The Busboy

A Room Before Your Name
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THE BUSBOY

He had been trying to name his daughter.

Not yet in the bureaucratic sense. There was no form in front of him and no impatient nurse

standing at a counter. There was still time. She had not yet arrived.
It was more that the possibility of her had begun to acquire weight.

At first the names had been harmless. He had written them in a notebook beside the bed. Some
belonged to grandmothers. Some sounded beautiful in Arabic and clumsy in English; others survived
German, Italian, English and Arabic but seemed to belong to nobody in particular. Some had
meanings that embarrassed him the moment he read them aloud. Some belonged to women he
admired, and that seemed promising until he imagined explaining, years later, why he had attached

another person's life to hers before she had lived even one day of her own.
His wife was asleep beside him.

The room was dark except for the weak light of the phone and a bar of orange leaking around the
curtain from a streetlamp outside. He could hear a car climbing the hill somewhere, working too

hard in second gear, and then the room became quiet again.
He looked at the names.
The problem was not beauty.
The problem was inheritance.
He did not want to give his daughter an instruction disguised as a name.

He had been thinking about the women of history, trying to find one whom he could genuinely
appreciate—not because she had been declared important, not because she represented a category of
achievement, and certainly not because she could function as an approved example of a successful

woman.

He wanted to know what kind of woman he hoped his daughter might someday recognize as

admirable.
That had proved to be a much more dangerous question.
He knew enough of life to know that intelligence would not protect her.

His wife is a brilliant woman. He had watched brilliance spend entire days solving groceries,
schedules, family obligations, politeness, phone calls, logistics, expectations, bills, small
misunderstandings, other people's emotions, and the endless maintenance by which a social world

prevents itself from collapsing.
There was nothing contemptible about those things.
That was precisely the problem.

Society did not need to be evil in order to consume a person. It needed only to be busy.



THE BUSBOY

Its mechanisms were optimized for continuity. Agreement where agreement was useful.
Predictability where unpredictability caused friction. Familiarity. Decency. Convention. The

thousand tiny concessions that made a collection of people capable of living beside one another.
He understood their purpose.
He distrusted their appetite.

And where he came from, the rope given to a woman could be particularly short.

He did not want to raise a daughter whose goodness existed because somebody had successfully
surrounded her with prohibitions. He wanted whatever decency she possessed to become hers—to
survive even when nobody was watching, when everybody around her disagreed, when a society
changed, when a marriage failed, when money disappeared, when authority revealed itself to be

stupid, when the fashionable moral language of her time became embarrassing twenty years later.
He wanted her to have somewhere inside herself to return to.

An inner center.
Not an ideology. Not stubbornness. Not rebellion as a personality.

A gravitational center.

Something capable of saying: / am still here.

He had been lucky in strange ways. He had grown up sufficiently far from the center of things
that even Amman once felt foreign. Then the world opened abruptly. Countries, languages, ideas,
architecture, mathematics, philosophy, cities. Perhaps the sequence had accidentally allowed roots to

form before the branches encountered too much weather.
He wondered whether one could design such luck for somebody else.
Probably not.
Parents always discovered a way of turning their own accidents into theories.
He put the phone down.
On the bedside table lay a printed copy of something he had written years earlier.
The Emergence of Architecture.

He disliked the abstract now. It had been written later, when he had attempted to make the thing

appear civilized enough to belong somewhere.
The body he still cared about.

He put his hand on the paper.

And the room changed.

Not dramatically.
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There was no flash.
No music.
He simply looked up and was standing.
A silver tray rested on his left hand.
On it were four glasses, three empty and one filled with Chardonnay.

He was wearing a white jacket.

The ceiling was very high.
The room was neither a restaurant nor a private house, though it had inherited habits from both.

Dark timber panels rose to perhaps shoulder height and then gave way to pale walls divided by
long vertical mouldings. Brass lines appeared where they were structurally unnecessary. The windows
were taller than any window had practical reason to be and composed of patterned panes that turned

the darkness outside into geometric fragments.
There was an Art Deco discipline to the room without historical obedience to Art Deco.
Nothing quite belonged to the same year.

A large turquoise Morris chair—or perhaps a Morris chair remembered incorrectly—sat beside a
low table. Its upholstery had the peculiar depth of old velvet, changing from blue to green as the light

crossed it.
A dome light hung above the center of the room.

Not a chandelier. A single enormous shallow hemisphere, glowing downward as though someone

had captured a fragment of moon and connected it to the electricity.
The rest of the room receded.

The light pooled around the furniture.

He knew where the bottles were.

This seemed more surprising than anything else.

Behind a narrow bar were Chardonnay, water, soda, whisky, something amber without a label,
ice, lemons, a drawer containing napkins, another containing matches, and three ashtrays although

smoking was clearly permitted everywhere.
There was already a woman in the turquoise chair.

Her hair was arranged with such structural certainty that it reminded him of a tree subjected to

French gardening: living material persuaded into geometry.

She had placed a folder on the table.
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He approached.

“Chardonnay?”

She looked at the glass, then at him.

“Yes.”

He gave it to her.

She took it without interrupting what she was reading.
It was his paper.

He stared at it.

On top of the folder she had brought was a title.

Simultaneous Randomness and Order: The Fibonacci-Divine Proportion as a Universal

Forming Principle.

He knew who she was.

Anne Tyng did not introduce herself.
Neither did he.

“You call it emergence,” she said.
“Yes.”

“Why did architecture need to emerge?”
He stood holding the tray.
“Itdidn't.”

Anne looked up.

“No?”

“I needed to see it.”

“That is not the same thing?”
“Notatall.”

She closed his paper.

He was still standing.

There was a chair opposite her, but sitting in it seemed somehow inappropriate. He was the

busboy.

He picked up an empty glass from the table instead.
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“I knew architecture existed,” he said. “That wasn't the question. I couldn't isolate architecture and
ask what architecture was. Every definition I encountered already contained assumptions about the

world, about aesthetics, about function, about art, about mathematics. So I had to move backward.”
“To what?”
“To before architecture.”
Anne waited.
“To consciousness.”
Outside the windows there was no visible city, only blackness divided by glass.

“I needed to know what it meant for anything to exist for us at all. Not physically exist. Exist as
something perceived. Because there is no world available to me except through consciousness. Even
when I insist there is an external world independent of me, that insistence itself is happening inside

the only instrument through which I can encounter it.”
Anne took a drink.

“And you discovered?”

“That I hated the words subjective and objective.”

She smiled slightly.

“That seems ambitious.”

“I found them recursive. Every time philosophy defined one, the sentence eventually required the
other. Subjectivity is this in relation to the object. Objectivity is that which escapes the subject. The

categories seemed to depend on the distinction they were supposed to explain.”
“So you replaced them.”
“No. I tried not to.”

He moved toward the bar, put the empty glass down, then returned because the conversation

seemed to require his physical proximity.

“I tried to go more primitive. Direction.”
Anne's expression changed.

“Direction?”

“Not subject and object. A vector.”

He pointed with one finger toward himself.
“The world toward me.”

Then away.

“Me toward the world.”
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“That sounds dangerously similar to what you claim to have abandoned.”

“Only if the endpoints secretly retain the old categories. I'm not saying one starts with an object and

ends with a subject. I'm saying there are conceptual outcomes whose behavior reveals a direction.”
Anne placed the glass down.

“Goon.”

“Gauss.”

Anne waited.

“Imagine Gauss arriving at a mathematical concept. His actual life while doing that is completely
entangled. His politics, childhood, ambition, language, mood, historical circumstances, relationships,
whatever breakfast he ate. There is no pure vector occurring inside the living person. He needs all of

Gauss in order to become the particular consciousness capable of reaching what he reaches.”
Anne nodded.

“But now replace Gauss with X.”

(CX;))

“A person who never met him. Different century. Different country. Different religion. Different
social structure. Perhaps a completely different personality. X's relationship from himself into his
world can be almost nothing like Gauss's. And yet X can traverse the same mathematical trajectory

and arrive at the same substance.”
Anne touched the folder.
“And then?”
“Then I no longer need Gauss.”
The sentence hung in the room more violently than he intended.
He corrected himself.

“I don't need Gauss o understand the substance. I may need him historically. I may love the story. I
may need his biography to understand why he found it. But the mathematical result can survive the

substitution of the person who discovered it.”
Anne leaned back into the turquoise upholstery.
“So convergence.”

“Yes. The outcome converges.”

“And the other direction?”

“There the person cannot disappear.”

He looked toward the tall windows.
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“The Mona Lisa is not some invariant that happened to pass through Leonardo. Replace Leonardo,
replace Florence, replace the Renaissance, replace the social construction of portraiture, patronage,

religion, materials, and you do not independently arrive at Mona Lisa.”
“You could arrive at art.”

“Of course. But not at the same substance. Because there is no detachable substance there in the same

sense.”

Anne turned one page of his paper backward.

“So you have divided consciousness into two regions.”
“No.”

He answered too quickly.

She looked at him.

“Sorry. No. That's important. Lived consciousness is never divided like that. It's a mess. Both
directions coexist continuously. I'm describing the behavior of concepts when they emerge from that

mess. The outcome tells me something about the direction.”
A door opened behind him.
He had not noticed that door before.
A second woman entered.
She carried two books and a long cigarette holder.
She looked first at Anne, then at the busboy.
“Do you have anything drier than Chardonnay?”
“Yes.”
“What?”
He considered the bottles whose contents he somehow knew.
“Very dry vermouth?”
“That will do.”
She crossed the room and chose a chair whose back was too straight for comfort.
The books landed on the table.
Philosophy in a New Key.
Feeling and Form.
Susanne Langer inserted a cigarette into the holder.

“Matches?”
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He brought them.
She lit it, inhaled, and looked at the pages spread across the table.
“What are we arguing about?”
“Whether he has invented two regions while insisting he hasn't,” Anne said.
“I've invented nothing.”
“Even worse,” Langer said.
He handed her the vermouth.
“Thank you.”
Anne tapped a diagram.

“He says mathematical concepts converge because the person can eventually be removed from the

result.”

“And art?”

“Diverges.”

Langer looked at him.

“That sounds like an efficient way to make art intellectually inferior.”
“No.”

“Usually when somebody gives mathematics convergence and art divergence, we know where the

dignity is supposed to reside.”
“No. That's exactly the mistake.”
Langer waited.
“The value of the aesthetic realm is not failed convergence.”
She lifted the cigarette holder slightly, indicating that he should continue.
“It is divergence.”
The smoke rose through the dome light.
He could see every layer of it.

“Suppose,” he said, “a human being somehow lived without another human being. No community.

No language inherited from another person. No social mirror. They make a mark on a wall.”
(‘Why?.”
“I'don't know. That's not important.”

“It usually is.”
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“Fine. They find a burnt piece of wood and enjoy what happens when it touches stone.”
Langer smiled.

“Better.”

“Is the mark art?”

“You tell me.”

“I don't know if it can be.”

Anne turned toward him.

“Because?”

“Because positioning requires a field.”

The room became quiet.

“My relationship to the world—the vector outward—is where I position myself. Meaning, aesthetic
judgment, morality, politics, identity, worldview. But there is no position if there are no other

possible positions. A coordinate has no meaning in a space with no reference.”
Langer exhaled.

“You're making aesthetics public by definition.”

“Yes.”

“Dangerous.”

“Maybe.”

“Art made in solitude?”

“Solitude is not absence of plurality. A person who withdraws from society has already been formed

in the social mirror. Other people remain present in the language, categories, refusals, memories,

injuries, desires.”
He looked at his own hand holding the tray.

“A person isn't only produced by the mirror. That's why I like the mirror analogy. The reflection
belongs neither entirely to the mirror nor entirely to the thing reflected. But without reflection, a

certain form of the person cannot appear.”

“And value?” Langer asked. “If there is no convergence, what distinguishes the Mona Lisa from a
scribble?”

“There.”
He put the tray down.

“That is exactly where I think philosophy keeps becoming anxious and trying to save aesthetics by

giving it a smaller version of mathematical value.”

10
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Langer's eyebrows rose.

“Does it?”

“I don't think the aesthetic needs saving.”
Anne gave a small laugh.

“Careful.”

“I mean it. Why insist that art contains some invariant because otherwise we worry we've made it

arbitrary? Itisn't arbitrary. The collective isn't random.”
“What isit?”

“Chaotic.”

Langer stared at him.

“I know,” he said. “Loaded word.”

“Extremely.”

“The best definition I could formulate for myself was that chaos is the order of the relationship

between order and randomness.”

Anne laughed this time.

“You used order twice.”

“I know.”

“Not ideal.”

“I know.”

Langer leaned forward.

“But I understand what you are trying to preserve.”

“Yes. There is pattern without centralized authorship. Collective intelligence, if we can use the term

without pretending society has a skull.”

She tapped ash into the glass tray beside her.
“And Mona Lisa?”

“The value is in how it diverges.”

“Explain that.”

“It lingers longer.”

“In time?”

“NO »

11
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He shook his head.

“Not chronology. Form. Encounters. Transformations. Aesthetic trajectories. Before the work even
exists, Leonardo is already the result of innumerable social relations. The work appears inside that
context and then begins traversing others. It is seen, misunderstood, remembered, copied, attacked,
worshipped, commercialized, ridiculed, studied. It enters contexts Leonardo couldn't have imagined.

It keeps producing new positions.”
Langer watched him carefully.

“The work remains productive.”

“Yes.”

“Through transformation.”

“Yes.”

“And this is what you mean by lingering.”

“Exactly. Mathematical robustness is almost the opposite. It survives substitution by staying

invariant. Aesthetic robustness survives by remaining generative under transformation.”

Anne lifted her glass toward Langer.

“That is interesting.”

Langer did not return the gesture.

“Ttis.”

She looked at the busboy.

“But the formal organization of an artwork can still exceed the artist's biography.”
“Absolutely.”

“Then don't reduce it to social history.”

“I'm not. I'm saying its formal organization is itself an event in this divergent trajectory. I don't need

it to resemble mathematical invariance in order to respect its intelligence.”
Langer put the cigarette holder down.

“So if I say a work presents a form of feeling—something communicable, structured, not merely

private—”

“I'have no objection.”

“But?”

“But that doesn't make the work convergent.”

“NO »

12
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“And I'm not asking it to.”

For the first time, Langer smiled.

“That is better.”

The door opened again.

This woman entered already smoking.

She did not ask whether smoking was permitted.

She wore dark clothes and carried a book under one arm. Her eyes moved quickly across the

room, taking inventory of the people, the books, the windows, the busboy.
“Whisky,” she said.
“Water?”
“Very little.”
He prepared it.
She placed her book beside the others.
The Human Condition.
Hannah Arendt sat down and looked at Langer's smoke.
“Atleast open a window.”
“You are also smoking,” Langer said.
“That is not the point.”
The busboy opened one of the tall windows a few centimeters.
Cold air entered.
The curtains moved.
Outside remained black.
“What have I missed?” Arendt asked.
“A great deal,” Anne said.
“Then summarize badly.”
The busboy handed her the whisky.
“They are trying to decide whether meaning can exist without an audience,” Langer said.
“Plurality,” Arendt replied.

The busboy looked at her.

13
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“Sorry?”

“Audience is too passive. If what you mean is that certain forms of human meaning require the

existence of other positions, then plurality is closer.”
“Yes.”
“An audience sits after the act. Plurality exists before it.”
He looked toward Langer.
“That is exactly it.”
Arendt took a drink.
“Then why are you surprised?”
“I'am not surprised. I simply didn't have your word.”
“Words are frequently useful after somebody has had the trouble of needing them.”
She picked up his paper.
“What is this?”
“The Emergence of Architecture.”
“Yours?”
“Yes.”
“You're the busboy.”
“Yes.”
She accepted this immediately.
“And this is about architecture?”
“Eventually.”
Arendt read silently for a while.
Nobody rushed her.
The busboy collected Anne's empty glass.
“Another?”
“Yes.”
He poured.
By the time he returned, Arendt had reached one of the diagrams.

“Your two regions,” she said.

14
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“Domains.”

“Why?”

“Because mathematics and aesthetics are domains. Philosophy and architecture are functions.”
Anne looked at him.

“That is clearer than what you said earlier.”

“I know.”

“What does philosophy do?” Arendt asked.

“It disentangles.”

“Everything?”

“The entangled world enters its attention. Philosophy isolates. Distinguishes. It can take a question
g phy g q

and push it until its behavior becomes visible.”
“Toward your domains.”

“Yes. Think of sets. Philosophy can encounter an idea with enormous uncertainty, but as the
relations become robust enough, repeatable enough, independent enough from position, the thing
becomes mathematical. On the other side, philosophy can examine moral judgment or aesthetic

judgment while holding an enormous number of contextual conditions suspended.”
Arendt nodded slowly.

“Philosophy differentiates.”

“Yes. Almost repellently. It pushes apart so it can see.”

“And architecture?”

He hesitated.

“Architecture is oblivious to the things philosophy is staring at.”

Arendt frowned.

“Oblivious?”

“To the isolated contents of the domains. Architecture does not need to judge whether a society's
aesthetic world is correct. It doesn't need to morally endorse it. Nor does it need to admire or

condemn the state of scientific knowledge available at that time.”
“What does it attend to?”

“Their adjacency.”

The room went still.

He took the empty water jug and refilled it though nobody had asked.

15
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“Imagine a membrane,” he said. “Two objects press against it from opposite sides. The resulting form

of the membrane is neither object. It is only the manifestation of their adjacency.”
Anne's fingers stopped against the stem of her glass.
“Architecture.”

“Yes.”

Langer looked toward the diagram.

“So mathematics and aesthetics are your objects.”
“Not objects. Domains. But yes, metaphorically.”
“And architecture is the membrane?”

“No.”

He stopped.

“No. That's wrong too.”

They waited.

“The membrane has thickness.”

Anne stared at him.

He put the jug down.

“That matters.”

“Why?”

“Because architecture must not become a region.”
He moved toward the window.

“That's why I used the horizon.”

Outside the blackness had begun, almost imperceptibly, to separate from itself. A deep blue had
appeared at the bottom of the windows.

“A landscape horizon has no material strip called horizon. The ground ends and the sky begins. Yet

the horizon is perfectly real to the picture. Remove either condition and it disappears.”
He looked back at them.

“An event horizon has no thickness in the sense that matters to the concept. It is a calculable
condition. A point after which something changes categorically. You don't need a third substance

inserted between the two conditions.”
Arendt turned the diagram ninety degrees.

“So architecture is the boundary.”

16
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“No.”

He smiled.

“That word caused me trouble too.”
“Why?”

“A boundary belongs too easily to one side or the other. It sounds like an enclosure. A horizon exists

by adjacency and perception. It is relational.”
Anne leaned forward now.

“And architecture must remain zero-thickness.”
“Yes.”

“Why must?”

“Because the minute architecture develops thickness, it has acquired internal content independent

from the two domains. It becomes a region.”
“What does that look like in practice?”
“Style.”

The answer arrived immediately.

“Trend. Architectural language referring to architectural language. Architects responding to
architects because architecture itself has become the subject. The horizon begins accumulating

internal territory.”
Anne did not look offended.
If anything, she seemed pleased by the danger of the claim.
“So architectural discipline is subtraction.”
“Restraint.”
“Same family.”
“Perhaps.”
Arendt looked again at his paper.
“And philosophy cannot see this horizon?”

“By design, philosophy is looking into the regions. It takes entanglement and pulls things apart. If it
encounters architecture, it sees immediately that architecture is not mathematically convergent. So

where does it put it?”
“Aesthetics.”

“Exactly.”

17
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Langer shifted in her chair.
“You're accusing several centuries of philosophy of categorization error.”
“I'am the busboy. I can accuse whoever I want.”

Anne laughed so suddenly that some wine moved over the rim of her glass.
Arendt's mouth twitched.
“Continue.”

“Once architecture has been placed inside aesthetics, philosophers notice it doesn't quite behave like

the other things there. It seems to have unusual necessity. Unusual rigor. Some truth-like property.”
“And so?”

“They create hierarchy.”

Langer looked skeptical.

“Architecture becomes the highest art?”

“Or special art. Or total art. Or the art closest to necessity. The exact hierarchy changes. The

structural mistake is the same.”

Arendt put the book down.

“You're simplifying some very different philosophers.”
“Of course.”

“Dangerously.”

“Yes.”

“Good. As long as you know.”

“I would never publish the sentence like this.”

“Why not?”

“Because then I would have to spend eighty pages apologizing to dead philosophers before I could

make the point.”
“An occupational hazard.”

The busboy smiled.

“My point is geometric. If philosophy only looks from the aesthetic side, then as aesthetic work
becomes more powerful—more persistent in divergence, more robust in its path through collective

meaning—it appears to approach the horizon.”
Langer's eyes narrowed.

“And architecture?”

18
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“Is not closer to the horizon.”
He pointed at the diagram.
“It is the horizon.”

Nobody spoke.

“So from one side,” he continued, “it looks like hierarchy. Ordinary art, profound art, greater art,
architecture. But that's an illusion produced by looking at distance from the horizon without seeing

what generates the horizon.”

Anne said quietly, “There is no ladder.”
“Exactly.”

“There is proximity.”

“Yes.”

“And then a categorically different condition.”
“The horizon itself.”

Arendt reached for her whisky.

“This is presumptuous.”

“Extremely.”

“Good.”

The door opened.

A fourth woman entered carrying no book.

She had a rolled drawing under one arm and a small piece of wood in her hand, as if she had

picked it up somewhere and forgotten to put it down.
Her clothes were simpler than everyone else’s.

She surveyed the room, then the furniture.

Her attention rested on the turquoise Morris chair.
“Who chose that?”

The busboy raised his hand.

“Why?”

“I liked it.”

She walked around it.

“Fair.”

19
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Only then did she look at the people.
“Lina,” Anne said.

Lina Bo Bardi nodded.

“What are we drinking?”

“What would you like?”

“What are they having?”

“Mostly Chardonnay. Hannah has whisky.”
“Give me the Chardonnay.”

He poured.

Lina unrolled the drawing at the edge of the table, pushing The Human Condition aside without

asking permission.
Arendt moved it back.
“What is all this?” Lina asked.
“He has eliminated architecture,” Langer said.
“T have not.”
“He has made it infinitely thin,” Anne added.
Lina looked at him.
“Architect?”
“Yes.”
“Typical.”
“No, listen—"
“I'am listening.”
He tried to retrieve his tray and caught the stem of an empty wineglass with his sleeve.
It fell.
The sound was absurdly large.
The glass struck the parquet and disappeared into bright fragments.
Everyone stopped.
“Oh, for God's sake.”

He crouched.

20
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“Don't touch it with your hands,” Anne said.
“Tknow.”
He took a napkin and began collecting the large pieces.
One had travelled under the table.
He bent farther.
The four women above him resumed breathing.

From the floor he could see shoes, chair legs, the underside of the table, the strange geometry of a

social room from below.

And without standing, he said:

“What about when we say the architecture of something?”
Silence again.

He reached for another piece of glass.

“The architecture of an argument. The architecture of a computer. The architecture of a political

system. The architecture of a genome.”
Lina leaned sideways to look at him under the table.
“What about it?”
“What if that's closer to architecture than buildings are?”
Nobody answered immediately.
He emerged holding broken glass inside the folded napkin.
“I mean, what if the metaphor isn't actually a metaphor?”
Lina sat back.
“You've spent the evening reducing my profession to a preposition.”
“Maybe.”
“What is architecture, then?”
“The configuration produced by the relation.”
“That is vague.”
“I know.”
“A building has relations.”
“Yes.”

“So does a chair.”

21
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“Yes.”

“So does lunch.”

“Yes.”

“Then everything is architecture.”

“No.”

“Why?”

He stood now.

“Because not every relation intentionalizes an adjacency of differentiated domains.”
Lina looked unimpressed.

“You'll have to do better.”

He placed the broken glass behind the bar.

“What does the phrase architecture of something usually mean?”
“The organization.”

“Not the appearance.”

“Usually not.”

“Not the material.”

“No.”

“Not even necessarily the components.”

“Sometimes.”

“The relational configuration that allows the components to constitute something.”
Lina took a sip.

“And buildings?”

“Privileged.”

“Why?”

He looked toward the windows.

The blue outside had grown lighter.

“Because a building can make the relation occupiable.”

Lina said nothing.

22
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“An argument has architecture but I cannot walk through it with my body. A software system may
have architecture but its relations remain operational abstractions. A building makes relational

structure physically unavoidable. Near, far, open, enclosed, public, private, light, dark, reachable,

forbidden, above, below.”

He gestured toward the room.

“It takes the relation and gives it an occupation window.”
Anne looked up sharply.

“Occupation window.”

“Yes.”

“You haven't explained that.”

He laughed.

“No. We somehow skipped geometry.”

“You have been talking about geometry all evening.”
“No. That's exactly the mistake.”

He pulled another chair closer to the table but remained standing behind it.
“Geometry is not just part of my mathematical domain.”
Anne waited.

“It has interface utility.”
“How?”

“To define anything, consciousness needs at least two conditions: a pattern and an occupation

window.”

Lina put her small piece of wood on his paper.
“A tree,” he said. “Why is a tree a tree?”
“Dangerous opening,” Arendt murmured.

“Forget botany. Perceptually. There is recursive pattern: branching, distribution, scaling
relationships, repetition with variation. But if the pattern continued without end—if its occupation

were the entire perceptual universe—the pattern would disappear as an object.”
“Because there is no outside.”
“Yes.”

“And an arbitrary window without pattern?”

23
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“Just enclosure. The recognizable thing arises through both. Pattern and the condition under which

that pattern ends.”

Anne's attention had become intense.
“So geometry is not merely form.”

“No. It is implicated in definition itself.”
“In both directions.”

“Exactly. When the world comes toward us, geometry allows differentiation. Pattern, extent,
boundary conditions, relationships. When we create toward the world, the same thing happens. We
cannot make without delimitation. Even deliberate formlessness requires an occupation condition in

which it appears as such.”

Langer looked toward his paper.

“And when philosophy eventually takes the relation between your two domains as its subject?”
“Language fails.”

Arendt objected immediately.

“Language does not fail.”

“It weakens.”

“Better.”

“It sequences. Subject, predicate, object. A then B then relation between A and B. But I needed the

relations to exist simultaneously. Attraction, divergence, convergence, horizon, trajectories.”
Anne touched one of his diagrams.
“So the phase portrait.”

“Yes‘”

“Geometry became necessary because the philosophical object itself became relational in a way

discursive language could not preserve elegantly.”

“Yes.”

Langer drew on her cigarette again.

“Presentational form.”

“Perhaps.”

“You resist agreeing with me even when you agree with me.”
“I've had along night.”

“You are serving alcohol to dead women.”

24
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“Exactly.”
Lina laughed.

Outside, the first real grey of morning appeared.

There were more glasses on the table now than he remembered serving.

Smoke had gathered under the dome light and escaped in slow threads through the opening in the

window.
The papers had become disordered.

Tyng's dissertation partly covered his phase portrait. Feeling and Form rested on top of The
Human Condition. Lina's drawing crossed all three. A wet circle from someone's glass had appeared

on the corner of The Emergence of Architecture.

He should have been irritated.

He was not.

Ramanujan appeared somehow in the conversation.
He did not remember who mentioned him.
Perhaps Anne.

Perhaps himself.

He was explaining why he refused to confuse the psychological process with the conceptual

outcome.
“Ramanujan could arrive at mathematics through God,” he said.
Arendt raised an eyebrow.

“Could?”

“Did, apparently, in his own understanding. Meaning, beauty, devotion, revelation—the process
could be saturated with them. The strongest mathematicians often speak about their work with

extraordinary aesthetic intensity. Beauty. Elegance. Illumination. Almost mystical language.”
Anne nodded.

“And yet?”

“And yet what they leave behind is increasingly stripped of those meanings.”

Langer watched him.

“The mathematics does not require Ramanujan’'s God.”
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“Exactly. That's what fascinates me. The lived process can be almost maximally meaningful while the

convergent product moves toward maximal abstraction.”
“And art?”

“Can reverse it.”

Lina looked amused.

“A painter can work like a factory.”

“Yes. Rules, measurements, repetition, dry procedure, brute method. The process need not be
emotionally saturated. Yet the product enters the social world and becomes capable of accumulating

meaning.”

“So,” Langer said, “the psychological weather of production tells us very little about your domains.”
“Very little.”

Anne looked at him.

“One strips meaning.”

“One attaches meaning.”

“That is stronger than convergence and divergence.”

“Maybe it's another view of the same operation.”

Arendt tapped ash into the tray.

“And your realm of meaning requires plurality.”

“Yes.”

“You keep saying audience.”

“Because it arrived intuitively.”

“Plurality is better.”

“Tagree.”

“Don't agree too quickly.”

“I've been told that tonight.”

She leaned back.

“The mathematical relation does not need to be addressed to somebody in order to be what it is.”
“Yes.”

“But aesthetic meaning does.”
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“Not necessarily addressed intentionally. But the structural possibility of another position has to

exist.”
“The public.”
“In the deepest sense, yes.”
Lina looked at him.
“So why are you trying to name your daughter?”
He froze.
No one had asked.
“What?”
Lina pointed toward the notebook that was suddenly lying beside his paper.
His notebook.
The one from the bedroom.
Names filled the page.
Anne picked it up.
“Oh.”
“Don't.”
She ignored him.
“Who is she?”
“My daughter.”
“You have a daughter?”
“Not yet.”
“And you're choosing a name.”
“Yes.”
Langer glanced at the books on the table, then at him.
“This is a very inefficient method.”
“Tknow.”
Arendt took the notebook from Anne.
“You invited four dead women because you need a baby name?”

“Ididn'tinvite anybody.”
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“Convenient.”
“I wanted to find a woman I could admire.”
“And then?”
“Maybe give her the name.”
Lina looked genuinely puzzled.
“Why?”
He opened his mouth and stopped.
That had been the original question.
It already felt embarrassingly small compared with the room.
“I wanted...” he began.
Nobody helped him.
“I wanted her to have an example.”
Arendt looked dissatisfied.
“Of what?”
“That is what I was trying to find out.”

The room had become bright enough that the dome light no longer seemed necessary, though

nobody turned it off.

He picked up the notebook.

“T am afraid for her.”

None of them smiled.

“Not in the immediate sense. I mean her life.”
He looked at the four women.

“The world is unstable. Families are unstable. Money. Politics. Society. Health. Love. Everything
eventually shifts under you. And if your center exists entirely outside yourself—if your value and
decency and identity are maintained only by other people’s approval—then when the structure

changes, you can disappear with it.”
Arendt watched him very closely.

“I live in a conservative society. There are things I value in it. Language. Family. Continuity. A
certain protection around childhood. Memory. Roots. But it gives much less room to a woman than

to a man to discover what she is without explanation.”

He paused.
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“And even the room given to men is insufficient.”
Lina nodded once.

“I've watched brilliant people become almost entirely functional. They become good at satisfying the
requirements around them. Family, work, politeness, expectation, normality. Nothing dramatic

happens. No villain arrives. They simply become increasingly useful and decreasingly themselves.”
Langer said, “And you think a name prevents this?”

‘CNO »

‘CGOOd »

“I don't think anything prevents it.”

He looked down.

“I want her to develop an inner center before she needs it.”
Anne's voice was gentle.

“What do you mean by center?”

“Something she can judge from.”

“A doctrine?”

((NO »

“A morality?”

“Partly, but not inherited as commandments.”

“A self?”

“Maybe.”

He became frustrated with the words.

“A place that remains available when everyone else is wrong.”
Arendt spoke.

“Including you?”

He looked at her.

C(Yes »

“Especially you?”

He thought for a moment.

‘CYeS »

She seemed satisfied.
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“I don't want to raise her to resist society because society is evil. It isn't. Society has other work to do.

It creates common ground so millions of individual centers don't continuously destroy one another.”
Lina laughed softly.
“A generous description.”

“But common ground smooths difference. It has to. And if you don't have enough internal gravity,

smoothing can become disappearance.”
He moved toward the window.

“What I want is roots first. Language. Arabic. Family. A context she can actually belong to rather
than observe from nowhere. And then, as she becomes old enough to individuate, I want her to

encounter a world that permits her to branch without shame.”
“The tree again,” Anne said.
“Yes.”
“You like trees.”
“Architects are predictable.”
Lina objected.
“Speak for yourself.”
He smiled.
“I don't want to manufacture her identity. I want to give her conditions under which one can form.”
“That,” Lina said, “is already architecture.”
He stared at her.
“Don't encourage him,” Arendt said.
Lina shrugged.
“I'm serious.”
Anne looked toward the horizon beginning to appear beyond the window.
“Structure without predetermined form.”

Langer added, “A symbolic world she does not invent, but within which she can become capable

of invention.”
Arendt said, “A plurality in which appearing does not require surrendering the one who appears.”
They all became quiet.

The busboy looked at them.

“That's exactly the kind of thing I wanted from the name.”
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“And that,” Arendt said, “is far too much to ask of a name.’
He laughed.

“Yes.”

Langer extinguished her cigarette.

“Perhaps you don't want a namesake.”

“What do I want?”

“A story.”

The sun appeared without announcement.

It did not rise dramatically between the buildings because there were no buildings outside the

impossible windows.
The black beyond the glass simply became blue, then grey, then very pale gold.
The patterned panes caught it and scattered narrow pieces of morning onto the floor.
The smoke became beautiful once illuminated.
The room looked tired.
So did the women.

Anne's carefully structured hair had loosened slightly near one ear. Langer had abandoned the
cigarette holder and was smoking directly. Arendt had removed her shoes. Lina had moved from her
chair to the floor and was examining the broken stem of the Chardonnay glass, which the busboy had

apparently failed to collect.
Nobody seemed particularly historical anymore.
They were four intelligent women who had stayed up too late talking.
The grandeur left the room.
Itimproved enormously.
The busboy began clearing.
He stacked the glasses onto the tray.
Lina rolled her drawing.
Anne closed the dissertation.
Langer collected Feeling and Form but left Philosophy in a New Key on the table.

“You forgot one.”
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“No.”

She looked at him.
“Keep it for a while.”

He picked it up.

“Thank you.”

Arendt put on her shoes.
“Do not turn your daughter into your philosophical project.”
“Tknow.”

“No, youdon't.”
“Probably not.”

“You'll try.”

“Probably.”

“Then remember that an inner center which cannot be changed by the world is merely another

prison.”

He considered this.

“Ididn't mean unchangeable.”

“I know.”

“I meant not severable.”

“That is better.”

Anne stood.

“Don't give her too much structure.”

“I thought you would be the one person here to advocate structure.”
“I'advocate geometry. That is not the same thing.”
Lina smiled.

“Give her rooms she can misuse.”

He laughed.

“That's good.”

“They are usually the best rooms.”

Langer stood last.

32



THE BUSBOY

She looked toward his phase portrait, still lying underneath the overlapping books and papers.
“You spent years trying to make a picture of consciousness.”
“Yes.”

“Perhaps don't be surprised if she refuses to live inside it.”
“I would hope she does.”

Langer considered him.

“Then you may be less dangerous than you sound.”
One by one, they left.

No disappearances.

No dissolving bodies.

The same door through which they had entered.
Anne first.

Then Langer.

Arendt stopped beside him.

“What will you call her?”

“Istill don't know.”

“Excellent.”

She left.

Lina was the last.

At the doorway she turned back toward the room.

The turquoise chair. The dome light. The patterned windows. The wet rings on the table. The
small burn mark beside Arendt’s ashtray. A fragment of Chardonnay glass sparkling beneath a chair.

“You'll clean all this?”
“Apparently.”

“Busboy.”

“Yes.”

She nodded toward the room.

“Don't clean too well.”

And she left.

33



THE BUSBOY

He was alone.
The dome light went out.
Not magically.
There was a switch beside him and he switched it off.
Morning occupied the room now.
He collected the remaining glasses.
He folded the napkins.
He closed The Emergence of Architecture.
For a moment he looked at the phase portrait.
Two domains.
Two different behaviors.
Convergence that could eventually remove the person from the substance it reached.

Divergence whose meaning required position and plurality, where the trajectory itself could

become the value.
Philosophy pulling the entangled world apart so that it could see.

Architecture refusing both separated regions and attending instead to the horizon generated by

their adjacency.
Geometry allowing pattern and occupation to become visible.
A horizon with zero thickness.
A real thing that could not survive becoming a region.
He smiled.
It was probably wrong.
Parts of it certainly were.
He hoped so.
A thought that could no longer be attacked was either mathematics or dead.
He picked up the notebook of names.
None of them looked correct.
Anne.

Susanne.
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Hannah.
Lina.
Ada, still waiting somewhere outside the room she had never entered.
He crossed nothing out.
He simply closed the notebook.
Then he carried the tray toward the door.
When he opened it, there was no salon beyond him.
He was sitting on the edge of his bed.
His hand was empty.
The room was dark again.
His wife turned beneath the blanket.
“What time is it?”
“Idon'tknow.”
She made a tired sound.
“Were you awake?”
“Yes.”
“Thinking?”
“Yes.”
“About the name?”
He looked toward the notebook.
“Yes.”
“You found one?”
He thought about Anne asking why architecture had needed to emerge.
About Langer refusing to let divergence become inferiority.
About Arendt correcting audience into plurality.

About Lina looking under the table at a busboy collecting broken Chardonnay glass while he

asked whether the architecture of something might be more architectural than a building.
“No,” he said.

His wife was already almost asleep again.
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“Good.”
He laughed quietly.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
A minute later her breathing returned to its previous rhythm.
He opened the notebook one more time.
Below the names he wrote a sentence instead.
Not a name.
A sentence.
May you always have somewhere inside yourself from which you can disagree with us.
He looked at it.
Then underneath:
Including me.

He closed the notebook.
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Years later, if you are reading this, then obviously we eventually gave you a name.

Perhaps it became so ordinary through use that you cannot imagine there was ever a time when it

did not belong to you.
That is how names work.

At first they contain the anxieties and hopes of the people who choose them. Then the child

occupies them. Slowly, relentlessly, the original meanings are evicted.
I 'hope you evicted ours.
I did not want you to become Anne Tyng.

I did not want you to become Susanne Langer, Hannah Arendt, Lina Bo Bardi, Ada Lovelace, or
any woman whose name survived long enough for your father to find her impressive during one

sleepless night.
I certainly did not want you to become me.
What I wanted was stranger and simpler.

I wanted you to know that there have been women who built an internal life serious enough that

the world had to negotiate with it.
Not women untouched by society. There is no such person.

Not women who succeeded because they rejected community. A self without others is hardly a

self we know how to describe.

They were formed by languages they did not invent, institutions they did not control, histories
already underway before they arrived, families, loves, errors, injustices, opportunities, accidents and

other people.
And still, within all of that, something took form.
A center.
Not a fortress.
Not certainty.
A place from which thought could begin.
Life will try to recruit you into thousands of functions.
Some beautiful.
Some necessary.
Some degrading.
Some disguised as love.

Some disguised as duty.
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Some disguised as freedom.

You will belong to people. I hope deeply.
You will owe things to others.

You will compromise.

You will discover that some of your father's cherished principles were merely his injuries wearing

formal clothes.

You will discover that parts of the culture you inherited are beautiful because they survived, and

other parts survived merely because nobody had yet found the courage to discard them.

You will encounter societies that call themselves free while manufacturing conformity with
extraordinary efficiency, and societies that speak constantly of morality while confusing obedience

with virtue.
None of this releases you from the difficulty of being a person.
There is no country you can travel to where individuality is solved.
There is no tradition pure enough to protect you.
There is no rebellion clever enough to replace judgment.
That work remains yours.
Perhaps that is why, before you had a name, I imagined a room.
A room in which nobody cared that the person carrying the tray was only the busboy.

A room in which authority came from the seriousness of an idea rather than the chair in which

someone was seated.

A room where great women could be wrong.

Where your father could be presumptuous.

Where a broken glass could interrupt philosophy.
Where somebody could ask for another drink in the middle of a theory of consciousness.
Where the smoke became unpleasant and somebody opened a window.

Where arguments remained unfinished.

Where nobody won.

Where morning eventually arrived.

I hope something like that room exists inside you.

Not the conclusions.

The room.
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And if one day everybody you love is standing on one side of an argument and something inside

you quietly says otherwise, I hope you can hear it.
Listen carefully.

It may be wrong.

But it is yours.

Give it a chair.

Ask it what it wants to drink.

And let it speak.
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