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This is not a book about speed. It is a book about how a person learns to hold himself when movement no longer saves him. The protagonist lives in control. He is used to accelerating when it becomes too loud inside. Used to escaping into precision, risk, form — where the body still keeps up with the decision. But speed stops working. A pause appears. A loss. A silence with nowhere left to run. This book does not explain and does not heal. It is lived through the body. There are no ready answers and no correct conclusions here. There is a path — through holding, breakdown, emptiness, and return. And the first real choice, made not from fear and not from pain, but from the ability to stay.

 

 

CHAPTER 1 — COLD WATER

 

 

The night was cold and viscous. The headlights cut it with narrow blades, and the darkness closed back in at once, like skin that cannot be cut all the way through. The light left no trace — it only checked whether it was possible to go further. He held the wheel too tightly and did not let go. Palms warm, damp; thumbs pressed in, as if the trajectory depended on them, as if loosening would make everything come apart.

Speed cinched the body into a tight bind. It did not accelerate — it gathered. Neck tense, chin slightly pushed forward, shoulders raised, as before a blow. The chest did not open. Breathing short, severed. Air did not reach the bottom — it stuck somewhere beneath the collarbones. Inhale — entry. Exhale — exit. Between them nothing. A pause was not allowed.

The asphalt struck with the smell of burnt rubber and dust. On the straights the smell grew thick, almost sweet, sticky; in the turns a dry bitterness cut the nose, like ash. Air whistled through gaps and crept under the skin. He compressed the body, held the shape, as if air could be pushed back if he held rigidly enough.

The engine sound went not to the ears — to the chest. A low vibration trembled in the ribs, spread along the spine, climbed to the throat and stuck there. It did not ask to come out — it demanded space. His jaw was clenched so hard that the temples began to throb. Teeth met tighter than necessary. The sound stayed inside, locked, like pressure in a pipe.

Hands held the circle of the wheel without play. Not a grip — a clamp. Skin under the fingers stretched, sensation dulled. He did not change the hold even when the road went straight. Straight meant nothing here. Straight was a pause, and pauses were not allowed.

The mirrors were empty. The check was mechanical, without pause and without reason. The gaze slid, fixed, returned. The shoulders did not drop for a second, even on the straight. Even when they could have.

A drone passed overhead. Not sound — light. It struck sharply, a white strip across the glass, across the hands, across the knees. The light was too clean for this night. His eyes tightened. For a fraction of a second. Enough. The wrists tensed beyond normal, the wheel moved a millimeter. He caught it and pressed. Too sharply. The car answered with a short jerk — almost imperceptible, but the body remembered it the way bare feet remember an uneven floor.

The temperature in the cabin was lower than needed. Cold ate at the fingers and pulled the back tight, crept under the shoulder blades. He kept it that way. Cold disciplined. In cold the body did not spread, did not seek comfort. In cold there was no urge to stop, warm up, exhale.

At a seam in the surface the wheel shuddered. A trifle. Almost nothing. But the wrists reacted as to a threat — with excess force. The jaw clenched to pain, as if pain could stabilize the trajectory. The road became smooth again, but the grip did not. The tension stayed, like a trace after hard braking.

The headlights snatched signs, concrete, barriers. Everything flashed too fast to matter. What mattered was the trajectory and not losing it. Not missing the entry point. Not exiting early. Not letting the body doubt.

The sound of the tires changed with the surface. Sometimes it rose higher, thinner, like a squeal the ears do not hear but the teeth feel. In those moments he pressed his back harder into the seat, as if the seat could hold his shape. Elbows stayed bent, fixed. Freedom here was excess.

On the straight he tried to level his breathing. Not at once. Air came in jerks, the chest resisted opening, as if there were less space inside than before. He pressed his back into the seat harder than necessary and waited for the body to adjust. The car went straight. The body followed later, with a delay, like a poorly calibrated mechanism.

The headlights cut the next turn in advance. He saw it before entering. Too clearly. It helped and interfered at once. The body was already preparing, muscles gathering too early. He did not shed that tension. To shed meant to lose.

He entered the turn. Cold held. The wheel obeyed. The tires sang briefly, dull. The night retreated exactly as far as the headlights allowed, no more. Everything beyond them stayed dense, impenetrable.

After the exit he did not release the tension at once. Fingers remained pressed in, as if the road were still resisting. He caught himself holding the wheel as if another turn lay ahead, though the straight was already stretching out. When he tried to loosen the grip, the fingertips answered with a delay, as if the signal took longer than usual.

The cold in the cabin began to feel different. Not like freshness, but like constant pressure on the skin. Fingers went numb, and that made the grip rougher. Precision left, strength remained. He did not correct it. Strength was more reliable.

Speed no longer gathered the body — it demanded it. Not as an invitation, but as a condition. The road narrowed, though the lanes stayed the same. Everything became a corridor of allowances: enter, hold, exit. Between them — emptiness, where one could not linger.

The hands began to run ahead of the trajectory. Just slightly. The shoulders moved forward before the turn, as if the body no longer waited for a command. Breathing broke on entry — air stuck somewhere high in the chest and did not reach down. He did not fix it. Fixing required a pause. There was no pause here.

The vibration changed. The low fell away, leaving a thin, itching tremor. It crept into the teeth, the temples, the base of the skull. He clenched his jaw and the tremor shifted into the neck, became dull, heavy. The body held.

The drone’s light returned unexpectedly. Not from above — from the side. A white strip struck the glass, and the shadow from the pillar shifted not where he expected. His eyes jerked. The body followed. The wheel moved earlier than needed. He caught it. Too hard. The car answered with a delay — short, viscous, as if the asphalt had softened.

A fraction of a second. Everything hung inside it.

The cold stopped invigorating. It began to gnaw. Fingers on the wheel went numb deeper than before, and the pressure grew crude. Fine work left. Strength remained. He compressed the body, pulled in his elbows, drove his back into the seat. The fewer sensations — the more reliable the shape.

The asphalt sounded differently. Not as a continuous background, but as sharp clicks breaking through the hum. Each click demanded a reaction. He answered at once. Without choosing. Reactions ran faster than thought and slower than the body — a dangerous place between.

At a seam in the surface the car drifted. Just a little. But the breath broke off in the middle. Air stuck. He did not exhale — he waited it out. Hands held. The back pressed in harder than necessary. The exit came harsh, without margin.

After the turn the rhythm did not return. Breathing stayed short, as if the chest had grown smaller. The shoulders did not drop. The vibration in the ribs did not leave. He tried to loosen the grip — the fingers answered with a delay, as after cold.

The straight stretched out. The drone’s light disappeared. No external threats. The night was empty. But the body kept holding, as if the turn were still ongoing.

He checked the mirrors — automatically. Not because he was looking. Because the check held the shape. The engine sound struck the chest, rose to the throat and stuck there. The jaw ached. He did not unclench.

Time grew viscous. The night stretched like after sleeplessness, when the body already runs on residue. Cold ate from within. Fingers poorly felt the rim of the wheel, and the pressure became not precise, but constant.

He added speed.

Not as a decision — as a continuation of movement. The pedal went down, and the body answered at once, without coordination. The car moved more willingly than he expected. For a moment the rhythm aligned. Then the chest tightened again, and air stopped reaching the end.

He held.

Even when the road became smooth. Even when the light disappeared. Even when the hands stopped feeling the edge.

The straight stretched and demanded nothing. The headlights held a corridor, the asphalt was even, the tire sound uniform, without jumps or sharp notes. Such a stretch usually allowed release — at least a little. He did not release.

The hands stayed at the same effort, as if the turn were still ongoing. The joints blanched, the skin on the palms stretched tight. He tried to loosen the grip — the movement came uneven, as if the fingers had not agreed among themselves. When the pressure dropped, the palms flared with dull warmth, unpleasant, alien. He restored the effort at once, almost angrily.

Breathing did not return to long. Air entered short and left with a delay, as if the rib cage worked by an old pattern. He noticed this and did not intervene. Intervention would have meant stopping and checking what was happening. Checks here were excess.

The engine sound no longer pressed — it was present. Even, dense, like a weight laid on the chest. He caught himself holding his jaw clenched though there was no longer a need. Unclenching hurt more than leaving it as was. The temples pulled, but this sensation he knew. It did not interfere.

The cold in the cabin stopped feeling like cold. It became a background in which the skin lost sharpness. Fingers felt the rim of the wheel worse than before, and the pressure grew crude, not precise. He noted it without alarm.

He checked the mirrors again. Too early. Without reason. The gaze slid and returned. The shoulders did not drop. The back was still driven into the seat, as if he were still pressed to the trajectory.

The night did not change. There was no drone light. No external threats. It irritated. In such moments the body began to seek load on its own. He added tension in the shoulders, as if preparing for a turn that did not exist. The muscles accepted the command without question.

The space ahead grew too wide. The corridor of light stretched, lost its edges. The headlights cut too much emptiness. This required control. He narrowed his attention, pressed his gaze to the center of the road, as if he could compress space by force of sight.

The fingers on the wheel shifted a few centimeters upward — involuntarily. He noticed it only after. Returned his hands to place slowly, with effort. The signal from the fingers came with a delay, like through an old wire. This was new. He did not linger on the sensation.

Inside there was neither emptiness nor tension — there was a flat slab. Too flat. In such a state any change felt like a threat. He held the pressure so the flatness would not break apart.

The straight stretched longer than he expected. Time grew viscous. Not slow — dense. Each second lay directly on the previous one, leaving no gaps. He noticed he had stopped blinking more often than usual. His eyes dried. He did not blink deliberately.

The hands tried to loosen again — for a fraction of a second. Not as a decision, but as a glitch. And immediately returned the pressure. He understood this only after, by the pain in the joints. The automatic worked faster than awareness.

Air went in deeper, but got stuck. The exhale came out in a jerk. The chest did not expand fully, as if something rigid remained inside, unbending. He did not breathe differently. Differently would have meant noticing the difference.

The road remained straight. The asphalt even. The night calm. Everything around said it was possible to let go.

The body continued to execute.

He held speed though he could have dropped it. Held the grip though there was no need. Held the shape though the shape was no longer required.

He did not realize this at once. When he decided to loosen his hands, the movement did not happen. The fingers stayed where they were.

He tried again. Slowly. The grip loosened by a millimeter and immediately returned.

The road was even. The body kept holding.

When he decided to slightly loosen his hands, the movement did not happen. The fingers stayed where they were. Not frozen. Not cramped. Just — did not let go.

He tried again. Slowly. Effort went into the forearms, the shoulders, the neck. The grip loosened by only a millimeter and immediately returned.

The hands knew only one thing.

And when the road finally stopped demanding — the body kept holding, as if the demand had not yet ended.

They did not shout.

They did not write in chats.

They did not turn it into a spectacle.

The broadcast ran on a closed channel — without comments, without captions, without names. Only the interface and the movement of a point. Each watched from their own screen: from a warm office, from a hotel room, from a tablet in a car parked in an underground garage. The spaces were different; the channel was one. Dense. Even.

The same interface.

The same line of track, laid out not as landscape but as parameters: speed, angle, tire temperature, risk, signal delay. Numbers appeared before the image, graphs assembled without jolts. The road here was secondary. What mattered was what could be measured.

They did not need the road as a road.

They needed the road as a model.

The broadcast ran clean. Drones held altitude and distance, did not intrude and did not lag. Cameras switched not for beauty — for the body: where tension appeared earlier than normal. Algorithms did not command. They only marked zones where the probability of error grew higher.

Bets went in quietly. In two movements.

Without sound.

Without discussion.

Money was not discussed here — it fixed confidence. A raised stake was not gambling; it was a marker: I see a weak point. Victory interested only incidentally. Real interest began where calculation started to skid.

For them he was not a person. He was a point moving along a line, and a deviation interfering with prediction. They did not need a name. A face. A history.

They needed behavior. Behavior is counted. Behavior is compared. Behavior is bought. Behavior is broken, if you know where to press. They were not waiting for a crash — they were waiting for a glitch. A short one. Almost imperceptible. The moment when stability stops being a parameter and becomes a problem.

He felt the channel with his body. Not with sight — with density. In micro-delays of the image, in rare clicks of the signal, in how the picture for a second became too even. Laboratory clean. In that second the world became excessively visible, and the body reacted before thought.

Each such moment tested not speed.

It tested reaction.

He drove more evenly than needed. Not slower — more carefully. Movements were economized, breathing shortened. He did not make sharp corrections even where he could have. Not because it was dangerous. Because any extra movement left a trace.

He held the line and the tempo as if the channel did not exist. And by that alone he interfered with the system most of all. Emptiness did not turn into content. It did not cling. It did not linger.

A thin frame appeared in the interface. Not a warning — a fixation. He did not see the bets, but felt them as compression of air in the cabin: the temperature did not change, the density did. The chest took a shorter inhale than usual. He did not lengthen it.
He blinked less often. His gaze stayed in the center of the corridor of light, as if focus could hold the shape. When he finally blinked, his fingers tightened on the wheel. The compensation happened on its own. Without a decision.

Somewhere on the other side of the screen they were waiting for a failure. Not a crash — a deviation. He knew he was temporary here. Today — him, tomorrow — someone else. And he knew something else: while the point keeps moving, observation depends on it no less.

The image became too even for a moment. Laboratory clean. His shoulders rose by a millimeter, his breath broke in the middle. He noticed it and did not smooth it out. Smoothing would have meant participation.

The channel stayed quiet.

The light — even.

The road — stable.

He kept driving. Not for them. Not against them. And he caught himself with control switched on even where it was no longer required. His hands held the shape without command. The grip did not tighten — it simply did not let go.

That was the entry into the game.

The channel was not silent.

It was too even.

The interface stayed clean, without extra elements, and that very cleanliness began to press. The image did not argue with reality — it agreed in advance. Like a silence in which they expect you to speak first.

He caught himself waiting for a failure. Not with thought — with the body. His shoulders stayed half-ready, his breath did not reach the end, as if a full inhale might be urgently needed and could not be spent. Waiting demanded more tension than movement.

The drone light stayed stable. White, without pulse, without dirt. The asphalt flattened, stripped of depth. The road turned into a diagram. Any unevenness — meaning. Anything extra — a trace.

He noticed he had stopped allowing himself small corrections. The kind that are unnecessary but loosen the clamp. Now every movement passed through an inner filter: is it visible. is it counted. will it leave a trace.

Control changed function. Before, it held the trajectory. Now it held the absence of reaction.

The interface answered with a barely perceptible shift in density: a thin frame appeared and vanished, the line grew slightly brighter than a second ago. The system was in no hurry. It fixed interest. Interest here meant one thing — we will stay.

The channel clicked. Not in the ears — deeper. Like static tension before discharge. He leveled his shoulders without need. His posture became neater. Too neat. He noticed it and did not relax: relaxation could be read.

The air in the cabin grew denser, though the temperature did not change. The inhale shortened, the exhale delayed. He did not breathe deeper. A deep inhale is movement. Movement is data.

He understood he had begun to see himself through their eyes. Not directly — from the side. As if another camera hung nearby, aimed inward: at micro-delays, at extra effort, at corrections made too early. He did not look for it. He accounted for it.

The bets were probably coming in. He did not see them. But he felt the space around the point thicken. In such moments you want to do something — speed up or slow down. He did not. He stayed in tempo. Even. Calibrated. Too calibrated.

The risk line rose by one notch. Without signal. Just a fact. He felt his jaw tighten by a millimeter, and that tension went up the neck. He held. Not because it was needed. Because he was already holding.

Control began to demand small sacrifices: blinking less often, holding the gaze narrower, not letting the body change position. He noticed he had been sitting motionless longer than usual. His back evenly pressed into the seat, elbows fixed, hands holding the wheel without play. Efficient. Expensive.

The drone light grew brighter for a second. Not an attack — a check. The whiteness made the world excessively distinct. Pupils constricted, breath cut off halfway. He did not let it out. No jerk. No extra movement.

And here it became clear: they were not waiting for a mistake.

They were waiting for him to start correcting in advance.

For the moment when control stops being an answer and becomes preventive. When the body tenses not because of a threat, but because of its expectation. That was their field.

He began to level not the road — himself. The tempo of breathing. The pressure of the grip. The position of the shoulders. Everything happened without command, like automatic correction in a stabilization system.

The channel stayed quiet.

The light — even.

The road — stable.

That made what was happening dangerous.

He was tired not from speed, but from holding the shape. From constant self-control. From the need to be smooth. Empty. Uninteresting. Control that once protected now demanded payment.

The image breathed slightly. A micro-failure. A halftone. His fingers pressed in harder than needed — at once, without delay. This movement was not a choice. It was a condition.

He tried to loosen the grip — for a fraction of a second. A check. The command went to the hands and did not arrive. His fingers stayed where they were. Not numb. Not frozen. Just — did not let go.

He did not increase the pressure.

And did not loosen it.

The risk line did not change. The interface was calm. The channel quiet. And inside it became drier. Denser. As if the living were folding down into function.

He drove without errors. And that required more and more effort. Control was no longer a tool. It became a mode.

And that mode switched on by itself — without request, without reason, without a quick exit.

At first it was not movement that changed, but the sense of space.

The road grew narrower. Not physically — permissibly. As if the corridor in which he held the trajectory had narrowed without warning, and any deviation required justification. He did not check. Checking would have meant choice. Choice is movement.

His hands kept holding the wheel.

Even where there was no need.

His fingers stayed pressed in, as if the shape could fall apart if he gave slack. He did not tighten the grip — effort was no longer required. Control held itself, like tension in a muscle you remember only when you try to relax it.

Breathing went in short segments. Inhale — a fragment. Exhale — delayed. There was no reserve between them. He noticed this and did not deepen the inhale. Deep breathing is movement. Movement is a trace.

The channel stayed even.

Evenness became background.

The interface did not change, but attention felt denser. Not like a gaze — like a filter. He no longer reacted to light or signal delays. He reacted to the very possibility of reaction. This was new.

Before, control answered a threat. Now it worked ahead of it. He caught himself no longer thinking about how he was driving. Thought disappeared. Only correctness remained — without criteria, without comparison. He did not know what exactly was right, but he knew precisely what could be extra.

The body began to economize on its own. Muscles did not fully relax and did not tense beyond normal. They hovered in a middle position — where expenditure is minimal and readiness maximal. It was efficient. And it was dangerous.

He noticed he had stopped distinguishing fatigue. Not because it was gone. Because it stopped mattering. Fatigue did not enter the model. It was displayed nowhere. Which meant it could be ignored.

Speed disappeared as a sensation. Not from habituation. Because speed became background. Like ventilation noise you stop noticing. One thing remained important — preserving the shape.

The drone light no longer irritated. He stopped registering it. Whiteness ceased to be a check and became a condition. The world looked exactly as expected. And in that evenness there was something wrong.

He tried to slightly change the position of his shoulders. Not to relax — to check. The movement happened, but with a delay. As if the body first clarified permission. He registered it and returned his shoulders back. Not from fear. From convenience.

Control became comfortable.

That was the most alarming thing.

He no longer felt pressure as pressure. It became norm. Background. A constant correction to every movement. He did not resist. Resistance would have meant conflict. Conflict would have meant data.

The channel stayed quiet.

The interface — unchanged.

The road — stable.

That made what was happening dangerous.

He was tired not from speed, but from holding the shape. From constant self-observation. From the need to be smooth. Empty. Uninteresting. Control that once protected now demanded payment.

The image lost sharpness for a moment. A small failure. A halftone. His fingers pressed in harder than needed — at once, without delay. This movement was not a choice. It was a condition.

He tried to loosen the grip. Just a little. A check.

The command did not arrive at once.

His fingers stayed where they were. Not numb. Not frozen. Just did not let go. He did not increase the pressure. And did not loosen it. He waited for the body to catch up with the decision.

It was a defect. Small. Almost imperceptible.

But it remained.

He realized that if he stopped now, his hands would not unclench immediately. They would hold the shape for some time — by inertia. Because the mode was still active.

This thought did not cause panic. It was fixed and set aside.

The channel could be open or closed — it no longer mattered. Control no longer depended on observation. It continued on its own.

He kept driving. Not because it was necessary. Not because stopping was dangerous. But because movement remained the simplest way not to face the fact that control no longer asked permission.

The garage met him with warm dirty air.

Not human warmth — the warmth of metal that had recently worked and had not yet cooled. There was no silence here. There was background: a rare click of metal, the hoarse sigh of a compressor, the trembling hum of an old fan. The smell of oil hung in a dense layer and did not leave, even when you inhaled through the nose.

The light in the garage was wrong. It fell in patches: bright on the workbench, blinding on wet concrete, dull under the car. Shadows cut the space like crooked partitions. You could not see everything at once here. You had to choose a piece and live in it.

He chose work.

The door closed behind him with a dull thud. His shoulders did not drop. His back stayed gathered, like in the car. He stood for a second, listening to the road still humming in his ears. His jaw was clenched. His fingers held an imaginary wheel. The body did not understand that the drive was over.

He took off his jacket. Slowly. Too carefully. Hung it on a hook and tugged down, checking if it held. Unnecessary. Reflex.

On the workbench lay tools arranged not for beauty — for the hand. Wrenches, a ratchet, sockets. The metal was colder than the air. He ran his fingers along the screwdriver handle and felt micro-roughness — the memory of other grips. It was more honest than any screen.

He switched on the lamp. The light cut out a rectangular piece of space, and everything else disappeared at once. He liked such frames. Inside a frame the world yielded.

He opened a drawer. Jars, rags, gloves. The smell of solvent rose in a sharp cloud. He automatically held his breath. Not because it smelled strong — because the body was used to holding.

Under the car it was tighter. Concrete gave off cold through his jeans. It smelled of rubber, old metal, and sweet dust. Here everything was closer to the body: every sound louder, every smell heavier.

He took out a flashlight. The light made a narrow tunnel. In the tunnel — bolts, hoses, traces of leaks. The car was visible not whole — only a fragment. A fragment can be held. The whole — cannot.

His finger touched the edge of the pan. Oil stayed on the skin as a thin sticky film. He rubbed it between his fingers. Warm. Too warm. His heart gave one extra beat.

He did not call it anxiety.

He called it a task.

The rag passed over the skin, but the grease did not leave completely. Oil always leaves a trace. This thought irritated him more than it should have. Irritation rose to the throat, the jaw clenched to pain. He held his breath again. As if the air were at fault.

The first bolt did not give at once. The metal resisted, then yielded. In that short moment of yielding there was something almost pleasant — and he immediately suppressed it. Pleasant is dangerous. Dangerous is data.

He worked on.

The movements were precise, dry. Not a single extra one. He did not hurry and did not relax. Hurry breeds error. Error breeds a trace. Today he did not want to leave traces.

He stood up, wiped his hands. Looked at the workbench. Everything lay correctly — and still he moved a wrench, straightened a rag, aligned a jar. Order required confirmation.

Blood still hummed in his ears.

He tried to inhale deeper. His chest stopped halfway. Did not want to open. He clenched his fingers into a fist and unclenched. The hand answered with a delay — like an old spring.

Again a delay.

He leaned his palms on the workbench and felt how his fingers themselves sought firmness, as if the surface could disappear if he loosened pressure. The metal under his hands was cold and real. But the grip did not soften.

The garage was honest. Oil — honest. Metal — honest. Only his body was not.

He understood this not with thought, but with sensation: even here, among the smell of iron and rags, control kept working instead of him. His hands held the shape without command.

He chose a simple action — unscrew, remove, clean, put back. In a garage such actions usually drown the noise in the head. Today they drowned nothing.

The bolts went tighter than usual. Or maybe the hands were tighter. The wrench lay in the palm familiarly. He turned — and felt the shoulder tense before the metal answered. Too much force. Excess rigidity in the wrist. He tried to work softer. Softer did not work.

The fingers lived their own life.

Every step required checking. He caught himself leveling the grip, changing the angle of the hand, tucking the elbow, as if someone stood behind his back and scored him. There were no cameras in the garage. No channel. No one watching. And the body still behaved as if it was.

The lamp light began to irritate. Not by brightness — by constancy. It was too honest: cut out dust, scratches, oil drops. Under this light any trifle looked like a problem. Any shadow demanded correction.

He ran the rag over the part — and noticed he was doing it too long. Extra circles. 
Unnecessary meticulousness. He stopped his hand halfway and, almost with effort, pulled it away, the way you pull away someone else’s.

The smell of oil ate into the skin. Sticky, heavy, slightly sweet. It stayed on the tongue even when he swallowed. He wanted to wash his hands — and he did not go. Washing would have meant admitting discomfort. He chose to endure.

The compressor in the corner coughed briefly. He flinched at the sound and immediately grew angry at himself for flinching. Anger tightened his throat, his breathing shortened again. He held it automatically, as he was used to.

Control stopped helping.

It began to interfere.

A small screw stripped its thread. Not critical — fixable. But the fact of the mistake hung in the air too loudly. He stared at the screw longer than necessary, as if it could apologize. In a garage, such things happened every day. Today they sounded like an accusation.

He tried to inhale deeper — the chest did not open again.

The movements grew rigid. He wiped his hands more often than needed. Shifted a tool that already lay correctly. Returned to what was done and touched what did not need touching.

Order began turning into ritual.

The lamp trembled from an old wire. The shadow shifted. He immediately adjusted the shade, leveled the angle, checked the contact. The world became correct again. The relief was too strong for such a trifle. He felt it and immediately hated it.

Time in the garage grew viscous. Minutes stretched like oil. He paused between actions longer than usual — not to rest, but to check himself. Self-checking took more strength than the work itself.

He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and felt a greasy film on the skin. It smelled of metal and sweat. His fingers slipped. He wanted to wash — and again did not go.

The metal under his hands stayed cold and honest.

His fingers — hot and stubborn.

He tried to relax his hands deliberately. Like an exercise. The hands obeyed for a second — and immediately clenched again, as if something inside had said no.

It happened again.

He suddenly noticed that he had stopped working. He was not fixing the car — he was guarding order around himself. Any sound felt too loud, any unevenness — too important.

Even silence began to press.

The fan stopped, and the pause turned out heavier than its hum. In that pause he heard his own breathing — short, torn, cautious. He tried to take a full breath. The chest stopped halfway, like a door held from the inside.

Real fatigue came not into the muscles — into the nerves. Sticky, small, unrelated to work. He leaned his palms on the workbench and realized he was pressing too hard, as if the surface might slip away.

He told himself to let go.

The fingers unclenched with a delay.

That delay returned again when he picked up the wrench. And again — when he wanted to put it back. The body began to live with a lag, like a mechanism whose setting had shifted.

The garage was no longer a refuge.

The smell of oil grew thicker, as if the air could be touched with the hands. The light — harsher. The sounds — more intrusive. Everything around seemed to be waiting for him to give slack, though there was no one here to wait.

He understood a simple thing: work was not returning him to normal. It was only showing how there was no normal left.

He kept doing what he was doing. Unscrewing. Wiping. Putting back. But now each movement required separate effort — not physical, but internal.

Control was turning from an assistant into an obstacle.

He closed the drawer too loudly. Then opened it again and closed it quieter. An unnecessary gesture. Another one. He began catching himself in these small corrections and could not stop.

The circle closed.

He stood among metal and smells and felt how his hands continued to hold an invisible steering wheel. Even here. Even without a road.

He decided to stop working. Simply stop. He put the wrench on the bench. And noticed he did not remove his palm right away. His fingers were still pressing down, as if the tool could not be released. He gave the command to unclench the hand. The hand hesitated. And only then obeyed. That pause hung in the air longer than any sound.

He tried to stop.

Not to finish the work — just to freeze.

To stand and do nothing.

The body did not understand.

His hands kept searching for a task. His fingers reached for the workbench like for a handrail that cannot be let go. He placed his palms on the cold metal and felt he was pressing too hard. Too insistently for someone who had just decided to stop.

He removed his hands.

Or rather — tried to.

The command passed through the shoulders and elbows but got stuck in the fingers. They unclenched with a delay, like a rusty mechanism. A small pause. Almost funny. But noticeable.

The garage stayed the same — honest and indifferent. Warm heavy air, the smell of oil, the hoarse hum of the fan. Only he himself did not match this place.

He wiped his palms with a rag. Not because they were dirty — because the gesture had to change something. The rag slid over the skin, but the smell stayed stronger than the trace.

Time became sticky.

He sat on a stool. His back stayed too straight. His shoulders did not drop, as if someone were still holding them up. He tried to settle, to spread, to become softer. The body refused.

His heart beat faster than the silence required.

The lamp buzzed almost inaudibly, and that quiet sound hooked harder than any noise. He caught himself watching its tremor, as if the order of the world depended on it.

Nothing depended on it.

And that pressed the most.

He tried to take a full breath. The air hit the chest and stopped. Another attempt — the same wall. The body did not open, like a door with an inner lock.

He stood up.

His steps on the concrete sounded louder than they should have. He walked along the car, ran his hand over the cold fender — a gesture that used to return him to reality. Today the gesture did not work.

The metal was cold.

The world was not.

He turned on the water. The stream hit the sink too sharply. The sound was almost painful. The cold cut the skin. He rubbed his palms longer than necessary, as if trying to wash off not oil, but something inside.

The smell remained.

He shut the tap too sharply. The silence after the water struck harder than the water itself. He dried his hands and noticed he was doing it too carefully, as if the quality of drying could fix something.

Control crept into every detail.

He returned to the workbench. The tools lay correctly — and still he wanted to adjust something. Move it a centimeter. Turn it a degree. He forced himself not to touch anything.

Forced — exactly that.

Inside, a sense of lag grew. As if the absence of action itself were an error. His hands searched for work the way the tongue searches for a sore tooth.

He clenched his fists.

The fingers did not obey at once.

A short pause. Barely noticeable. But it sounded louder than any noise. He opened his palms again — and again saw the same delay. Small. Almost funny. And because of that especially unpleasant.

Control no longer belonged to him.

He had become the one who serviced control, not the one who used it.

The fan switched on, and the familiar hum did not calm him, only emphasized the gap. The garage was the same. The car was the same. The tools were the same.

Only he was not.

He sat back down and tried simply to sit. Not to check, not to correct, not to level. To do nothing.

That turned out to be the hardest thing.

Silence pressed harder than noise. Empty time demanded justification. He caught himself counting seconds, not understanding why.

His shoulders still did not drop.

He remembered how the garage used to pull the road and speed out of him. Today the road had come here with him and was not going to leave.

He ran a palm over his face and felt the muscles stay rigid. Tried to unclench his jaw — it yielded and immediately closed again.

The body lived by its own protocol.

He looked at the car, at the patches of light, at the laid-out wrenches — and for the first time that evening did not want to fix anything. Not from calm. From exhaustion.

He turned off the lamp. The light went out, and the rectangle disappeared. The half-dark made the garage larger and duller. But the tension stayed the same.

He went to the door.

Before leaving he looked once more at the workbench. The wrench lay slightly crooked. His hand jerked to straighten it — and froze in the air.

He stopped the gesture.

His fingers hung in the air.

A second.

Then slowly lowered.

He did not feel relief.

He simply went out and closed the door.

 

CHAPTER 2 — NOISE

 

 

The door closed behind him too quietly.

The silence immediately turned thick, like water. The apartment smelled of warmth, dinner, and her perfume — sweet, viscous, almost sticky. These smells didn’t meet him. They crowded in.

He took off his jacket. Slowly. Too slowly for a man who had simply come home. He laid it over the back of a chair and immediately adjusted it so it hung straight. Two extra movements. Unnecessary. Automatic.

The room tightened.

She stood by the window, her back to him. The screen light made her silhouette cold and precise. He stopped in the doorway and realized he was already looking for the right distance: not too close, so he wouldn’t fall in, and not too far, so he wouldn’t look detached.

The body chose the middle.

His shoulders rose by themselves. His breathing shortened, like before a turn. He smiled — carefully, without teeth, with that polite bend of the lips people use to cover real reactions.

“Where were you?” she asked.

Her voice calm. Almost even.

And that was why it was dangerous.

The word “where” hooked into his chest. He felt the fingers of his right hand clench, as if a steering wheel were there again. The question demanded facts. Facts were safe. Feelings were not.

“Things,” he said.

Too short.

Too clean.

She didn’t turn right away. First she exhaled. Then she looked at his hands. He caught it by the way her gaze held at the level of his palms. For a second. That second was enough for heat to rise in him.

He shoved his hands into his pockets.

“You again…” she started, and didn’t finish.

The unfinished phrase hung in the air like an open cut. He felt his jaw tighten. The unfinished demanded he fill it. Fix it. Close it. Push the conversation back into safe borders.

“It’s fine,” he said.

The words landed flat, like a ruler on a table. He heard their artificiality himself and tried to add softness — but softness didn’t obey orders.

The air in the room grew denser.

Somewhere the radiator clicked. The fridge took a short breath. Her phone gave a soft notification buzz. Small sounds began to push forward, as if they knew people weren’t saying the main thing.

“Aren’t you going to ask how my day was?” she said.

The phrase was quiet. Almost tender.

But expectation lived inside it.

Expectation is pressure, too.

He felt something tighten in his chest and hurried to answer:

“How was your day?”

Too fast.

Too by the book.

Her lips trembled. Not a smile. Fatigue. That tremor switched on a familiar mechanism in him: fix it. Level it. Make it so she was “fine” again.

“You don’t hear,” she said. “You answer.”

He wanted to argue. He wanted to explain. He wanted to hand over a list of reasons, routes, facts — everything that can be broken into clear parts. Explanation had always seemed like a bridge to safety.

But the bridge led the wrong way.

He stood and kept silent, feeling his fingers start living their own life. Reaching for the nearest thing, any task. Control was looking for work.

He looked around the room.

The throw blanket on the couch lay crooked.

He stepped to it almost with relief — like to a life ring — and smoothed it with two precise movements. The fabric lay perfect. Order restored.

Only the air grew heavier.

She looked at him as if watching a familiar trick that no longer surprised her.

“You’re running back into order,” she said.

The words slid into his stomach as cold. Not sharp. Viscous. A short shiver ran down his back, and he immediately tightened his shoulders harder so no one would see.

It became too warm in the room.

Warmth that doesn’t warm — it suffocates.

He wanted to come closer. Truly wanted to. But an invisible field hung between them, and it demanded only one thing from him: don’t feel.

He took a step toward her.

His legs went.

His body didn’t.

His throat dried out. His tongue turned heavy. He wanted to say something simple, human, but the words couldn’t get out. Instead his fingers began searching again for something to correct.

A mug stood on the table — a little off center. He caught himself wanting to slide it. His own reaction hit harder than her words. He froze mid-step.

There was a meter and a half between them — a distance you cross in a second. And at the same time — a gap you can’t jump without losing yourself.

Her gaze softened.

And he only grew stiffer from it.

He felt how his chest wouldn’t let air in, how his shoulders held a defense, how his fingers clenched into an invisible fist. Closeness pulled him — and frightened him like dark water.

“Come here,” she said quietly.

The words were simple.

The body answered differently.

He took another step — and realized he was taking it not toward her, but to keep control over himself.

There was no warmth in that step. Only management. And then he felt it clearly: for him, closeness isn’t home.

He came nearer.

And his hands still stayed clenched.

She poured him tea. Not out of care — out of the need to keep her hands busy with something. A hot mug between people gives a shape, and shape is always safer than words.

He sat at the table. Too straight. Knees together, elbows pinned to his sides, as if any extra movement could scatter the room. The kitchen was small, and the air felt thick because of it. The smell of boiling water mixed with her perfume — sweet, viscous. The warmth didn’t warm. It wrapped.

“You’re closing off again,” she said.

No reproach.

Like a diagnosis.

He took a sip. The tea burned his tongue, but his face stayed even. Inside, everything cinched tighter. He set the mug down more carefully than needed, as if the stability of the world depended on it.

“I’m not closing off,” he answered.

The words sounded too smooth. He heard the metal in them and tried to soften the tone — it didn’t work. Softness didn’t obey orders.

“You talk like you’ve got instructions,” she said.

The muscles in his neck hardened. He stared at the table where a napkin lay crumpled at one corner. His fingers twitched to straighten it. He stopped his hand halfway. Holding back was harder than giving in.

“I’m just tired,” he said.

She lifted her eyes.

“Everyone gets tired. But not everyone turns to stone.”

The word “stone” landed heavy, right under his ribs. He squeezed the mug harder than normal and immediately loosened, afraid of hearing the ceramic crack.

The kitchen went too quiet. You could hear the radiator faintly crackle, someone turn on water behind the wall, a rare drop fall into the sink. Every sound came closer, as if the room had narrowed by a step.

“What do you want from me?” he asked.

The phrase flew out sharper than he meant. He felt it in his throat — it went dry at once. He wanted to smooth it over, but the words were already on the table.

She was silent longer than was comfortable.

“I want you to be here,” she said.

Simple words.

No loopholes.

He nodded. Too fast.

“I’m here.”

“No,” she said. “You’re near. That’s different.”

His chest got cramped, like someone had put an extra object inside. He tried to inhale deeper — the air stopped halfway. His shoulders rose higher, on their own.

He started looking for an exit: an argument, a topic, anything he could control. Control always offered options. Closeness didn’t.

“Hug me,” she said quietly.

The request sounded like a check.

He stood. His legs went to her obediently, but inside everything resisted. He hugged her carefully, almost formally. His hands settled on her back and froze at once, as if they didn’t know what to do next.

Her warmth touched his chest — and instead of relief, tension came. He felt his fingers on her sweater tighten harder than necessary. He tried to soften the grip and couldn’t.

“Relax,” she whispered.

He tried.

The body didn’t obey.

Jaw clenched, breath short, shoulders rigid. He stood there hugging the person he loved and felt like a mechanism stuck in one mode.

He stood too straight for a man being held. And he understood: if he lets go of form now, he won’t hold anything.

“You’re holding again,” she said.

Her words were soft.

His reaction wasn’t.

He wanted to loosen his arms. Give a little warmth. Do something alive. But his fingers lived their own life. The familiar mode switched on inside — hold the form at any cost.

He understood he was hugging her the way he holds a steering wheel.

And at that moment his left palm trembled.

Just a little.

She felt it.

And stepped back first.

She stepped back first.

Softly, almost imperceptibly. But it was enough for a cold gap to open between them. Her warmth disappeared, and the air in the kitchen immediately went hard.

He stayed standing with hands that still remembered her back. His fingers didn’t unclench. He ordered them to let go — the command came through with a delay, like a bad connection. A short pause. Too visible.

“See?” she said.

Quiet, but heavier than any scream.

He didn’t answer.

He stood there and felt his shoulders refuse to drop, his chest stay clamped, his breathing turn short and careful again. His whole body acted as if the danger hadn’t left.

She moved to the window. A strip of space stretched between them — narrow, but impassable. He felt the familiar impulse: find the right words, restore the form, bring the situation back into a clear order.

Order always promised rescue.

“I’m really here,” he said.

The phrase hung empty. He heard its fragility himself and wanted to add something — solid, convincing. But any addition would look even more artificial.

“You say that all the time,” she said. “And you’re absent all the time.”

The words went into his chest and stuck there like a lump. He tried to inhale deeper — the air hit his ribs and stopped. His shoulders rose higher still, as if shielding his neck from an invisible blow.

The kitchen kept living its ordinary life: a rare drop fell into the sink, someone turned on water behind the wall, the meter hummed in the hall. But all those sounds suddenly grew louder than people.

“I’m trying,” he said.

“Trying what?” she asked.

The question stayed open. He tried to find an answer and realized any words would look like instructions to himself. He was used to answering with actions. Here there were no actions.

His eyes found a hook by themselves: a book on the sill lay uneven. He noticed it before he thought. His hand jerked to straighten it. He stopped halfway.

Control was looking for work again.

He still nudged the mug on the table — a centimeter closer to the center. A trifle. Almost invisible. But she noticed.

“That’s what I mean,” she said.

He froze with his hand over the table, like a man caught stealing. In that moment he saw himself from the side: a grown man in the middle of a conversation straightening objects because otherwise panic rises inside.

“I didn’t mean to,” he said.

The words came out weak, and it got tighter inside his own body.

She came closer.

“I know you didn’t,” she said. “That’s the problem.”

Her closeness didn’t calm. It burned. He felt his palms go damp, his fingers start living a separate life. He wanted to hide them in his pockets and couldn’t — it would look like running.

“You’re holding all the time,” she said.

Each word landed, and with each one his chest got heavier. He wanted to defend, object, explain. Any explanation would feel like ground.

“I don’t know how else,” he said.

And realized he’d said a truth he himself was afraid to hear.

She stopped very close.

“Try not holding,” she said.

He tried.

He truly tried.

He loosened his shoulders — they sprang back. Unclenched his jaw — the muscles closed again at once. Tried to take a full breath — the air stuck halfway again.

The body refused to believe in softness.

“You’re even managing yourself right now,” she said.

No anger in her voice. Just fatigue. The fatigue of someone who has waited too long for something simple.

A dull irritation rose in him — not at her, at his own wiring. At these hands, these habits, this constant need to hold.

“I’m trying,” he said.

“I know,” she answered. “But I don’t need someone who is always trying. I need someone who just is.”

The words were heavier than any accusation.

He stepped toward her. He wanted to hug again — differently, softer, without schemes. He raised his hands and saw his fingers trembling with a fine tremor. That tremor was louder than any justification.

He touched her shoulder.

And suddenly understood he didn’t know how to hold a person without instructions. Didn’t know where to put his palms, how to breathe beside someone, how to be without an inner frame.

His chest cinched tighter. Breath went ragged. A thin ringing appeared in his ears.

“I can’t,” he said.

The phrase came out by itself. No preparation. No defense.

She looked at him closely.

“That’s the truth,” she said.

He stood in front of her feeling how everything he used to call strength was turning into weight. How the body didn’t obey, how the hands became strange, how closeness made him helpless.

And for the first time that evening he didn’t try to hide it.

He lowered his hands.

His fingers unclenched on their own, without his command. Slowly, with that same treacherous delay he had begun noticing more and more often.

She touched his palm — briefly — and pulled her hand away.

“I don’t want to fight you for you,” she said.

No ultimatum. Only a boundary.

The bar smelled of old wood, sour beer, and a wet rag. The smell hadn’t changed for years, and that was why it felt reliable. The light above the counter was yellow and viscous, like warm grease. The music played quietly but didn’t soothe — it just filled the voids where extra words could appear.

He walked in and immediately saw his friend at the back table. The friend sat loose, elbows on the table, a bottle between his palms. Confident posture, almost lazily carefree. A man who didn’t need to hold the world on his shoulders.

“Finally,” the friend said. “I was already thinking you dissolved.”

There was lightness in the voice, but under it lay the familiar expectation: explain yourself, justify yourself, be clear. He felt it before he sat.

“Road,” he said.

The chair creaked under him. Too loud. He immediately shifted it so it wouldn’t creak again. An extra move. He noticed it and acted like he didn’t.

The friend held out a bottle.

“You want one?”

The cold glass bit into his fingers. He took a swallow and felt his chest loosen a little. Just a little. Enough to look normal.

“How are you?” the friend asked.

A simple question.

The simplest are always the most dangerous.

“Fine.”

The friend smirked.

“Your ‘fine’ usually means everything’s bad.”

He didn’t answer. His throat was dry, even though the beer cooled his tongue. He noticed his palm slowly tracing a circle on the damp label. A needless gesture. His hands were looking for something to do so they wouldn’t be empty.

Someone in the bar laughed out loud. The laugh hit his ears unexpectedly sharp. He flinched — almost imperceptibly — and straightened at once, like after an error on the road.

“You’re like you’re not here,” the friend said. “You’re sitting here, but it feels like you’re driving somewhere.”

The phrase hit cleanly. He felt the muscles in his neck harden.

“Everything’s fine,” he repeated.

“Again,” the friend sighed. “That word is like armor for you.”

At the next table cards slapped down. The sound was sharp, like a slap. He blinked faster than usual and pretended not to react.

“So what about the girl?” the friend asked.

The question settled in his chest like a heavy stone.

“Everything’s fine.”

Too fast. Too even.

The friend tilted his head.

“Listen, you’re even lying mechanically right now.”

He squeezed the bottle harder than needed. The glass went slick in his palm. His shoulders lifted on their own, as if guarding his neck.

“I’m not lying,” he said.

“You’re not lying. You’re leaving.”

The bar smelled of overheated kitchen oil. The air was thick, heavy. He suddenly felt his body sharply: tense thighs, shoulder blades pulled tight, a jaw clenched to pain.

“I’m handling it,” he said.

“That’s the problem,” the friend replied. “You’re always handling it. Even when you just need to be.”

The phrase hung between them like an extra object on the table.

He wanted to argue. To explain that everything was under control. That it was safer this way. That there was no other way. But his tongue found no convincing shape.

Behind him someone dropped a fork. Metal struck tile. He flinched again and again pretended he hadn’t.

“You’re tense,” the friend said quietly.

“Just one of those days.”

“Your days are always like that.”

There was no mockery in the words. Just a fact with nowhere to hide. He felt hot weight gathering between his ribs.

“Listen,” the friend said, leaning closer. “We’re not at an interrogation. You don’t have to hold the line here.”

He wanted to say “I can.”

And realized he couldn’t.

He looked at the table, the bottles, the rings from glasses. This was a place where you didn’t need to be collected. People relaxed here, got stupid, laughed.

And he sat as if a steering wheel were shaking under him.

“I’m not holding the line,” he said.

The words sounded empty.

The friend didn’t answer. The silence thickened, like a wall. He heard his own breathing — short, economical, as if air were rationed.

“Let’s just sit,” the friend said. “No talk about work. Like before.”

The offer was light. Almost harmless.

He nodded.

And in that moment understood: he didn’t know how to sit without a task. His fingers clenched around the bottle again. On their own. Without permission.

 

The bar breathed heavy and lazy. The air was thick, like stagnant water: sour beer, burnt oil, cheap cologne someone had unsuccessfully used to mask the bathroom. The lamps overhead hummed barely audibly, but the hum crawled under the skin like a fine itch.

He placed his palms on the table — and immediately pulled them back. The surface was sticky, though it looked clean. His fingers left damp marks.

The friend watched him calmly.

And that calm grew heavier by the second.

“You’re like a drawn string,” he said.

The phrase was quiet, almost careful.

“Don’t start,” he said.

The voice came out sharper than he wanted — dry, clipped, not his.

“I’m not starting,” the friend shrugged. “I’m just watching.”

“Just watching” felt worse than any accusation.

He took a sip. The glass was icy, but the cold stopped at his fingers. In his chest the same dense, unmoving weight remained. He tried to inhale deeper — his chest opened halfway and stopped.

“Maybe I’m tired,” he said.

“Maybe,” the friend nodded. “Or maybe you just don’t know how to stop.”

The words struck under the ribs with a short jolt.

His fingers found the label and started circling it. One circle. Then another. A small, useless ritual so his hands wouldn’t lie empty.

“It’s my kind of work.”

“It’s your kind of habit.”

The bar door slammed. A rush of cold and wet asphalt smell burst in. He tensed instantly, like from a blow.

“See?” the friend said. “You even shut down from air.”

“Just a draft.”

“For you everything’s a draft.”

At the next table someone laughed too loudly. The sound cut at his ears like a sudden signal. He blinked and straightened, as if jabbed in the back.

“You’re sitting here like you’re on the starting line,” the friend said.

“Enough.”

“I’m not joking.”

He set the bottle on the table. Exactly in the center of the damp ring. And immediately noticed how careful it was. His hand demanded order.

“You’re even lining things up right now,” the friend said.

“Habit,” he repeated.

“That’s not a habit. That’s a clamp.”

The bar grew stuffier. The light above the table trembled in a thin yellow strip. Cold sweat slowly appeared between his shoulder blades.

“I’m handling it,” he said.

“That’s the problem,” the friend replied. “You’re handling it all the time. Even when you just need to live.”
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