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    Chapter 1

    The asbestos wasn't even my fault.

    This is what I keep telling myself as I stand outside Forge & Flow Creative Collective, which is Portland-speak for "we subdivided a warehouse and installed Edison bulbs." The building used to be a mattress factory, and apparently the original owners believed that nothing said "quality sleep" like wrapping everything in carcinogenic insulation. Now it houses seventeen startups, a pottery collective, and me: a corporate liability attorney whose firm just discovered that their newly renovated third floor contains enough friable asbestos to qualify as a Superfund site.

    Remediation takes six weeks. My caseload doesn't pause for carcinogens. Hence: exile.

    Gloria delivered the news yesterday with the particular blend of sympathy and satisfaction she reserves for situations she finds genuinely unfortunate but also, on some level, hilarious. She called me into her office at 4:47 PM, which should have been my first warning. Gloria doesn't do late-afternoon meetings unless someone is getting fired or reassigned to asbestos purgatory.

    "The good news," she said, leaning back in her chair, "is that you're not dying."

    "The bad news?"

    "You're relocating." She slid a folder across her desk. Inside: a keycard, a printout of coworking space amenities, and a map with a red circle around a building in the Central Eastside that I'd probably walked past a hundred times without registering it existed. "Temporarily. Six weeks, maybe seven."

    "Gloria."

    "It's either this or you work from home, and we both know how that went during Covid. You called me seventeen times in one day. About fonts."

    "They were using Papyrus on a contract."

    "It was urgent enough to interrupt my daughter's birthday party?"

    "Papyrus, Gloria. On a legally binding document."

    She handed me the keycard. "Forge & Flow. It's very Portland. You'll hate it. But they have wifi and twenty-four hour access and none of the walls are trying to kill you, so I consider that an upgrade."

    The printout lists the amenities. They include: high-speed wifi, unlimited coffee, and "a vibrant community of innovators."

    I am not an innovator. I am a person who finds holes in other people's innovations so my clients don't get sued. This is not the same thing, no matter what the inspirational poster in the elevator says about "legal creativity."

    The elevator poster says MAKE MISTAKES FASTER in all caps. Someone has added, in smaller letters beneath it, "but document everything." I appreciate this anonymous contributor. They understand liability.

    I spend my professional life ensuring that companies make mistakes slower, or ideally, not at all. The cognitive dissonance of my new environment is going to give me a rash.

    Forge & Flow occupies the third floor. The stairwell smells like roasted coffee and something herbal I choose not to identify, though I'm reasonably certain it's legal in Oregon. The door requires both the keycard and a four-digit code that Gloria texted me this morning. The code is 1234. I'm surrounded by innovators who apparently believe security is something that happens to other people.

    Inside, the space unfolds in calculated chaos. Exposed brick, exposed ductwork, exposed everything. The design aesthetic appears to be "what if we removed all the parts of a building that make it a building and then charged people to sit in what remains." There are actual humans here, scattered across clusters of mismatched furniture like extras in a commercial for collaborative energy drinks. Some of them appear to be working. Some of them appear to be having meetings about having meetings. One of them, a woman with lavender hair and an alarming number of crystals arranged on her desk, is having an intense conversation with a fern.

    "You're not communicating your needs," she tells the fern. The fern says nothing. This seems to frustrate her.

    A man in a beanie is doing pushups between two standing desks while another man times him on his phone. Neither of them seems to find this unusual. Perhaps pushups between desks is simply what one does at Forge & Flow. Perhaps I've been approaching professional development wrong my entire career.

    The massive chalkboard wall stretches across the north side of the room, and someone has written on it in enthusiastic cursive: "WHAT WOULD YOU ATTEMPT IF YOU KNEW YOU COULD NOT FAIL?"

    I would attempt to sandblast that question off the wall. That's what I would attempt.

    Beneath the main question, various people have added their own answers. "Start a podcast!" says one. "Learn to surf!" says another. "Disrupt the dairy industry!" says a third, with several exclamation points for emphasis. The dairy industry has not, to my knowledge, asked to be disrupted, but I suppose that's the nature of disruption.

    My designated workspace is in the back corner, separated from the main floor by a partition wall that stops about two feet short of the ceiling. This is apparently a "semi-private pod," which means I can hear everything but see nothing, like a very poorly designed confessional. The architect who thought this was adequate sound separation should be brought before a professional ethics board.

    I set down my laptop bag. I set down my second laptop bag, the one with the backup charger and the emergency granola bars and the three legal pads I refuse to travel without. I set down the file box that contains three active matters I refuse to let out of my sight while the main office undergoes what the remediation team cheerfully calls "aggressive abatement." Then I sit in my ergonomic chair, which is not ergonomic, and I contemplate the partition wall.

    The partition wall is covered in cork. The cork is covered in layers of paper: flyers for yoga classes ("find your flow at Flow Yoga!"), business cards for "brand alchemists" and "innovation catalysts," a photo of someone's dog wearing a startup t-shirt that says "I'm Crushing It." There's a small whiteboard mounted at eye level with DRY ERASE ONLY written on it in what appears to be permanent marker. This feels like a metaphor for something, but I refuse to explore what.

    On the other side of the wall, someone is building something.

    I know this because I can hear it. Drilling. Sawing. The occasional triumphant "HA!" followed by what sounds like wood hitting the floor. It's 9:47 in the morning and my new neighbor is constructing what might be furniture, might be a catapult, might be a noise violation in progress.

    I put on my headphones. The noise continues, undeterred by Bluetooth technology and the entire discography of what Spotify insists is "focus music." I turn up the volume. The drilling gets louder, as if in direct response, as if my neighbor has somehow detected my attempt to escape and decided to escalate. I consider the legality of partition-wall arson and determine it's probably not covered under "reasonable workplace accommodation."

    My phone buzzes.

    Lena: How's the refugee camp?

    Lena has been my best friend since law school, when we bonded over shared hatred of a Property professor who pronounced "easement" like it was a communicable disease. She's a public defender now, which means she works twice as hard as me for half the money and has infinitely better stories. She once spent three hours convincing a judge that her client hadn't technically stolen a boat because the boat was "spiritually communal property." She lost, but everyone agreed it was an impressive argument.

    She's also the only person I've told about the asbestos situation who didn't immediately make a mesothelioma commercial joke.

    Me: There's a chalkboard that asks what I would attempt if I couldn't fail.

    Lena: Murder?

    Me: The list is long.

    Lena: How's the actual space?

    Me: Someone is building something loud on the other side of my wall. It's been 12 minutes. I've already drafted a cease and desist in my head.

    Lena: You know you can't actually serve legal documents on fellow coworking members.

    Me: Watch me.

    Lena: This is why you don't have friends.

    Me: I have you.

    Lena: I'm a hostage, not a friend. We've discussed this.

    Me: You keep coming back.

    Lena: Stockholm syndrome. Look, just give it a chance. Maybe the hammering guy is hot.

    Me: Irrelevant.

    Lena: It's never irrelevant. Let me know if he's hot.

    Me: I'm hanging up.

    Lena: This is a text conversation.

    Me: I'm hanging up spiritually.

    The drilling stops. I allow myself thirty seconds of hope. Perhaps my neighbor has run out of materials. Perhaps they've injured themselves and will require a quiet recovery period. Perhaps they've achieved whatever chaotic goal they were pursuing and can now exist in blessed, productive silence.

    Then it's replaced by hammering, which is somehow worse because there's a rhythm to it, an almost-pattern that my brain keeps trying to predict and failing. Tap-tap-TAP. Tap-tap-TAP. Tap-tap-tap-TAP. No. Wrong again. My brain keeps reaching for the pattern like a hand reaching for a doorknob that isn't where it should be. It's maddening in a very specific way that I suspect is intentional.

    I decide to get coffee. This is strategic: it allows me to scout the enemy territory without appearing to scout the enemy territory. I'm simply a woman seeking caffeine, not a woman planning acoustic warfare. Reconnaissance is not a crime.

    The coffee station is exactly what I feared. There's a commercial espresso machine that looks like it was designed by someone who hates both coffee and the humans who drink it. Buttons everywhere, no clear indication of which buttons do what, a small screen displaying Italian words I don't recognize. There are seven different types of alternative milk, none of which appear to be actual milk. Oat. Almond. Cashew. Macadamia. Something called "barista blend" which seems redundant. Something else called "planet milk" which seems ominous. Regular dairy is nowhere to be found, possibly because it remains undisrupted.

    There's a laminated sign that says "TAKE ONLY WHAT SPARKS JOY" with a hand-drawn Marie Kondo underneath, and I genuinely cannot tell if it's sincere or ironic, which might be worse than either option.

    The carafe is empty. There's a note on it that says "Please make more if you take the last cup! We're all in this together! :)"

    I was not in this with anyone. I was in exile. There's a difference.

    I start making coffee because I'm not an animal, despite what my internal monologue suggests. The machine makes concerning noises. I make concerning noises back at it, quietly, under my breath, because I'm not about to be defeated by an Italian coffee apparatus. We reach an understanding, which involves me pressing buttons at random until something brown and caffeinated emerges.

    While the coffee brews, I survey the floor. The partition wall blocks my view of my immediate neighbor, but I can see around it to the wider space. Beanie Pushup Man is now doing squats. Lavender Fern Woman is now on a call, gesturing emphatically at nothing, telling someone that the energy is "so blocked right now, so blocked." A cluster of people who all look like they share a Patagonia sponsorship are huddled around a whiteboard, drawing what might be a user flow or might be an elaborate plan for world domination. Hard to tell with startups.

    The hammering from my side of the partition has stopped. Small mercies.

    I pour my coffee. It's not good, but it's coffee, and at this point I'd accept bean water filtered through a gym sock if it contained caffeine. I head back to my pod, already mentally organizing my first task: a contract review for a medical device company that somehow thinks "best efforts" and "commercially reasonable efforts" are the same thing. They're not. They're very, very not. "Best efforts" means you have to try everything possible. "Commercially reasonable" means you have to try everything that a sensible business would try. The distinction has generated approximately a billion dollars in litigation. This is going to take all day, which is fine. All day is exactly what I have.

    I round the corner to my desk.

    There's a Post-it note on my monitor.

    It's bright yellow, stuck dead center on the screen, impossible to miss. The handwriting is angular, confident, almost aggressive in its clarity. It says:

    Sorry about the noise! Building something cool. Promise it'll be worth it. - S

    I stare at the note. I stare at it for a long time. My right eye twitches, just slightly, a tic I developed in law school during finals week that only emerges under specific conditions of irritation. Not because of the noise, though the noise is objectionable. Not because someone touched my monitor, though that's also objectionable. Because of the promise.

    Promise it'll be worth it.

    No. No, it will not be worth it. Nothing that requires that much hammering at 9:47 AM is worth anything to anyone except the person doing the hammering. This is a fundamental truth of shared spaces. The value of your project is inversely proportional to its volume. This is basically physics. This is Newton's Fourth Law, the one he didn't publish because it was too obvious.

    I pull a Post-it from my own pad. It's blue. I write in my best courtroom handwriting, the one that makes opposing counsel nervous, the one I use for exhibit labels and passive-aggressive interoffice memos:

    Cool is subjective. Noise ordinances are not. Please limit construction to designated hours. - B

    I walk around the partition wall for the first time.

    My neighbor's space is chaos. Organized chaos, maybe. The kind of chaos that suggests a system exists, even if that system is "put things where they land and hope for the best." There are sketches everywhere, pinned to the cork, taped to the desk, layered on top of each other like geological strata. Designs for something, though I can't tell what. Circular things. Mechanical things. Things with arrows pointing to other things. The desk itself is buried under components I can't identify: small motors, coils of wire, what might be part of a hinge mechanism, a soldering iron, a half-eaten granola bar, three empty coffee cups in various stages of abandonment.

    The chair is empty. A jacket hangs over the back, worn canvas that looks like it's been through several adventures and doesn't regret any of them. There's a small cactus on the corner of the desk wearing, inexplicably, a tiny hard hat.

    I stick my Post-it on his monitor. Center screen. Exactly where he put his.

    Then I go back to my side of the wall.

    For forty-five minutes, there's peace. Beautiful, productive peace. I draft three pages of contract markups. I send fourteen emails. I make another terrible cup of coffee. I begin to believe that maybe, possibly, this arrangement could be survivable. The lavender woman has stopped talking to her fern. The pushup man has finally sat down. Even the chalkboard has stopped offending me, or at least I've stopped looking at it.

    The drilling starts again at 11:32.

    I put my headphones back on. I draft a mental list of crimes that are legal in Oregon. (None of the ones I'm considering.) I contemplate whether six weeks is long enough to develop a noise-related medical condition and whether that would constitute grounds for early return to the asbestos office. The asbestos suddenly seems more manageable than my neighbor.

    At 11:47, a new Post-it appears on my monitor.

    I didn't see anyone enter my space. I didn't hear anyone enter my space, though to be fair, I couldn't hear anything over the industrial cacophony next door. But there it is: yellow, centered, that same angular handwriting.

    Designated hours are 9-6. It's 11. I checked the handbook! - S

    P.S. What does B stand for?

    Oh.

    Oh no.

    This person knows the handbook. This person has READ the handbook, which is more than I did before writing my note, which means I've just been out-procedured by someone who thinks "building something cool" is an adequate explanation for construction noise. This person is using the handbook against me, which is my move, that's literally what I do for a living, and I'm now on the receiving end of weaponized compliance and I don't know how to feel about it except furious and possibly a little impressed.

    No. Not impressed. Furious. Only furious.

    I write back, blue Post-it, same precise handwriting:

    B stands for none of your business.

    P.S. The handbook also requires "reasonable consideration for neighboring workspaces." Consider this your notice.

    I walk to his side. Chair still empty. Jacket still there. Cactus still wearing its hard hat, which feels like mockery now. I stick the note exactly where he'll see it.

    I go back to my desk. I try to focus. The contract blurs in front of me, "best efforts" and "commercially reasonable" swimming together until they're meaningless, which is perhaps how my client sees them, which is why I'm here in the first place.

    At 12:15, the drilling stops. There's silence for exactly ninety seconds. I count them. Then:

    Laughter.

    It's coming from the other side of the wall, and it's not performative laughter, not the kind people produce for conference calls or networking events. It's real. Surprised. Like someone just discovered something delightful and couldn't help the sound that came out, like the laugh was dragged from them against their will.

    It's a good laugh. Not that I'm cataloging it. I'm not keeping notes on my neighbor's acoustic output. It's just objectively, acoustically pleasant. Warm. Full. The kind of laugh that makes you want to know what prompted it, even when you're annoyed at the person laughing. Maybe especially then.

    I put my headphones on.

    I do not think about the laugh.

    I'm here for six weeks. I'm going to survive this by compartmentalization and caffeine and the knowledge that asbestos remediation has a fixed timeline and so does my patience.

    At 12:23, another Post-it appears.

    B = Brilliant? Beautiful? Belligerently opposed to innovation?

    P.S. The building is done. Silence commences. You're welcome.

    P.P.S. I'm Sam.

    I read it twice. I read it three times. "Belligerently opposed to innovation" is not wrong, exactly, but it's not the framing I would have chosen. I prefer "appropriately skeptical of unverified claims." This is not the same thing.

    I don't write back. I have work to do. Real work, the kind that requires concentration and silence and an absence of angular handwriting on yellow squares of paper.

    But I keep the note.

    I keep all of them.

    I'm going to need evidence.

    For what, exactly, I don't specify. Even to myself.

  
    Chapter 2

    Day three, and I've developed a system.

    The system is this: I arrive at 8:45, fifteen minutes before the handbook-sanctioned construction window opens. I make my terrible coffee. I settle into my semi-private pod with my noise-canceling headphones already in place, volume at maximum, playing a Spotify playlist called "Deep Focus for Productivity" that sounds like someone recorded a thunderstorm inside a library. By the time the drilling starts at 9:00 sharp, I'm already insulated. Protected. Professionally detached from whatever chaos is happening on the other side of the partition wall.

    The system works for approximately forty-seven hours.

    It fails on Thursday morning because I run out of oat milk.

    This is not, technically, my fault. The oat milk situation at Forge & Flow operates on a first-come, first-served basis, and someone has been coming firster and serving themselves more generously than the social contract allows. I've been tracking the depletion rate. Monday: full carton. Tuesday: three-quarters. Wednesday: half. Thursday, 8:52 AM: empty. Someone is drinking my oat milk, and by "my" I mean "the communal oat milk that I have a reasonable expectation of accessing given my early arrival time and consistent contribution to the coffee station maintenance fund."

    I do not contribute to the coffee station maintenance fund. I didn't know there was one until just now, when I noticed the jar with the handwritten sign that says "COFFEE KARMA: $2/week keeps the beans flowing!" The jar contains seven dollars and a button.

    I put in two dollars. I'm not an animal.

    But the oat milk is still empty, and the almond milk smells like it's been here since the Clinton administration, and the "planet milk" has a texture I refuse to investigate, which leaves me standing in front of the coffee station at 8:54 AM without my protective headphones, holding an empty carafe, trying to figure out how to make this machine produce something drinkable with whatever dairy-adjacent substance I can scavenge.

    "The trick is the third button."

    I turn around.

    He's taller than I expected. This is the first thing I notice, which is stupid, because I had no expectations about his height. I'd never seen him. I'd only heard him: the drilling, the hammering, the laugh. But somehow my brain had constructed a mental image based on acoustic data alone, and that image was apparently shorter. More compact. Less... present.

    Sam is very present.

    He's wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, which should look like a Portland cliché but instead just looks like a person who runs warm. His hair is dark and doing something architectural that suggests either careful product application or complete indifference to gravity. He's holding a mug that says "I PUT THE PRO IN PROTOTYPE" and smiling like he's been waiting three days to deliver this line.

    "The third button," he repeats, pointing at the espresso machine. "The one that looks like a bean with a hat. Everyone presses the first two and wonders why it tastes like regret."

    "I wasn't pressing any buttons."

    "You were staring at them with hostility. Same energy."

    "I was assessing my options."

    "Your options are: button three, or the cold brew in the fridge that Derek made on Monday and forgot about. I don't recommend the cold brew. Derek's brewing philosophy is 'more grounds equals more flavor' and he's not entirely wrong but he's not entirely right either."

    I look at the machine. I look at him. I look at the machine again.

    "Which one is the bean with a hat?"

    He steps closer, reaching past me to point at a small icon on the control panel that does, in fact, appear to be a coffee bean wearing some kind of festive headwear. His arm brushes mine. It's brief. It's accidental. It's also the first time anyone has touched me in three days, which is a pathetic thing to notice and I'm going to stop noticing it immediately.

    "That one. Press it twice for a double shot, once for a reasonable human dose. Unless you're a double-shot person, in which case, respect."

    "I'm a 'whatever makes this interaction end faster' person."

    He laughs. It's the same laugh I heard through the wall, warm and surprised, and hearing it this close is different. Worse. Better. I press the bean-with-hat button once and wait for the machine to do its job.

    "I'm Sam," he says, extending his hand. "The neighbor. The noisy one. The Post-it correspondent."

    I shake his hand because that's what you do when someone offers you a handshake in a professional setting, even if the professional setting is a converted mattress factory with inspirational chalkboard graffiti. His grip is firm but not aggressive. His palm is warm. He has calluses on his fingers, which suggests he actually builds things with his hands instead of just supervising other people who build things.

    "Berna," I say, and then, because he's looking at me like he expects more: "The neighbor. The quiet one. The Post-it recipient."

    "Berna." He says my name like he's testing how it feels in his mouth, which is a weird thing to think and I'm going to stop thinking it. "That's what the B stands for."

    "That's what the B stands for."

    "I had money on Belligerent."

    "You lost."

    "I usually do." He's still smiling. The smile is doing something to his face that makes it hard to look at directly, like staring at a lamp. "So, Berna. How are you finding the creative collective experience?"

    "Loud."

    "Fair."

    "Disruptive."

    "Also fair."

    "The chalkboard makes me want to commit arson."

    "Now that's interesting." He leans against the counter, apparently settling in for a longer conversation than I authorized. "Most people have strong feelings about the coffee or the parking situation. You went straight for the inspirational messaging."

    "The coffee is terrible and I take the bus."

    "The coffee's not that bad if you use button three."

    "The coffee is a war crime against beans."

    "Okay, the coffee's pretty bad." He takes a sip from his prototype mug, wincing slightly. "But the location's good and the rent is reasonable and there's a pottery collective on the second floor that makes really incredible bowls. I bought one for my mom. She uses it for keys."

    "Why are you telling me about your mother's key bowl?"

    "Because you asked about my experience with the creative collective and I'm giving you the full picture. Location, rent, artisanal ceramics. The trifecta."

    "I didn't ask about your experience. I answered a question about mine."

    "Right, but the conversation was going well and I didn't want it to end."

    The espresso machine beeps. My coffee is ready. I have no reason to continue standing here, listening to a man with architectural hair explain his mother's key storage solutions.

    "Thank you for the button advice," I say, reaching for my cup.

    "Anytime. And hey, I really am sorry about the noise. The prototype's almost done. Another few days and I'll be back to peaceful computer work like a normal coworking denizen."

    "What's the prototype?"

    I don't know why I ask. I don't care about the prototype. I have three contracts to review and a call with Gloria at ten and a growing suspicion that the ergonomic chair is actually causing my back problems rather than solving them. I do not have time to learn about whatever innovation is happening on the other side of my partition wall.

    But I ask anyway.

    Sam's face does something complicated. It's like watching someone try to contain an explosion of enthusiasm behind a wall of social appropriateness. "It's a... okay, so you know how assistive devices for mobility are either really medical-looking or really expensive or both?"

    "I'm aware of the assistive device market, yes."

    "You are?"

    "I'm a corporate liability attorney. I'm aware of every market that might result in a lawsuit."

    "God, that must be exhausting."

    "You have no idea."

    He laughs again. I'm going to have to develop an immunity to that laugh. It's not sustainable, feeling something in my chest every time he finds me funny.

    "Anyway," he continues, "I'm trying to build something that's functional but also actually nice to look at. Design-forward accessibility. There's a whole philosophy about it, about how objects for disabled people shouldn't look like medical equipment if they don't have to, and I just—" He stops, catches himself mid-spiral. "Sorry. I get excited. It's a whole thing."

    "A thing you've been building at high volume since Monday."

    "The drilling is because I'm working with a new hinge mechanism. Metal on metal. I know it's terrible. I bought you chocolate."

    "You bought me chocolate?"

    "It's on your desk. Well, on your monitor. I was going to leave another Post-it but that felt like escalation and I wanted to de-escalate. Chocolate seemed diplomatic."

    I think about the Post-it war. I think about the notes I've been keeping, the evidence I told myself I was collecting for some unspecified future purpose. I think about the fact that this person heard my complaints about noise and responded by buying me chocolate.

    "What kind of chocolate?"

    "The fancy kind from that place on Division. The one with the salted caramel that costs more than it should."

    "That's a twelve-dollar chocolate bar."

    "Is it? I wasn't paying attention to the price. I was paying attention to the lady who told me it was the best one for apologizing to a neighbor you've been annoying. She seemed like an expert."

    "You asked a stranger for chocolate advice."

    "I ask strangers for advice constantly. It's very effective. People love being helpful."

    I don't know what to do with this information. I don't know what to do with any of this. I came to the coffee station to make a beverage and instead I'm having a conversation with a person who buys expensive apology chocolate and gets excited about hinge mechanisms and has a mother with a key bowl.

    "I should get back to work," I say.

    "Right, yes, absolutely. Me too. Things to drill. Hinges to hinge." He steps back, giving me space to leave. "It was nice to officially meet you, Berna. You know, face-to-face instead of Post-it-to-Post-it."

    "It was... informative."

    "I'll take informative. Informative is good."

    I walk back to my pod. The chocolate is exactly where he said it would be: dead center on my monitor, a small rectangle of expensive brown wrapped in paper that probably costs three dollars on its own. There's no Post-it. Just the chocolate.

    I put it in my drawer. I don't eat it. Eating it would feel like accepting something, and I'm not ready to accept anything.

    I put my headphones on. I open my contracts. I do not think about the laugh, or the calluses, or the way he said my name.

    The drilling starts at 9:00.

    At 10:15, the coffee machine explodes.

    "Explodes" is a strong word. "Experiences a catastrophic failure involving pressurized water and an apparent weakness in the steam valve" is more accurate, but accuracy doesn't capture the visceral shock of walking to the coffee station for a refill and finding Sam standing in a spreading puddle, holding a wrench, looking at the espresso machine like it personally betrayed him.

    "I can fix this," he says.

    The machine makes a noise like a dying whale.

    "I can definitely fix this."

    Water is spraying from somewhere inside the machine in a fine, persistent mist. The counter is soaked. The floor is soaked. Sam is soaked. Lavender Fern Woman is standing in the doorway with her mouth open, holding a crystal that's supposed to promote clarity but is apparently not promoting it fast enough.

    "Did you take the machine apart?" I ask.

    "I was trying to improve it. The third button wasn't pulling shots consistently and I thought if I adjusted the—okay, in retrospect, I should not have done this."

    "In retrospect."

    "I have a lot of confidence in my mechanical abilities and sometimes that confidence is misplaced."

    The mist is hitting my face. I'm going to need to redo my makeup. I'm going to need to redo my entire morning.

    "Turn off the water," I say.

    "What?"

    "The water. Turn it off. There's a valve under the sink."

    He looks at me. He looks at the sink. He drops to his knees and crawls under the counter, emerging a moment later with a triumphant expression and significantly wetter pants. "Found it."

    The mist stops. The whale noise subsides. We're left standing in a flooded kitchenette with a disassembled espresso machine and what appears to be the entire third floor of Forge & Flow gathering to observe the aftermath.

    "I can fix this," Sam says again, to the crowd this time.

    "Maybe we should call a professional," suggests Beanie Pushup Man, who has appeared from somewhere and is now doing lunges in the doorway, apparently unable to stop exercising even during a crisis.

    "I am a professional. I build things. This is a thing. I can build it back."

    "You took apart the communal coffee machine," I say. "On a Thursday. When people need coffee."

    "I took apart the communal coffee machine because the communal coffee machine was failing to meet its full potential and I thought I could help."

    "And instead you flooded the kitchen."

    "The flooding is temporary. The improved functionality will be permanent." He's pushing wet hair out of his face, leaving a streak of something mechanical-looking across his forehead. He looks like a disaster. A very specific kind of disaster that my brain is filing under "appealing" despite my explicit instructions to file it under "annoying."

    I should walk away. I should return to my pod, dry off my face, and let the creative collective handle its own infrastructure problems. This is not my coffee machine. This is not my mess. This is not my problem.

    "Give me the wrench," I say.

    "What?"

    "The wrench. The one in your hand. Give it to me."

    He hands it over, looking at me like I've just announced I can speak to dolphins. I crouch down next to the machine, ignoring the water soaking into my work pants, and look at what he's done.

    It's chaos. But it's organized chaos. The parts are laid out in a pattern that suggests he knew what he was doing, even if what he was doing was inadvisable. I can see where he was trying to adjust the pressure valve. I can see where it went wrong.

    "You overtightened this," I say, pointing at a small fitting. "That's why it's leaking. The seal cracked."

    "How do you know that?"

    "My uncle runs a restaurant. I've fixed coffee machines before."

    "You've fixed coffee machines before and you didn't tell me when I was explaining button three?"

    "You didn't ask if I could fix coffee machines. You asked which button made it work."

    I'm aware that we're very close together. I'm aware that his arm is near mine again, that I can smell whatever soap he uses, something clean and slightly woodsy. I'm aware that my hands are occupied with a wrench and a broken fitting and that this is a very strange context for physical awareness.

    "There's a replacement seal in the maintenance closet," says a voice behind us. It's Lavender Fern Woman, who has apparently decided to be helpful. "Third shelf, behind the backup paper towels."

    "Thank you," I say.

    "The machine has been acting weird for weeks. Someone should have fixed it ages ago. The energy around the coffee station has been very blocked."

    "I'll... unblock it."

    Sam goes to get the seal. I wait, crouched in the puddle, holding parts of a machine I have no professional obligation to repair. This is not in my job description. This is not in anyone's job description. I'm a liability attorney. I identify risks. I don't fix espresso machines in flooded kitchenettes while a man with callused hands fetches replacement seals.

    He comes back. He hands me the seal. Our fingers touch during the transfer, and it's not like the earlier brush of his arm. This is direct. Intentional. His hand pausing on mine for a half-second longer than necessary.

    "You're really going to fix it?" he asks.

    "Someone has to."

    "I could help. I'm good with my hands."

    "You're the reason it's broken."

    "I prefer to think of myself as the reason it's about to be better."

    I don't respond. I replace the seal. I reassemble the valve. I tighten everything to the correct pressure, not overtightened, not loose, exactly where it should be. When I turn the water back on, nothing sprays. When I press button three, the machine hums to life and produces a perfect shot of espresso.

    The small crowd that has gathered actually applauds. Beanie Pushup Man does a celebratory burpee.

    "You're a genius," Sam says.

    "I'm a person who has fixed coffee machines before."

    "Same thing." He's beaming at me like I just solved world hunger instead of replacing a three-dollar seal. "Can I buy you a coffee? From the machine you just fixed? Using the skills you apparently possessed this whole time and never mentioned?"

    "I have a call in fifteen minutes."

    "A quick coffee. A thank-you coffee. A 'you just saved the third floor from caffeine withdrawal' coffee."

    I look at the machine. I look at him. I look at the puddle we're both standing in, the water soaking into our shoes, the absurdity of this entire situation.

    "Fine," I say. "One coffee."

    He makes me a double shot. He uses button three. It's the best coffee I've had since I started working at Forge & Flow, which isn't saying much, but it's saying something.

    "So," he says, handing me the cup. "Liability attorney who fixes coffee machines. That's an interesting combination."

    "So," I say, accepting it. "Product designer who breaks coffee machines. That's an interesting combination too."

    "I prefer 'ambitious improver.' It sounds less destructive."

    "It sounds like something you'd put on a LinkedIn profile to hide the fact that you flooded a kitchen."

    He laughs. There it is again. That sound. I'm going to need to stop noticing that sound.

    "I should get back," I say. "The call."

    "Right. The call." He doesn't move. Neither do I. We're standing in the middle of a slowly drying puddle, holding coffee cups, not leaving.

    My phone buzzes. Gloria. Five minutes until our call.

    "I have to go," I say.

    "I know."

    "The chocolate was unnecessary."

    "I know that too."

    "But thank you. For the gesture."

    "Anytime." He's still smiling. He's always smiling. It's exhausting and disarming and I need to get away from it before I start smiling back. "See you around, Berna. Try not to fix anything else without me."

    I walk back to my pod. I sit in my ergonomic chair. I answer Gloria's call and spend thirty minutes discussing contract amendments and liability caps and the ongoing asbestos situation at the main office.

    I do not mention the coffee machine. I do not mention Sam. I do not mention the way our fingers touched when he handed me the seal, or the way he said my name, or the fact that I'm pretty sure I just made a friend, which is inconvenient, because I came here to work, not to make friends.

    At noon, a Post-it appears on my monitor.

    Yellow. Angular handwriting. Same as before.

    You're incredible. The coffee machine has never worked better. I owe you more than chocolate.

    Also, I found out the chalkboard quote changes weekly. Next week's is "FAIL FORWARD." I thought you'd want to prepare your sandblasting equipment.

    — S

    I don't write back.

    But I eat the chocolate.

  
    Chapter 3

    The thing about partition walls is that they create an illusion of privacy without actually providing any.

    I know this because I'm currently listening to Sam pitch his prototype to someone important, and I can hear every word despite the cork barrier between us, despite my headphones, despite my active attempts to focus on the liability assessment Gloria assigned me this morning.
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