me, waiting. Some time passed, and Shawn called out, “We’re so honored to have you here with us.”

			Other voices rose in agreement. “It’s like I keep saying,” Jina said, “our elders are a resource.”

			Someone in the front row, a boy, even younger than Hunter, raised his hand. “So, when did you start Sola?”

			I looked out at these people with their elbows on knees, their mouths open, eyes searching, perched in anticipation of what I would say, waiting to see when I would misstep, a pantomime of reverence and respect. Cold humiliation stretched over me. They’re soft, I thought. Reckless, like Tam had said. They don’t really know.

			I thought of Jackie’s warnings about digital security, Reem and Sunny’s discussion of the Pelham Massacre. Undercover cops had come to our garden meetings and followed people home. The jade plant went missing, Camille and Jenny. When Hunter and I came in, no one checked to see if we were carrying devices. Anyone could be recording right now. Anyone could have walked in.

			I wasn’t going to talk. I felt foolish, exhausted, emptied. I had come here out of the desire to be useful. No, I had come here out of pride. I wanted to see that my work had a legacy, if it meant something, but these people didn’t live in the same world my friends and I had. That world was over. My home was gone. I had nothing to teach them. Hunter came to my side, placing a hand on my elbow as Jina clapped and said, “Let’s thank Ellen for coming. Just showing up and having you here is all we need.” The room clapped along, and the boy in the front row brought me a cup of tea, treating me like it was senility that had caused me to not talk. I let him believe it.

			

			—

			On the walk home with Hunter, I said I was sorry.

			“There’s nothing to be sorry about.” We were walking on a wide street with four lanes and no cars. “Sometimes people numb out.”

			“I didn’t numb out.”

			Branches hung over the sidewalk. My coat brushed against them, the fabric catching as I hurried to keep up.

			“The thing you said happened last summer. Don’t you worry about it happening again?”

			She didn’t say anything but nodded once.

			I wanted her to see me as a friend. A comrade, a mentor, even a sort of parent. Grandparent. But I didn’t know her at all.

			She was nearly a foot taller than me, so I stepped fast and said, “Pelham, that’s not so far from here, right?”

			“Yes.”

			Her voice was low, and I couldn’t tell whether there was any recognition, if she was walking faster because she wanted to get away from me or if she was impatient and wanted to go home.

			“You’ve got to be careful. Your devices, for instance. You can’t meet with just anybody.”

			I heard Hunter exhale. “We are careful.” She turned to me, jaw working. “But our projects involve risks. Yours did too.”

			“It’s different now,” I said.

			“Is it?”

			This time, I was sure of her tone. We walked the rest of the way back to Tam’s in silence.
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			I thought the stern look on Chris’s face was a joke and made a face back, but his didn’t change. He held the door open for me and Hunter. Reem and Sunny were in the kitchen with Tam. I asked how foraging went, and Sunny said, “I guess you’re feeling better.”

			Hunter went upstairs and I heard the bedroom door close.

			“We heard there was some good trash by the housing complex, but by the time we got there, it was gone.”

			“You went without carts?” Reem cleaned the counter with a towel. “You were going to carry all that good trash with your bare hands?”

			“We wanted to make sure it was still there before getting the carts.”

			Tam said to Chris, “Can you help me upstairs? I want to talk to my daughter.” He took her arm as they walked.

			“Okay,” I said after they were gone. “Hunter and her friends have a group that’s doing food distribution and some other stuff. I went to go meet with them. It’s nothing big.”

			Sunny carried plates to the cabinet. “It didn’t seem that way to Tam.”

			Reem assailed the counter, rubbing the towel back and forth. “I don’t understand why you didn’t say anything about it until now. It’s almost like you knew you were doing something wrong when you sought it out.”

			“I didn’t seek it out. Hunter happened to tell me about it because I was the only one home one day. There were a lot of people there. It reminded me of us when we were that age. They’re doing the same kind of work we used to do.”

			Sunny’s eyes narrowed. “So you told them all about what we did?”

			“No, it wasn’t like that. Anyway, I didn’t know what kind of security measures they had. They’re so young.”

			“You can’t trust everyone so easily.” Reem crumpled the towel into a ball. “Even if they have good intentions, which you don’t know if they do, they’re vulnerable.”

			“I told you, I was careful. And you trust Tam. You trust the people in this house. We didn’t know them before.”

			“I’ve known Tam for almost half my life,” said Sunny. “Do you think Hunter would be hiding this from her if it was something she felt was okay?”

			“You sound like our parents.”

			“That is a fucked-up thing to say.”

			From upstairs, we heard Tam shouting but couldn’t make out the words. Reem raised her eyebrows. “Remember the mass arrests? Trying to get visas and we couldn’t. The people who disappeared because they refused to do facial surveillance.”

			“What about the time they searched the house?” Sunny said. “We were freaking out. You were too. Then our devices went down.”

			My chest squeezed, hands heating. “Please stop. I didn’t forget.”

			I could hear the clanking of the house’s bones, see the candles we lit in the clay pot heater. There were no records of the past because we’d been cautious. We didn’t take pictures anymore, didn’t keep journals or write things down or leave evidence. It was a habit we’d broken ourselves out of. In leaving no records, we had ensured our survival, and in our survival, we made ourselves contingent on our own life spans, our extinctions, the errors and limitations of our own failed memories.

			“I just don’t understand why you didn’t tell us about the meeting,” Reem said.

			The bald spot on the side of Sunny’s head was no longer visible. We were never going home, and my housemates were fine with that. The distance between me and them was wider than ever.

			“I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d act like this.”

			Sunny shook her head. Reem said, “Oh, come the fuck on.”

			

			—

			Fires burned in the Western Beef encampment. People used them to heat food and themselves. We brought soup and clothing, ate leftover cake for breakfast. It was stale and the frosting hard but still tasted sweet. I saw Sunny and Reem talking in the kitchen. I saw them leaving together to get the car fixed and barter for fuel, heard them mention going to the park to finally check messages on their devices. We worked and ate dinner, and they fell asleep before I did and woke up before me, and when Hunter was home, she avoided me too.

			I didn’t apologize to my friends; there wasn’t anything to apologize for. I agreed with them about needing to be more careful, but now I felt even more alone. Hunter was right, we’d taken risks. It had cost us. Yet didn’t this cost us too?

			I needed direction. I wanted affirmation. The past was inaccessible, but I couldn’t make out the shape of whatever should come next.

			I took Sunny’s car keys while she was out, and the Honda started after some tries, the tank nearly half-full. I let the engine run for a minute, wiped the windows with my coat sleeve, and slowly backed out into the street. I didn’t have a driver’s license, didn’t really know how to drive, but I’d done it before, had ridden in enough cars to know the drill.

			The twelfth floor of Kevin’s building smelled of cooked vegetables and sewage. When I put my head to the door of his apartment, I heard music, an old eighties song, “Addicted to Love.” I knocked and shouted as the song dropped into the repeated refrain, sprays of synthesizer and canned background reverb, the music falling out beneath the singing. This song had embarrassed me as a kid, the video with the anemic women mechanically gyrating in black bandage dresses, their eyes dead.

			The peephole slid open. “Kevin?” I pulled off my face mold. “It’s Ellen.” I heard a series of locks turning, and then the door opened and Kevin was standing there, so skinny, though he’d always been skinny, but his back was more stooped, his chest concave, and his pants hung low around his hips.

			“Oh,” I said. “It’s actually you.”

			He stood there as I hugged him.

			“Practicing for your music-video audition?”

			He stared at me.

			I wondered if I had changed too much to be recognizable. I asked if I could come in, and he hesitated, then stepped aside.

			He locked the door from the inside and switched off the music, which had been coming from an old radio. He asked where I had come from, and I talked about staying at Tam’s house and how we’d left Sola because the city was going to tear it down, that I’d come by here first after leaving Manhattan, but there was no answer.

			He didn’t respond. I wondered who was looking after him. There was a space heater in the room, switched off, two lit candles on a table. In the kitchen I saw empty noodle cartons.

			“I can’t believe you’re really here,” I said. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

			The same old photographs were on his walls, Kevin as a child with his long-dead parents, his wedding, his boys as children. The two of us in his old Harlem apartment, my hair in pigtails, his sparse goatee, our black T-shirts and oversize coats. Now we sat side by side on his couch, both of us with less hair. His knees poked at the thinning fabric of his pants, and his glasses, a pair he’d replaced with progressively thicker frames, made indentations on the sides of his nose. I heard the sound of breaking glass outside and hoped it wasn’t the Honda.

			He turned to me and his eyes were brighter. I tried not to react, as if it might jolt him back into unrecognition. “How did we meet again?”

			I reminded him that we met in a poli-sci class at college. We were the only Asians in the room.

			“You were wearing a Che T-shirt.”

			“Oh my, how goofy.”

			I laughed. I had thought he was goofy, but I’d been glad to see him in that class among the white boys who raised their hands to speak and held them up while another person was speaking or didn’t bother to raise their hands and spoke when they wanted, competing to display the most radical roots. Kevin’s roots were less radical than mine, but that didn’t stop him from raising his hand and speaking. We learned and unlearned. I chose Sola over Kevin, the squat over marriage and middle-class-assimilationist Asian America, kids whose sole protest was complaining about the lack of Asian actors in a Hollywood movie. I never regretted it.

			“I haven’t seen you in such a long time.”

			“Too long. I’m sorry.”

			He asked if I wanted tea, got up to light a flame for water, apologized for not having more food. I said I’d bring him food next time, and he said it was okay, he gave his neighbors money to get groceries.

			He returned with two mugs. I moved aside a piece of paper on the table to make room and saw there were words on it, handwritten names and addresses and a picture of a black circle and a tank, NO MORE! The same image I saw on the wall of the house at the group meeting.

			“What’s this?” I held up the picture of the tank.

			Kevin blew on his tea. He tried to speak. The sentence sputtered out.

			“Sola,” he said. “You’ve got to save it.”

			“I think it’s too late.”

			“Not too late. What you did.”

			“What I did? What do you mean?”

			“There are people.”

			“Which people, Kevin?” I pointed again to the paper. “This?”

			He tried to talk, but the words couldn’t come.

			I patted his hand. “It’s okay.”

			Kevin fell asleep on the couch. I did the dishes, straightened the kitchen, and stacked the papers on the table. I took one of the candles into the bedroom, where I moved aside the clothes in the closet, a row of old dress shirts. In the back was a set of drawers.

			I opened one drawer, then another. I was in search of information. Pictures, documents, files, another flyer. I wondered if Kevin would consider living at Tam’s. I picked up a jar of change, shook it, and put it down.

			There was a sound in the living room. Kevin was sitting up and rubbing his eyes. Strands of hair stuck out on one side of his head.

			“Who’s there?”

			“It’s me. Your old friend Ellen.”

			I returned to the closet and saw, underneath a bottle of expired vitamins, an envelope with my name on it. I stuffed it down my pants, grateful to be wearing a long shirt.

			Kevin was standing. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” As I walked to the door, he followed, staying close behind. “Get out.”

			I said his name again gently, but his eyes didn’t register me. The envelope dug into my crotch. I backed into the hallway and let the door shut behind me.

			

			—

			Inside the envelope was a cassette tape, a mix I made for Kevin back when we were boyfriend and girlfriend. Love Songs, the label read, each letter cut from a different magazine ad, a ransom note of a title. The plastic case was crusted shut with dust and dried glue. I pried it open and released the liner notes in my teenage handwriting. The songs were by noise bands that Kevin had hated, Orchid, the Locust, two- and three-minute screamers, love songs but only for me.

			The Honda was so ancient that it had a tape player. I pushed the mix in. There was a crunching noise followed by a squealing sound followed by a clicking. The tape jammed and the stereo died.

			I knew how to get back to Tam’s, but I wanted to drive around, distract myself. Forget about wasting fuel. I drove down a busy street, swerving as I attempted to change lanes, then, panicking about the traffic, turned into a newer neighborhood, suburbany houses with driveways and gates, iron gates with spikes, metal gates with remote-controlled locks, declarations of private property and security systems. I turned again and found myself on a road with hardly any traffic.

			The sun was setting. A couple times a year, the sun would set neatly in between the Manhattan buildings, a perfect grid, a skyscraper lineup, and people used to gather on the corners in Midtown to see the light fill the gaps and settle, then drop.

			You knew exactly when the sun would set. You knew the day it would happen, the exact time. This certainty was happiness, or so we thought.

			I saw a lone pizzeria, parked the car, and went inside, the place a sensory onslaught of garlic and baked dough. I had enough money; the prices were low, as if from another time. There was no one there besides the workers, two men listening to old freestyle music turned up so loudly, I had to shout to give my order.

			I ate a cheese slice standing at the window behind a crack patched with duct tape, dancing in place. It was delicious. I ordered another, ate that too.
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			When I left, it was still dark. My housemates were asleep. If anyone woke up, I would say that I was going to pick garbage.

			The car windows hadn’t iced over since I drove to Kevin’s a few days ago. I put the keys in the ignition, but it didn’t start.

			I put the keys back. In the living room, Chandrani turned in their bed and said, “What is it?”

			“It’s me; it’s nothing,” I whispered. “Go back to sleep.”

			I thought about taking my bicycle, but I had some money, my IDs, and a small knife, and, propelled by the cold, I walked fast. There was a van stop not far from the housing complex, and people stood, hunched in the wind, talking and waiting. A woman regarded the horizon with her hands on her hips like she was imagining a nice memory.

			Ten of us crammed inside a van with enough seats for nine, my hip wedged against the hip of the person beside me. Through the smudgy window I saw the sun come up, signs for health clinics, bike repair, charter schools, day-care co-ops. Faded black circles on the side of a building. The recycling center, the people on line with their loaded carts.

			We worked to keep living, but then what? You ended up like Kevin. Or like us, without our home, no future. The welling began in my chest, then rose, pressing my throat until I was rubbing my eyes with my fist and digging my knuckles into the sockets as if that would stop them from watering.

			The person next to me glanced over and politely turned away.

			Sola was lost, but I wanted to see. I had to make sure I’d done all I could. I told myself I would be safe, like Hunter’s group did, channeling a protective layer of willful optimism and denial.

			Passengers got out, and others got on. I transferred to a smaller van going south to Manhattan. With my Manhattan ID, I was let through at the checkpoint. One of the others was detained and left behind.

			We crossed the borough border, and the van picked up speed, switching lanes, and I slid from one end of the seat to another. On my left was the East River, a direct view of the prison and military base I’d seen from the waterfront. A tank moved ahead of us, shaking as it sped over the pavement.

			The road bent, and the shiny buildings arose, one larger than the next. After my months away, they were even more ludicrous than before.

			The driver took the Twenty-Third Street exit and asked where we were headed. The other passenger said Union Square. I said Ninth and C.

			“Can’t get below Eleventh.”

			“Since when?”

			“A month or two ago. They put up a new wall. The closest I can get is Eleventh and A. Is that all right?”

			I said yes and thanked him, got out on Eleventh and A.

			The new wall was slabs of wooden sheeting, flimsy enough to knock over or break through, but there were guards stationed on corners that hadn’t been there before, guns strapped to their shoulders, and a police van across the street. Beyond the wall was metal scaffolding, and I could make out the beginnings of the drawing on the Landing website, the future Lacuna headquarters, the apartments for investors, a second or third, fourth home, and to the south, the new arts center.

			At the corner, I crossed, and now I could see, more fully, the size of the lot, how everything had been cleared, blocks and blocks, empty down to where Sola was, Jenny and Camille’s, the garden. In the vast emptiness, the top of the skeleton frame of the Landing shined.

			I approached a guard and held up my device. “I live on Ninth and C. Just trying to get home.”

			“It’s blocked.”

			“How can I get home?”

			“It’s blocked. There’s nothing there. Go around.”

			“Around where?”

			“Around.”

			He gestured west with his thumb, and I walked until I was far enough away that I wasn’t as scared he would come after me, at least if I kept it moving, and then I turned and could see it fully, the thing behind the wall. Silver sheeting slowly puffing in the wind, an immense sleeping mammal, Mylar exhale. The silver rippled, already torn at one corner.

			Fuck off, I thought.

			The wind whistled through the metal.

			I kept walking. In my coat, the knife rubbed at my thigh. The wall extended south to Seventh, and the boards overlapped at different angles with gaps in places. I thought I saw a black circle drawn on one of them but couldn’t be sure, I didn’t want to look for too long, or perhaps it was here before and I had never noticed it. I heard sirens on nearby streets, louder, more distant, louder, more distant, and I saw the bright winks of the security cameras recording as I walked, the dots of light you’d never notice unless you knew they were there, but we all knew, like we used to scan the sky hoping to spot a shooting star, unsure now if what you saw was a satellite, a plane, a hallucination, someone watching.

			In Tam’s neighborhood we walked through the housing complex in rubber masks, we clapped in crowded rooms, dug our hands into the forest soil, and rode bikes to the river, and though we weren’t free and not unwatched, we could almost feel it: the flicker of the memory or something new. Maybe it wasn’t one or the other. Maybe they were part of the same.

			Some years ago, a construction crew had found what they believed to be a bomb while excavating a site over on the west side but it turned out to be a time capsule, a toy missile stuffed with letters and artifacts, mostly rotted, unreadable. A dance club had been there once, and in the eighties they’d thrown a party to fill the capsule, something they thought wouldn’t be found for a century, an optimistic vision of the city’s mutation or merely lack of imagination. Most of the people who had been at the party had died. The club owner, when contacted, was living in a nursing facility. Madonna was at the party, he said. She got her start at the club. She sang “Everybody,” you know that song. The club building had become offices, and now it was going to become apartments.

			I passed tents, a person sleeping in a structure of boxes and bags.

			Out in Queens, Jamaica Bay, the city evicted homes to make room for an airport, and seventy years after, the landfill eroded enough to reveal calendars from the 1950s, bread boxes and butter tins, anonymous children’s shoes, the last words refusing burial, usurping the thing that forced them out, a delayed-gratification longtail fuck-you.

			I turned on Seventh. The encampments were cleared and walled off, no one there except for guards.

			The garbage landfill in Staten Island, largest in the world, thirty tons of trash per day on wetlands, feral dogs and medical-waste-syringe washup, later a site for dead bodies, remains sorted by workers in hazmat suiting, sorted again by forensic experts, later a park, later gravel bike paths, birds and children and grasses, later a military base, still.

			I turned east and walked around the wall, then through it. I wanted to see for myself.

			At Sola, what was left was the staircase, exposed to the street for the first time since we built it, lower half leading nowhere. The walls were knocked away, the floors gone. Everything we owned and left behind was gone.

			My gaze widened. I could see the sky and the scaffolding of the Landing expansion behind the space that used to be our backyard, and then, so clearly now, the string of black circles, not faint but dominant, echoed on the walls I passed and on the ruined sidewalks, everywhere, one after the other, in succession.

			The garden was sleeping. Nothing would be visible until spring. The plants decayed; the plants grew again.
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			My kitchen with its knife-worn cutting boards, the cast-iron pans from Reem’s mom. Sunny’s silver coffee maker and my favorite mug with the flared rim and chipped handle, which we stole from a diner on a road trip. All the things in Reem’s room, in Sunny’s, in Sola, all their things in mine. We belonged to each other.

			I couldn’t get through the scaffolding, but I wanted to search for something recognizable. My device pinged, making a connection. Messages and emails were arriving, a surge of text on the screen.

			A cop drove up and shouted that I had to move, but I was already moving. I walked back to Eleventh and A and waited for a van.

			I messaged Reem and Sunny to let them know about Sola, though it was pointless. They’d managed to find reception once or twice, but mostly their devices stayed off. I wondered if they even noticed I was gone.

			The email from Jackie on the encrypted program that had begun to download that day in the waterfront park was now snaking its way through the server, revealing the beginning of a picture, a grainy old image of what appeared to be a subway platform, but it was downloading so slowly that by the time the message was almost ready to open, the van was there.

			We drove north. I was returning to the Bronx because I had nowhere to go. We got out at the border checkpoint, and when it was my turn, they pulled me aside and told me to wait.

			Inside the checkpoint, two kids were kicking their feet against the legs of their chairs in sloppy syncopation as their parents told them to stop. Three cops were watching a popular show about rival gangs fighting, and I snuck out my device and with the spotty signal messaged Reem and Sunny again. They hadn’t replied. When it was my turn, I went inside a smaller room where another cop scanned my information and then left, locking the door behind her.

			I waited. Someone outside was arguing. On the wall next to me was a dent the size of a person’s head. I checked the floor for blood but didn’t see any.

			I thought of the prison on the island, the encampments and fires. I’d seen people living on the streets who were older than me, but I wouldn’t last long.

			I was thirsty and hungry and had to go to the bathroom.

			I waited. It was time. I wondered if I would be taken to the island first or if I’d be moved out of the city. Maybe I could make myself disappear before they took me, end it here. But I didn’t move. My mouth was dry, and all I could hear was the forceful thudding of my own heart.

			The door opened. The cop beckoned, and I followed her out, past the family in the waiting room who tried not to stare.

			Two people were standing outside. I thought I recognized Sunny’s brown hat, Reem’s camel coat with the hood. I put my hand up to block the sun as they came into view, seeing them fully now, their faces, my family.

			They showed Tam’s residency permit. We were scanned and then free to go. Banned from crossing the border, but we could return to the Bronx, stay there.

			I held my friends’ hands in mine. We didn’t dare speak as we walked away. My device lit, Jackie’s message downloaded at last.

			Together we waited for the van to take us back to Tam’s.

		

	
		
			News from Home
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			Memory Piece

		

	
		
			Inventory (for Ellen)

			
				10 bags of soil

				2 pruning shears

				3 packets of tomato seeds

				7 candles

				2 boxes of matches

				1 bottle of rubbing alcohol

				2 envelopes of photographs

				5 notebooks

				1 oil drum

				1 container of bleach

				4 Sharpie markers

				1 50-pound bag of long-grain rice

				1 50-pound bag of black beans

				1 50-foot watering hose

				9 economy packs of Huggies diapers

				11 onions

				6 solar chargers

				1 bushel of apples

				3 plastic 5-gallon buckets

				wood

				poster boards

				assorted fruit and vegetable seeds

				assorted gardening tools

				assorted building supplies

				assorted clothing

			

		

	
		
			Summer Night in the Year 2000

			Dear Ellen. We are out together and it’s a rare thing, a coincidence that has us all here on the same night, a bar on First Avenue, one of the newer ones, nowhere special, the kind that will be gone and forgotten in a year, but there’s a yard, and on Fridays in late summer, it’s possible to get a table large enough for a group, Giselle on her way home from some event she had to go to for this award she’s won; you, sleepy and distracted by the developments at Sola; and Jackie, contemplating a new job, nervous but excited. Jackie likes having secrets, thinks of herself as a container where secrets can flourish like mushrooms growing inside a wall.

			We find ourselves here at the periphery of another party, a birthday of a friend of a friend of yours—or maybe it’s Jackie’s or it’s Giselle’s—people none of us really know nor have interest in getting to know, it’s only a convenient place for us to meet. We find seats at the end of a table squeezed onto a bench. Other people lurk nearby, introduce themselves, and we ignore them. A guy tries to start conversation, asks if we’ve been here before.

			Giselle says, It’s a good night.

			It’s an ordinary night, a perfect night. A song is playing on the speakers and we sing along, mouthing the words. The person whose birthday it is takes pictures with one of those disposable cameras that makes photos that are also stickers. There’s a photo of us, but it’s too out of focus to make out who we are and what we’re doing.

			At the end of the night, Jackie walks home. It’s fewer than twenty blocks, north of Union Square. There’s never anyone in the lobby of her new building, the elevator comes fast and never breaks down, and the hallway is blank and sterile like a hotel with muffled TV sounds and non-intrusive smells of other people’s cooking. She loves the safety and peace of her own place, her own bed and the ability to end the night or extend it. The time is earlier on the West Coast. She can get into bed with her new laptop and log on, time-travel three hours cross-country.

			At the end of the night, Giselle bikes home to Brooklyn. Her bike is where she left it, tied around a signpost with the chain and U-lock she wears across her chest as she rides. It’s heavy, but it protects her.

			She bikes east, then south. Past Sola, the bars of the Lower East Side and the soundless streets south of Delancey, closed storefronts, a parking structure, an abandoned lot, and into Chinatown. Nobody else is riding a bike here except for the occasional delivery worker.

			She swings farther east to the water, to the Seaport, and under the bridge, the chain and U-lock a soothing weight around her body. Men fish here and drink and say shit to her. Sometimes she sees couples in the darkness, and on particularly hot nights, there are families, kids and grandmas, everyone getting out of their apartments and fanning themselves on benches, listening to music on boom boxes, eating from plastic coolers, a different kind of bar scene.

			And then the bridge, and then the hike uphill, and below her the streets to come, it’s not a short ride home, there’s a lot of borough still to get through, downtown and the sleeping stores, parties and brownstones and people grilling, the dark wet garbage notes of the Gowanus Canal. Down the long streets into Sunset Park.

			At the end of the night, you hug us goodbye and walk home to Sola. Earlier in the day, you and your housemates took the train to Coney Island and ran into the ocean, rode bumper cars and ate fries on the beach. You fell asleep on the subway ride back, sitting between Reem and Sunny, hair sandy, skin hurting from all that sun.

			You stop at a pizza place on St. Mark’s and eat a slice as you walk, hot cheese dripping on your hand but who cares.

			Who are you, Ellen, and where are you going? You’ve given us so much, and now we are giving back. If you ever feel alone, know that we are here together. When you are forced to forget, you can find the path to your future in the trails of the past.

			

			—

			Years later now. You’re still in the city, and we are out west, collaborating on a new project, a final one. Our work is to find and collect. The ordinary objects, the samplings of a life and time. We’re building an archive of everything we can, the two of us with many others, and we are messaging you the clues to connect your memories, giving you what you already have to continue the story and imagine another.

			Nothing is dead. Everything is alive and waiting. And someday we’ll be the questions for who comes next.

		

	
		
			Giselle in the Desert

			Later in the morning, she drove the truck into town. A two-hour drive to the other side of the mountain, around the hairpin turn where at least one person died each year, speeding or drunk or staring at the drop to the river, distracted by that 360-degree sky, which, after so long here, still got her. She kept her eyes forward, an old Irma Thomas song playing, windows cracked. The air was windy but still warm. Fall.

			She cleared one checkpoint, then another. In recent years, military bases had spread throughout the desert, and prisons were fortified by miles of fencing, physical and digital. Tanks passed on their way to and from the border. She stayed quiet enough to remain undisturbed—she hoped. Each time she scanned her face, she held her breath and said a small prayer, though she wasn’t religious.

			Eventually the highway turned flat and straight, the sage and scrub to parking lots and box stores. She had a list of things to buy at the superstore, water supplements, shovels, hard drives, work gloves. She took the exit, the bridge. The town was an old one, a colonizer settlement, a railroad town later abandoned by the railroads and turned into truck stops, trailer parks, and low brown buildings. It was already time to meet the interviewer, but she stopped at the store to get the items. She said hello to her friend who worked there, talked about the wind and his wife’s health.

			The interviewer was a young white woman underdressed for the weather, sneakers already darkened with dust. Giselle saw her at a table outside the café but left the truck parked down the road, didn’t want to pull up in front so the interviewer could be the one observing her. When she got closer, the woman pretended to be surprised, cooing Giselle’s name. Hers was Kylie or Kaylie. I’m such a fan, she said, you have no idea the influence you’ve had.

			Thank you. Giselle said she was sorry for running late, the drive took longer than expected, and the woman said it wasn’t a problem at all.

			I came up from Santa Fe. I took one of those, you know, mini airplanes. You want coffee? It’s good here. They claim they use real water. Although you probably already know.

			I’m good, thanks.

			The interviewer was sent from another part of the country to track Giselle down, to solve the mystery of Giselle’s life. Four decades had elapsed since Disappearance Piece, and these requests still came up every now and then, even years after that initial rush of renewed awareness, the articles and museum exhibits. Giselle never claimed to be immune to flattery, and besides, there was strategy to her work.

			So you’ve been living out here for a while, right? What’s that like?

			I’m still in the same place. Near La Tierra, actually.

			And you’re still working in the same mediums, or something different? Tell me what you’re working on.

			Some of this, Giselle said, and some of that.

			There are rumors that what you’re working on isn’t a yearlong project but multiple years. Can you talk more about that?

			Multiple years. Yes.

			They surveyed one another. The woman’s eyebrows were darker than her hair.

			I’ve come all this way. A whine was creeping at her words. Can’t you give me something more?

			Giselle smiled. You can call it an archive. Time-based.

			All right. What else? How do you spend your days? What else do you do?

			Oh, Giselle said, I do a lot of things. I’ve got my work. I’ve got my friends.

			

			—

			Back at home, up a gravel road more than a three-hour drive in the opposite direction of La Tierra, her hair blowing everywhere, Giselle stopped at the house to feed the dogs and heat rice and eggs for dinner. She ate on the patio, watched the sun set behind the mountain range, a low trapezoid, a familiar series of triangles, and then, the higher peaks. The evening was soft and smoky, and the sky turned from one color to the next, blue to pink to purple to gray, shimmering at the edges. When she found the land and the two-room house, affordable because it was in the middle of nowhere, cheap enough to buy with what she’d saved over a lifetime of working and not spending much, she thought about it for less than a day before saying yes.

			After dark, it got cold fast. She packed food, put on her coat and headlamp, and walked the path to the newest building. So many people had helped out, cleared the dirt and put in the foundation for the repositories, setting up the solar generators. There were other buildings in progress closer to the main house, but this one was the hardest to find, hidden in a dip in the land.

			She knocked first, then unlocked the door. Jackie was in the center of the room, doing inventory. What’s up, she said. The servers lived here, too, in a separate room, also entirely solar, but Jackie liked doing inventory by hand. Even after so many months, every time Giselle opened a door and saw Jackie, she flushed with surprise, then satisfaction.

			She hadn’t expected to see Jackie again until a message from her had arrived on the encrypted program a year and a half ago. Jackie had gotten security clearance to travel back to the States under another identity. Her contacts said it was legitimate, and she’d covered her tracks enough that she was pretty sure it wasn’t going to fuck her over. She said she had loose ends to tie up. Her son was still in California; she wanted to see him. So Giselle drove out of state for the first time in several years. She couldn’t get far into California, despite passing the checkpoint after waiting for hours on the semi-destroyed roads. She turned back; later, Jackie came to her. It had been a long time since they’d seen each other, and they both said you look good. They’d gone old, incognito in casual clothing, jeans and sweatshirts, plain sneakers, utilitarian hair. After they ensured they would be able to evade surveillance, so much as was possible, they stayed up talking on the rug in the main room of Giselle’s house, the dogs dozing on the couch where Jackie would sleep. Jackie said it was an advantage that Giselle had always been so tech-averse. Shut your devices off and keep them off, she said, and Giselle said, I already do.

			When it was safe, they both began to speak. You go first, Giselle said. No, you, Jackie said.

			I have an idea—

			Me too—

			

			—

			Giselle didn’t see the article until weeks after it came out. Jackie shared it with her, and they had a laugh at the interviewer’s description, nearly unrecognizable from her ingenue days on the downtown New York art scene, skin brown and wrinkled from the desert sun, long white hair and casual Western plaid shirt over faded denim . . . The article breathlessly claimed that Giselle was building an archive in La Tierra, part of a multiyear piece, a personal collection of her own artifacts. Her life’s time capsule, it said, and although the archive part was correct, it failed in its inability to imagine the artist doing anything not limited to solely herself. On and on it went, but Giselle knew what the interviewer was trying to figure out, the questions the article was asking. The structure of the work, the style and the meaning, always wanting the easy answers.

			HOW DO YOU LIVE

			(HOW DARE YOU LIVE)

			WHAT DO YOU DO

			(WHAT SHOULD WE DO)

			HOW DO WE LIVE HOW DO WE DIE WHAT DO WE NEED TO HEAR

		

	
		
			Jackie in the Desert

			Jackie Ong sat in the car and waited.

			The black car drove her through the streets of the city. It was no longer the city she knew. For years she’d been leaving, spending more time away, and when she returned, it felt uncomfortable and removed.

			The car had tinted windows and a panel that separated her from the driver in front. She could press a button to lower it but didn’t. When the driver picked her up at her hotel, he’d asked if she wanted music, and she said no, thank you.

			The sealed soundlessness was unnatural. She could see people on the street but could barely hear them. A man was screaming and hitting the sidewalk with a pipe, but she only saw his mouth open and close. Motorbikes veered in all directions. The driver cursed at the scene, the traffic. It reminded Jackie of being in her childhood bedroom during a summer heat wave, turning the volume up on whatever she was watching as the landscapers worked in the yard, a pickup truck parked out front that was gone by sunset. Central air-conditioning in the background, its low, dogged persistence.

			The car turned onto the highway and made its way north to the tunnel that would take her to the airport.

			She had grown her projects, made money, raised kids, given money away. At first, she thought she needed all the money. She had a family to support. Perhaps this what was Johnny Ong rationalized to himself when he made the software that made bombs. Most likely, her father had never thought much about it. Like many people, he assumed bombs were a necessity. Someone had to be bombed; someone had to do the bombing. You might as well be the one getting paid.

			That was what she’d told herself. If someone had to get paid, it might as well be me. Better me than some asshole, some other asshole.

			But money wasn’t the only problem, was it? It was much more than that.

			The driver’s voice announced itself on a speaker behind her head. “Everything okay, ma’am?”

			She wiped her eyes, met his in the rearview mirror. Smiled and gave a thumbs-up.

			You made mistakes, you ended up alone. Let it go.

			Your home became a stranger, you were left with yourself. Let it go.

			When Lacuna began to take over more companies, arresting and disappearing workers who spoke up and organized, funded by a white-supremacist investor who’d made billions in hedge funds and big-data analysis and whose latest vision was a floating libertarian ocean colony, she knew it was time to quit. She had enough in her bank accounts to no longer have to work that type of job. She had enough to never have to work again, if she was the sort of person to do that, which she wasn’t. She couldn’t stop what was already happening, but she could do other things. Help people with their devices and connections, make sure they had the right information, that they could protect themselves, at least a little. Give them the equipment, the programs and instructions.

			Take some sites offline, scramble the data, dissolve it.

			Share the knowledge, make the tools, share it again.

			She did these things first by herself, in her insomniac hours, and then she did them with other, trusted people, and they were successful. They did more. They were so successful that she had to leave and go somewhere else.

			Ellen put her in the right direction. She had experience with these things: hiding, fleeing, making plans. With Ellen’s blessing, she booked the car, the flight.

			Is it a bad thing, Jackie asked Ellen, to leave? And Ellen, god fucking bless her, loyal to the very end, had said, No. It depends.

			The car idled in traffic at the entrance of the tunnel. Jackie heard a faint and prolonged honking, dampened through the glass. On the other side was Queens. The airport, international terminal. She’d get on the plane, stay away for long enough. Maybe stay away forever.

			

			—

			Fourteen years later, after a long day of work, Jackie and Giselle drove Giselle’s truck out to the hot springs. They left their sweatshirts, boots, and jeans on the frozen ground. The cold stung before they slipped in, the water so hot, their skin tingled, unwinding the muscles in their backs and necks. The river bubbled, stinking and sulfurous, and the steam clouded up around them. Jackie couldn’t see Giselle, but she could hear her.

			It was spider season. Today Jackie saw an orb weaver in the corner of the space that would become known as Archive I and said hello. A black widow in the bathtub the other night, that one had to go. She slept so well here, though she had to get used to drinking less water. The quiet shuttered her. All her life, she’d been in cities, and without planning it, she already knew, not long after she arrived, that she was going to stay.

			She said it was going to be hard to leave, and Giselle said, oh, is it? because she didn’t want Jackie to go, though she would never say it. She didn’t want anyone to feel obligated. Giselle was used to being on her own, and Jackie was, too, or rather, being alone with others. She wasn’t married anymore, and her kids were grown. It was a good time for a new project or to continue an old one, too, with her oldest collaborator. An art project, an open-source archive of memory or something in between. A real memory piece.

			If we do it, Jackie said, if I stay, we’ll need help.

			Jackie didn’t tell Giselle she had already thought of ways they could set it up. To ask for assistance and contributions from the friends they already had, the people Giselle knew and trusted. She’d save that for later, when they were back at the house, where she could show Giselle the plan she’d created based on their conversations. How she had the funds to build a repository, as many as they wanted, on the land.

			We can start small, Jackie said, and they did, but it wasn’t long before there were people who contacted them wanting to pitch in, to donate their time and knowledge, suggestions and offers of things to preserve. They developed a way to respond and screen requests. They built out a system, a web. People showed up in La Tierra, asking around, trying to find them but failing. People born in the last two decades traveled closer, eager to help.

		

	
		
			Ancestors

			Where do the dead go, I ask Amma, and she says, Mai, they’re always with us in the way that even after the sun sets for the night and you can’t see it anymore, you can still feel the day’s heat on you, like you’re storing the light inside. Amma says you can sit with the dead in the morning, and so I try to do that. I sit in front of my window and close my eyes and try to see and hear them, the ones like Giselle and Jackie who created this place I live in, like Ellen who dreamt her visions into something real, these people who’ve been gone for many years, long before I was born, and all the rest of them whose names I don’t know, everyone who started the work we do of gathering and storing and collecting, who lived here before us and built the first repositories. But I don’t hear them. I don’t hear anything except what’s going on in the house, Yoon and Dino in the kitchen making breakfast, the cat scratching the door, Izzy running down the stairs, and Amma singing off-key, a dog barking outside, even the chickens, though they’re too far away to hear, but they’re always making noise. I think of the work I’ll do this week, how I’m in the East Archive on Tuesdays with Yoon, what we call Yoon and Mai Day, and we listen to music as we sort, and on Wednesdays I’m with Izzy doing requests, on Fridays I’m in the greenhouse. Amma says find the portal in the air, Amma says the archive is the portal, and I imagine a tear in the air that I can reach into and part, where I can go and be in all the places at once: right now and last century and the decades in between. And for a second, before the dog barks again and the laughter rips out from the kitchen, I feel them, the air in the room like the air in their rooms, dust flung from the past, a galaxy length of data crumbs, one song dissolving into the next in the place where we can gather, the vast glow-sprawl of cities or the desert sky lit by long-dead stars, through the door that’s always open if you can see it too.

		

	
		
			Dream Futures

			They watched the eclipse in the field behind the school, out near the garden, the children’s bicycles piled in the grass. Ellen, Reem, and Sunny, seated in chairs, wheeled out onto the lawn by the others. One of Reem’s former students, now with two kids of her own, gave them sandwiches, the tomatoes grown from Ellen’s seeds. Another neighbor brought out coffee, the beans traded from a friend of Sunny’s. Sunny got up to help, but everyone said no, sit down and rest. Sunny and Ellen didn’t drink coffee anymore because caffeine was bad for your heart, though when she thought no one was watching, Ellen snuck a sip from Reem’s cup.

			They wore special glasses with special filters, like sunglasses but darker, to look at the sky. It was still and bright, so blue. One of the kids, with the glasses and freckles, asked what they were looking for.

			Sunny said, “For a moment, the moon, sun, and earth are all going to be lined up.”

			Reem said, “And the moon will seem like it’s covering the sun.”

			“Then it’ll be night,” another kid said, the one with the loud, clear voice.

			The youngest kid began to cry, and Ellen said, “It’s only for a little while. It doesn’t mean it’s gone for good.”

			So they watched the sky together, waiting for the moment to come and pass.

		

	
		
			Collections

			
				ID: 7543

				Title: Faanofa Road, Accra, Ghana, ca. 1999

				Physical Description: 1 envelope with 36 photographs, digitized

				Digital Description: Compressed

				Summary Description: Photographs taken of one intersection over the course of one year

				Location: West Archive

			

			
				ID: 16251

				Title: Ina Restrepo Correspondence, 1996–2015

				Physical Description: 4 hard drives

				Digital Description: Compressed

				Summary Description: Digital correspondence of an elementary-school teacher in San Jose, CA

				Location: East Archive, Second-Floor Databank

			

			
				ID: 303

				Title: Party Outfit, Unknown Origin

				Physical Description: 1 plastic bag (disposed of / no longer in possession)

				Digital Description: 1 image file

				Summary Description: Gold pants (size 46), black shirt with high collar (size 44), black leather boots (size 39)

				Location: South Archive, C Bank

			

			
				ID: 927A

				Title: Walmart Workers Recordings, ca. 2020–’22

				Physical Description: 1 hard drive, 1 laptop

				Digital Description: Video files

				Summary Description: Interviews with workers in Champaign, IL

				Location: East Archive, Third-Floor Databank

			

			
				ID: 17455.8

				Title: Electronic Ankle Monitor Tracking Data, March 2031

				Physical Description: None

				Digital Description: 1 zip file

				Summary Description: GPS location readout for LacunaSafe Tamper-Proof “Securious” Offender Tracker collected over the course of one hour

				Location: East Archive, Basement

			

			
				ID: 88-2

				Title: 12 Seconds of Spoken Lyrics in OMD Song

				Physical Description: None

				Digital Description: 1 audio file

				Summary Description: Sound recording of 2:22-2:34 of OMD’s “Pandora’s Box” (1991), date of recording unknown

				Location: West Archive, Listening Room

			

			
				ID: 5329a

				Title: Summer Night in the Year 2000

				Physical Description: 1 photograph, 1.5” x 1”

				Digital Description: Compressed

				Summary Description: Polaroid i-Zone sticker photo taken in East Village bar, from Giselle Chin 2000 Time Capsule Collection (ID: 5329)

				Location: South Archive, A Bank

			

			
				ID: 63512

				Title: Hsu Family Apartment, Kaohsiung, Taiwan, 2050s–’60s

				Physical Description: 14 boxes, contents digitized

				Digital Description: Compressed

				Summary Description: Select household items and personal ephemera from a family of four

				Location: Archive I, First-Floor Databank

			

			
				ID: 9054

				Title: Manhattan Winter Street Scents, 2024

				Physical Description: 1 plastic bag, 3” x 4”

				Digital Description: None

				Summary Description: Asphalt, subway, smoke, frost, salt

				Location: South Archive, B Bank

			

			
				ID: 25521

				Title: Mai’s Walk, early 2100s

				Physical Description: None

				Digital Description: 1 file

				Summary Description: Selected images and sounds

				Location: North Archive IX
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