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The alarm clock screams at 5:47 AM, thirteen minutes before Elena needs to wake, but she's already been awake for an hour, listening to the radiator clank its winter song, watching the sodium light from the street lamp paint amber rectangles on her ceiling. Sleep, when it comes at all these days, arrives in thin, anxious strips—never deep enough to dream, never long enough to rest. She lies in the narrow bed she bought used from a Columbia student moving to Singapore for a consulting job, and she thinks about water: the way it pools, the way it seeks its level, the way it always, eventually, finds the lowest place.

She is the lowest place.

The apartment exhales cold breath around her. November has turned cruel early this year, and the landlord—a property management company with an address in Delaware and a phone number that rings into automated eternity—has not yet turned on the heat despite the city ordinance that requires it. Elena sleeps in two sweatshirts and wool socks with holes in the heels. She sleeps with her student loan statement folded in the drawer of her nightstand, $127,483 worth of education that qualifies her to teach Introduction to Composition to teenagers who check their phones during discussions of Langston Hughes and ask if the essay needs to be in complete sentences.

The apartment is a two-bedroom carved from what was once a one-bedroom, which was itself carved from what was once a family floor in a brownstone that housed dockworkers and seamstresses, teachers and postal carriers, people who could afford to raise children in Brooklyn, people who have been priced out, pushed out, winnowed away like chaff. Elena's room fits a twin bed, a desk from Ikea she assembled wrong so it wobbles, and a wire rack for her clothes. The walls are thin as promises. She can hear her roommate Marcus snoring in the other carved-out cell, can hear the couple upstairs fighting in Spanish about money, always money, the universal language of not-enough.

She teaches at three schools. Four, if you count the online asynchronous course she picked up for $2,800 a semester, a course that requires her to respond to discussion posts at all hours because students in California are just logging on when she's trying to sleep. Kingston Community College on Tuesdays and Thursdays, two sections of English 101. Brookdale Community College on Mondays and Wednesdays, one section of English 101 and one section of Developmental Writing, which means teaching adults how to construct a paragraph, how to distinguish between "there" and "their," how to believe that their words matter in a world that has spent their whole lives proving otherwise. Friday she takes the train to Queens for a single section at LaGuardia Community College, three hours of commuting for two hours of teaching, $3,200 for the semester.

She does the math constantly, obsessively, the way people worry prayer beads. Fifteen thousand from Kingston, eighteen thousand from Brookdale, nine thousand from LaGuardia, three thousand from the online course. Forty-five thousand before taxes. Her share of the rent is $1,250 a month, which means fifteen thousand a year just to sleep in a room where she can touch both walls if she stands in the center and spreads her arms wide like Christ on the cross. Utilities split three ways, another hundred a month. MetroCard unlimited, $132. Phone, $75. Internet, split three ways, $30. Student loan payment, $843, though she's been on forbearance twice this year already and knows that the interest is accumulating like snow, like rust, like all the things that accumulate silently until they bury you.

Food. She tries not to think about food.

The shower runs cold for three minutes before offering tepid warmth, and Elena stands under the weak stream washing her hair with dish soap because she ran out of shampoo on Thursday and payday isn't until Friday and she's down to $23 in her checking account. The dish soap makes her scalp itch but it's cheaper by volume and it cleans, which is all that matters. She has learned to reduce her needs to their essential components: clean enough, warm enough, fed enough. Enough is the diminishing horizon she aims for.

Marcus is gone by the time she emerges, off to his paralegal job in Manhattan, his coat and shoes absent from the pile by the door. Their third roommate, Jasmine, works nights at a hotel in Midtown and is probably just getting home now, probably climbing into bed as Elena prepares to leave. They are ships passing, their lives arranged in Tetris formation, never quite fitting together but somehow creating the illusion of a household. They split the cost of toilet paper and trash bags. They leave passive-aggressive notes about dishes. They are strangers who share an address, which is what passes for community in this iteration of the city, in this late-stage capitalist fever dream where even loneliness must be monetized, subdivided, and rented out.

Elena dresses in layers: the same black pants she's been wearing for three years, wearing thin at the knees and seat; a white button-down from H&M with a coffee stain she covers with a cardigan; the cardigan her mother sent her from Ohio with a note that said "Stay warm, honey" in handwriting that made Elena cry on the train. She puts on lipstick because it makes her feel armored, because it's a small insistence that she still cares about something, even if it's just the shape of her mouth. She makes instant coffee in a mug stolen from a college she no longer teaches at, stirs in sugar because she's out of milk, burns her tongue rushing to drink it.

The subway station at Church Avenue swallows her at 6:52 AM. The platform smells like piss and hot metal, the third rail humming its lethal lullaby. Elena stands behind the yellow line with her tote bag of papers to grade and her laptop dying in its case and her phone showing 34% battery because she forgot to charge it overnight. The express train is delayed. The express train is always delayed. The announcement comes in crackling, incomprehensible English and then crackling, incomprehensible Spanish, and everyone on the platform sighs in unison, this collective exhalation of the perpetually late, the perpetually screwed, the ones who cannot afford to be late but who have no power over their lateness, who are subject to the whims of ancient infrastructure and deferred maintenance and a transit system governed by people who take town cars.

When the train finally arrives, it's packed with bodies. Elena wedges herself into the scrum, her face pressed into a stranger's shoulder, breathing through her mouth to avoid the mingled smells of cologne and sweat and the onions someone ate for breakfast. A man's hand rests too close to her hip and she can't tell if it's accidental or intentional, can't move away because there's nowhere to move, so she just stands rigid, making herself small, making herself stone. This is the price of going anywhere: the surrender of personal space, the constant low-grade threat, the negotiation of unwanted touch.

The train lurches and stops, lurches and stops. Signal problems at Prospect Park. Police activity at Atlantic. Sick passenger at Hoyt. The delays pile up like compound interest. Elena checks her phone: 7:34 AM. Her class starts at 8:00 AM. She won't make it. She'll be late again, and the department chair has already spoken to her twice about punctuality, as if Elena is choosing to be late, as if she's lingering over artisanal coffee in some sun-drenched cafe instead of being held hostage in the bowels of the city, a sardine in the tin of public transportation.

She emails her students from the train: "Running 15 minutes late due to subway delays. Please begin reading today's assignment." She knows that none of them will read it. She knows that they'll sit on their phones scrolling through Instagram, posting stories about their boring English class, counting down the minutes until they can leave. She knows this and still she tries, still she assigns Audre Lorde and James Baldwin and Claudia Rankine, still she believes—or tries to believe—that language might save somebody, that words arranged in the right order might crack open the world.

Kingston Community College is a concrete fortress in Flatbush, all harsh angles and narrow windows, built in the 1970s when architecture gave up on beauty and committed fully to institutional efficiency. The hallways smell like industrial cleaner and despair. The classrooms have whiteboards that don't erase properly, desks with obscene graffiti carved into their surfaces, fluorescent lights that flicker and buzz like dying insects. Elena's office is not an office but a shared space in the adjunct bullpen, a room with six desks crammed together where instructors sit elbow to elbow, grading papers and eating sad desk lunches and pretending not to hear each other's phone calls to collection agencies.

She arrives at 8:17 AM. Half her students haven't shown up yet, which means they're also on delayed trains, also fighting their way through the city's indifferent machinery. The ones who are present look exhausted in the way that her students always look exhausted—not the exhaustion of staying up late partying, but the exhaustion of working closing shifts and opening shifts, of raising children and caring for parents, of taking four trains to get to school. Her students are Black and Dominican and Haitian and Pakistani and Chinese. Her students work at Target and Starbucks and as home health aides wiping the asses of dying strangers for $15 an hour. Her students are the machinery that makes the city function, and they are invisible, and they are her.

"Okay," Elena says, opening her laptop, calling up the PowerPoint she made at 11 PM last night, too wired with anxiety to sleep. "Let's talk about thesis statements."

The students stare at her with the polite blankness of people who have learned to endure. She sees herself reflected in their faces: tired, hanging on, going through motions that feel increasingly meaningless. What is a thesis statement in the face of medical debt? What is proper comma usage when you're three months behind on rent? She teaches anyway. She diagrams sentences on the whiteboard. She circulates through the room, leaning over desks, pointing out fragments and run-ons, praising small victories—"Yes, exactly, that's a complete thought"—because small victories are all they have.
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