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Prologue

	The Last Night of Something

	 

	The porch light had been out for three weeks, and my mother still hadn’t called the landlord. That was how things worked on Elm—you adapted around the broken thing until it became the room’s new shape. So the front steps sat in darkness, and Corinne and I sat on them with our knees drawn up, and the only light came from the kitchen window behind us, yellow and thin through the curtain my mother had sewn from a bedsheet the year I turned twelve.

	August. The bags were by the door. The car would come at five.

	Corinne had been there since dinner, had eaten my mother’s rice and stewed chicken and carried her plate to the sink without being asked, which was how she’d always been in our house—careful with it, respectful of its particular weather. She had not mentioned the bags. She had not mentioned the morning. What she had done was stay, minute after minute, as the television murmured inside and my mother pretended to watch it, and the hour got late enough that staying meant something neither of us had to say out loud.

	“Let’s go to the lake,” she said. Not a question. She was already standing, brushing the seat of her jeans with the heels of her palms—those palms, calloused and sure, the faded oil stain on her right wrist that she’d been promising to scrub out since junior year. Her sandy hair had half-escaped its ponytail, the way it always did by evening, loose strands catching at the collar of her flannel.

	We drove her truck. The windows were down and the air was warm enough to be kind but carried the first chill that told you September was already in the wings, waiting. Bellmere passed in the dark—Canal Row shuttered, Patsy’s Diner lit but empty, the chain-link perimeter of the old Whitmore mill catching the moon in small, useless squares. Corinne drove with one hand on the wheel and the other resting on the seat between us, and after a minute I put my hand over hers, and she turned her wrist so our fingers laced, and we didn’t say anything because the truck’s engine said everything about two people going somewhere familiar for the last time.

	The lookout above Gannet Lake was ours in the way that places become yours when you are seventeen and need somewhere to be that isn’t home. A flat rock wide enough for two, the lake below catching whatever the sky offered—tonight, stars and a half-moon that lay on the water like something spilled. We sat close enough that our shoulders touched. Corinne rubbed her palms together, which meant she was thinking. I waited. She was the slower speaker but the better one, and I had learned to let the silence do its work.

	“You know how a torque wrench clicks when it hits the right spec?” she said.

	I looked at her. Her grey-green eyes were on the water.

	“It’s this tiny sound,” she went on. “Barely anything. But once you hear it, you know. You know the bolt’s right. You don’t have to check again.”

	“And?”

	“That’s what it was like. When I told you to wait in the parking lot at Patsy’s. That night. There was a click.”

	February of senior year. Snow on the ground and the diner otherwise empty, and Corinne had said Wait and then hadn’t had a sentence to follow it, and I had sat back down, and we had talked until the lights went out. The first kiss was in the parking lot, snow in her eyelashes, her hands freezing and certain on my face. She was right. There had been a click.

	“Corinne.”

	“I’m not going anywhere with this. I’m just saying it.”

	She leaned into me then, and the weight of her was solid and specific—the laundry-soap smell of her collar, the particular temperature of her cheek against my temple, the rough skin of her fingers as they found mine again. Below us the lake held the moon steady. Somewhere on the east side of town a dog barked twice and stopped. Bellmere was so quiet you could hear it deciding not to change.

	On the drive back, she kept my hand. The dashboard clock said 11:47. The house was dark except for the kitchen. My mother had left the stove light on and gone to bed, which was her way of saying she loved me without making me carry the sight of her face while she said it.

	At the door, Corinne turned to me. She looked exactly like herself—steady, contained, the person who noticed what was broken before she noticed what was beautiful. I wanted to memorize this version of her. I was already afraid that distance would soften the details, round the edges of her into something I’d made up.

	“I’ll call every day,” I said. “Nothing changes.”

	She nodded. She didn’t say what she was thinking—I knew that because her jaw held a tension I had learned to read, the one that meant she was keeping a sentence behind her teeth. Instead she kissed me. Slow, careful, the kind of kiss that is also an act of memory, as if she were pressing something into place she could find again later.

	“Nothing changes,” she said back, and it sounded different in her mouth. In mine it had been a promise. In hers it was a question dressed up to pass for one.

	She left at midnight. Stood by the truck for a moment, hands in her jacket pockets, looking at the house like she was measuring something. Then she lifted one hand—not a wave, just an open palm, held up for a second in the dark—and got in and drove away. I stood at the window and watched the taillights shrink along Elm until they turned at the end of the block and the street was just a street again, empty and poorly lit, the Whitmore silos visible in the distance like the ribs of something that had stopped breathing years ago.

	The house settled around me. The faucet dripped—the same rhythm it had kept my whole life, the landlord’s longest-running refusal. My room smelled like damp plaster and the lavender my mother hung in the closet to argue with it. The suitcase by the bed was the largest thing I owned and it was borrowed. On the corkboard above my desk, a photograph: Corinne and me at the lake, sophomore year, before we were anything. Her arm slung over my shoulder, my head tipped toward hers, both of us laughing at something I couldn’t remember. Ordinary. I took the photo down and put it in the front pocket of the suitcase where I could reach it without unpacking.

	Sleep didn’t come. The dark had a texture to it—granular, specific, Bellmere’s dark, which was different from the dark of any place I’d ever been because it smelled like lake water and cut grass and motor oil carried on someone’s clothes. Four-thirty came with a shift in the light. I heard the car before it turned onto Elm.

	My mother stood in the hallway in her hospital scrubs, already dressed for the early shift. She held my face in both hands and said, “You call me when you get there,” and let go before either of us could make it harder. The suitcase went in the trunk. The driver said something about traffic. I sat in the back seat and watched the town pass—Canal Row, the dollar store where the pharmacy used to be, the turn for Gannet Lake, the county line.

	Somewhere past the last sign that said Bellmere, I took out my phone and opened the shared playlist. Corinne had added a song at 12:09 a.m., thirteen minutes after she drove away. I put in my earbuds and pressed play and stared out the window at the fields opening up on either side of the highway, gold and green and enormous, and I thought: nothing changes.

	The distance to campus was four hundred and twelve miles. The car moved south. Bellmere got smaller behind me in a way that was not a metaphor—it was a measurement, a fact, the kind of thing you could verify on a map. My phone was warm in my hand. The song Corinne had chosen was still playing. And the promise I’d made sat where I’d left it, on the porch in the dark, in a town that was already learning to close around the space where I’d been.

	 



Chapter 1


	Orientation, or What Maps Leave Out

	The room smelled like industrial cleaner and someone else’s shampoo.

	Three boxes sat against the wall beneath a window that faced north — a detail the housing office had not mentioned and I had not thought to ask about. North-facing meant no direct sun, which meant the room would stay cool through September and become a particular kind of grey by November. Already the light had a quality I couldn’t name, flatter and more even than the light in Bellmere, where every window in our house caught the afternoon in a way that turned the kitchen gold for exactly forty minutes before the sun dropped behind the Whitmores’ old silos.

	My phone was plugged in on the bare desk, charged to ninety-seven percent and angled so I could see the screen from anywhere in the room. Corinne hadn’t texted since three o’clock, when she’d sent a photo of the Hale front porch with no caption — just the railing, the chipped paint, the corner of Caroline’s wheelchair visible at the edge of the frame. A picture that said: still here. I’d replied with a thumbs-up emoji and then deleted the thumbs-up emoji and typed I love that porch and then deleted that too and sent a heart. The heart felt insufficient. Everything I sent her lately felt like a translation of something I couldn’t quite get right in the original language.

	The hallway outside was loud with arrival. Doors opening and closing, parents’ voices carrying the specific pitch of people trying to be helpful while being terrified, suitcase wheels on linoleum. Someone down the hall was playing music I didn’t recognize — something with horns and an irregular beat that kept almost resolving and then didn’t. The building was old, the kind of old that universities call character and landlords call liability: plaster walls, radiators that would clank, wood floors scarred from a century of move-ins exactly like this one.

	I opened the first box and found books. Rawls on top, dog-eared already, a yellow sticky note marking the passage about the veil of ignorance that I’d read so many times the page had a thumbprint shadow. Below that, Baldwin, hooks, a secondhand copy of Arendt’s The Human Condition with someone else’s marginalia that I’d bought for three dollars at the Bellmere library sale and liked better than a clean edition because the previous reader had been furious — exclamation points, underlines, one emphatic NO in red ink beside a passage about labor versus work. I stacked them on the desk in no particular order and felt something shift in my chest, a loosening I hadn’t expected. These were mine. This desk was mine. The north-facing window was mine.

	The corkboard above the desk was empty. I’d brought a pack of index cards — white, unlined, the kind Patsy’s Diner used to use for the specials board before they switched to a chalkboard that Patsy’s daughter had painted with sunflowers. My hand hovered over the first card. Then I uncapped the pen and wrote in block letters: Power is not distributed — it is maintained. The ink was blue. The card looked small and self-serious on the wide corkboard, but I pinned it up anyway because that was the point of having a room that was mine: I could be self-serious without an audience.

	A knock. The door was propped open with one of my boxes — a choice I’d made deliberately, because the orientation packet said to keep your door open during move-in week and I was, in those first hours, still willing to follow instructions from people who seemed to know how this worked.

	“You have the Arendt.” The voice came from a woman my height with dark hair cut short, wearing a kurta over jeans and carrying a coffee that smelled expensive. “The Human Condition. That’s my favorite binding.”

	“There’s a previous reader who disagrees with her pretty aggressively,” I said.

	“Good. That’s how you should read Arendt.” She leaned against the doorframe. “Priya Nair. Two doors down. Pre-law, but don’t hold that against me.”

	“Lennox Vale. Political theory.”

	“You’re on scholarship?”

	The directness startled me, and then I was annoyed at being startled, because the answer was yes and there was nothing about yes that required softening. “Full ride. How’d you know?”

	“The boxes.” She gestured. “Everyone on financial aid moves in with three boxes and a carry-on. Everyone on their parents’ dime has a U-Haul and a duvet from Restoration Hardware.” She grinned. “I’m in the three-box club too. Welcome.”

	Priya stayed. We sat on the floor because I hadn’t made the bed yet and talked until the light through the north-facing window had gone completely blue. She was from Queens, the daughter of immigrants who ran a dry-cleaning business on a block that was rapidly gentrifying around them. She wanted to study constitutional law, specifically voting rights, specifically the ways in which access to the ballot had been engineered to exclude the people who needed it most.

	“It’s not even subtle,” she said, tucking her legs beneath her. “Redistricting, purging voter rolls, closing polling locations in neighborhoods where turnout determines outcomes — it’s architecture. Designed to look neutral while functioning as exclusion.”

	“Have you read Shelby County v. Holder?”

	Her eyes lit up the way Corinne’s did when someone asked about a compression ratio. “I’ve read it, annotated it, and written a twelve-page paper about it that my AP teacher said was too polemical.” She paused. “He was right. It was polemical. It was also correct.”

	She talked about this the way Corinne talked about engines — with a precision that came from genuine fascination rather than performance. The comparison arrived without my permission, and with it a quick, unwelcome awareness: I was sitting on the floor of a room that was mine, talking to a woman who understood the architecture of inequality the way I did, and the feeling spreading through my ribs was not homesickness. It was its opposite. It was the terrifying, carbonated sensation of fitting somewhere new.

	“You okay?” Priya asked.

	“Yeah. Long day.”

	“You have someone back home?”

	“Girlfriend. Corinne. She’s in Bellmere — that’s upstate.”

	“Long distance?”

	“We’ll manage.” The words came out practiced, a coin already worn smooth. I’d said them to my mother, to Deb Kowalski when she’d cornered me at the going-away dinner, to the woman at the county hospital front desk who had known my mother for fifteen years and felt entitled to opinions about my choices. We’ll manage. As if managing were a plan and not just the absence of a better one.

	Priya nodded and didn’t push. That was the first thing I liked about her — she knew when a sentence was a door being closed.

	After Priya left, I finished unpacking. The second box held clothes, a towel set my mother had wrapped in tissue paper, and the framed photograph of Corinne and me at Gannet Lake — junior year, before we were anything but best friends, before the night at Patsy’s when everything pivoted on a single word. In the photo we were squinting into the sun, and her hand was on my shoulder in a way that looked casual to anyone who didn’t know us and was anything but. I propped it on the desk beside the Arendt and adjusted it twice, trying to find an angle that felt natural rather than devotional.

	The third box was practical: power strip, desk lamp, a surge protector my mother had insisted on because she’d heard a story about a dorm fire in the seventies and had carried that story like a talisman ever since. A tube of toothpaste she’d tucked in at the last minute, as if the university town might not have pharmacies. A note on a yellow Post-it stuck to the surge protector: Don’t forget to eat real food. I love you. —Mom. I peeled the Post-it off and stuck it to the corkboard below the index card, and for a moment the two of them together — the political statement and the maternal reminder — looked like a portrait of exactly who I was: someone trying to think about power while being told not to skip dinner.

	The lamp softened the room. The overhead fluorescent gave way to a warm pool of light that made the space feel smaller, more inhabited. Outside, the hallway had quieted. The music with the horns had stopped. Someone was brushing their teeth in the communal bathroom, the sound carrying through the thin walls with an intimacy that felt accidental.

	My mother had called while Priya was here. The voicemail was forty-two seconds of her saying she was proud of me, that the house was too quiet without my “constant muttering about dead philosophers,” and that she’d hidden a twenty-dollar bill inside the spine of the Rawls because she’d read somewhere that you should always keep emergency money in a book nobody would think to steal. I played it twice. The second time I laughed, and the laugh sounded strange in the room because it was the first sound I’d made in this space that came from pure, uncomplicated affection.

	At 11:47 p.m., I climbed onto the window ledge with my phone. The ledge was wide enough to sit on, barely, with my knees pulled up and my back against the frame. Below, the campus was still half-lit — lampposts along the path, a few windows yellow in the dormitory across the quad. The air was warmer than Bellmere, and damper, carrying something vegetal and coastal that I couldn’t identify. September here smelled different. At home it smelled of cooling hay and the first rot of windfall apples in the Gallagher orchard. Here it smelled of salt and cut grass and something faintly mineral, like wet stone after rain.

	Corinne picked up on the second ring.

	“Hey.” Her voice, and with it, everything. The specific husk of her at the end of a day, the way she breathed out before she spoke, as if she’d been holding something in reserve and only now could release it.

	“Hey. How was your day?”

	“Good. Ma had a decent one. Walked to the kitchen twice without the chair. And I got the Civic’s timing belt sorted — Gus said the tensioner was shot but I think it was the idler pulley and I was right.”

	“You’re always right about idler pulleys.”

	“Don’t make fun. I can hear you making fun.”

	“I’m not. I genuinely admire your pulley confidence.”

	She laughed, and the sound traveled through the phone and into the room and made the room mine in a way the index card and the books and Priya’s visit hadn’t quite managed. This was the ritual: midnight, the ledge, her voice. Whatever else was new, this was still the architecture of us.

	I told her about the campus — the buildings, the old dormitory, the dining hall where the salad bar had seventeen options, which seemed obscene and also wonderful. I told her about Priya, about the voting rights conversation, about the three-box club. I told her that my mother had hidden money in the Rawls and she said, “Your mom thinks thieves don’t read political philosophy,” and then, “She’s probably right,” and we both laughed and the laughter was the same as it had always been — warm, shared, ours.

	“What’s the room like?” she asked.

	“Small. North-facing. I put the corkboard up.”

	“What’s on it?”

	“One index card. Very pretentious. And a Post-it from my mom telling me to eat real food.”

	“That sounds about right. What does the pretentious card say?”

	“‘Power is not distributed — it is maintained.’”

	A pause. Then: “Sounds like you.”

	I wanted to ask what she meant by that. Whether it was affection or observation or something else — whether sounds like you meant I know you or you haven’t changed or I’m not sure I understand the person you’re becoming. But the hour was late and her voice was warm and the question felt like a door I could open tomorrow or the day after, when I was less new at this and more certain of my footing.

	“Do you miss it?” she asked. “Bellmere.”

	The answer was complicated, and I chose the simple version. “I miss you.”

	“That’s not what I asked.”

	“I know.”

	Silence. The good kind — the kind we’d been practicing since we were sixteen and figured out that not every pause needed filling. Through the phone I could hear her breathing, and through the window the sprinkler system starting its nightly circuit, a rhythmic ticking that sounded nothing like the crickets at Gannet Lake but occupied the same frequency of nighttime sound. Corinne heard it too.

	“What’s that noise?”

	“Sprinklers. They water the quad at midnight. Very on brand for a place with a seventeen-option salad bar.”

	“Corinne Hale would never survive a seventeen-option salad bar.”

	“Corinne Hale would disassemble the salad bar and improve its refrigeration system.”

	“Now you’re getting it.”

	The call went on. She told me about Gus leaving something on her bench — an envelope she hadn’t opened yet. She told me about Deb showing up at lunch with gas station sandwiches and unsolicited emotional diagnostics. She told me her mother had a good day, and the way she said good day — the slight pause before the word good, as if she were checking it for accuracy before releasing it — told me everything about the days that weren’t.

	“I should let you sleep,” I said eventually. “You’ve got early lab.”

	“And you’ve got orientation at nine, which means you’ll be awake at six rearranging your bookshelves.”

	“My bookshelves are already arranged.”

	“I know. That’s why I know you’ll rearrange them.”

	“Miss you,” I said.

	“Miss you back. Same time tomorrow?”

	“Same time tomorrow.”

	We said goodnight the way we always did — her first, then me, then a pause where neither of us hung up, and then the click. I sat on the ledge for another minute. The quad was quiet now. Somewhere a car alarm beeped once and stopped, a mechanical hiccup in the dark.

	The happiness arrived without warning. Not a gradual dawning but a sudden, whole-body knowledge, settling into me the way a stone settles through water — fast, inevitable, final. Today — this room, Priya, the books, the seminar syllabi waiting in my inbox, the raw enormous fact of being here — today had been good. Not good despite Corinne’s absence. Good in a way that existed alongside it, in a parallel lane. The happiness and the missing were not in competition. They simply coexisted, and that coexistence was, I understood with a clarity that made me put my phone down and press my forehead against the cool glass, more complicated than I had any framework for.

	Tomorrow there would be the activities fair, the department welcome, the library tour. Tomorrow I would find the debate team table and sign my name on a sheet and begin the process of becoming whoever I was about to become. Tomorrow I would call Corinne and tell her about the salad bar in greater detail and listen to her describe a machine I didn’t understand and feel the bridge between us hold, or at least believe that it was holding, which might not be the same thing but in the dark, from this distance, looked close enough to count.

	I climbed off the ledge and plugged in my phone and got into bed without making it properly — just the fitted sheet, the pillow, the thin college-issued blanket that smelled of nothing. The framed photo of Corinne was just visible on the desk, her hand on my shoulder, the lake behind us silver in the sun. The corkboard held its one index card and its one Post-it. The books were stacked. The boxes were empty.

	On the desk, the pen I’d used for the index card sat uncapped, and its ink was drying.

	 



Chapter 2


	Torque

	The flywheel was cracked.

	Not visibly — you wouldn’t see it standing over the engine bay squinting at the casting. But when I ran my thumb along the friction surface, there it was: a hairline fracture running diagonally from the ring gear inward, maybe three inches, invisible to anyone who hadn’t spent the last fourteen months learning what failure felt like under a fingertip. The 2019 Civic had come in as a clutch replacement, straightforward, two hours on a good day. But someone had been riding the clutch hard — city driving, probably, stop-and-go with the foot always half-engaged — and the heat had done what heat does to cast iron when you give it enough time and enough bad habits.

	I pulled my hand back and wiped it on the rag looped through my belt. Bay 4 was cold this morning. September in Bellmere still carried summer in the afternoons but the garage faced east, and by seven a.m. the concrete floor had the chill of a root cellar. The fluorescent tubes overhead buzzed at a frequency I’d stopped hearing months ago, the way you stop hearing a refrigerator or the particular rattle of your own front door. My workstation was the third bay from the left, technically shared with a second-year named Dennis who was never here before nine, which meant the space was mine for two hours every morning and I’d arranged it accordingly: tools on the pegboard in order of use, not size; the creeper oiled and parked flush against the wall; a magnetic tray on the fender where I kept bolts sorted by the order I’d removed them. Gus had noticed the sorting system in my first week. He hadn’t said anything. He’d adjusted my grade on the next practical upward by four points, which was the same thing.

	The flywheel needed replacing, not resurfacing. I logged it in the service sheet and pulled up the parts catalog on the ancient desktop in the corner, the one with the sticky spacebar that everyone complained about and no one fixed because fixing it would require admitting it was a shared responsibility. The replacement would take two days to ship. I updated the timeline, tagged Gus in the system, and went back to the bay to pull the flywheel so it would be ready for the swap when the part arrived.

	The work settled into my hands the way it always did — not mindless, but pre-verbal. Loosen the pressure plate bolts in a star pattern. Support the clutch disc so it doesn’t drop. Keep the bolts in the magnetic tray, first row, labeled in my head: pressure plate, top, eleven o’clock; pressure plate, top, one o’clock; continuing clockwise. The flywheel bolts were tighter — torqued to spec, which on this model was 76 foot-pounds, the kind of tight that required the breaker bar and a stance that put my shoulder into it. Each bolt released with a sound like a held breath letting go. Six bolts. Six small exhalations. The flywheel came free and I caught it against my hip and set it on the bench, crack-side up.

	There was satisfaction in this. Not the dramatic kind — not revelation or vindication. The quiet kind that comes from diagnosing correctly. The clutch job had looked routine. It wasn’t. Someone who wasn’t paying attention would have resurfaced the flywheel and sent the car out and three months later the owner would be back with the same shudder, the same chatter, and a bill for twice the work. Machines didn’t lie, but they didn’t volunteer information either. You had to ask the right questions with your hands.

	My phone buzzed on the bench. A voice note from Lennox, sent at 7:12 a.m. — which meant she’d recorded it walking to her first class, because she was an hour ahead and the kind of person who used the walk to campus as an occasion for narration. I wiped my hands on the rag again, pressed play, and turned the volume up.

	“Okay, so the dining hall has a waffle station. An actual waffle station with, like, six kinds of batter, and I made one with blueberries and it was objectively mediocre but the fact that it exists feels important somehow. Also I’m on my way to a seminar called — hold on — ‘Sovereignty, Exception, and the Political’ which sounds like something that should come with a warning label. Also it’s warm here? Like still warm? I miss you. That’s the whole note. I miss you. And the waffles are mid.”

	Her voice in the garage, among the tools and the cold and the oil smell, was a dislocation I’d grown used to but hadn’t stopped noticing. Like hearing a bird you associate with one season singing in the wrong month. Not wrong exactly. Displaced. She sounded bright and quick and slightly breathless in a way that had nothing to do with walking — the breathlessness of someone encountering the size of their own life for the first time. I knew that sound. It was the sound she’d made the night she got the scholarship letter, standing in my mother’s kitchen, reading it twice and then looking up at me with an expression that held joy and terror in equal measure.

	I recorded a reply. My hands were occupied, which was why I’d started doing voice notes in the first place — texts required clean fingers and attention, and when I was working, my attention belonged to the machine. “Flywheel’s cracked on the Civic. Hairline, three inches, from the ring gear in. Rode the clutch to death. Tell your waffle station I said hello. Miss you back.”

	I pressed send and set the phone down and went back to the Civic and did not think about waffles or seminars or the particular quality of Lennox’s voice when she was excited about something that had nothing to do with me.

	Deb showed up at noon with lunch: two turkey sandwiches from the gas station on Route 9, a bag of barbecue chips, and a can of ginger ale that she set on my workbench like a dare.

	“Eat,” she said. “You’ve got grease on your cheekbone.”

	“Always do.”

	“It’s your signature look. Very Rosie the Riveter.”

	We sat on the tailgate of Deb’s truck in the parking lot, feet hanging, the sandwiches unwrapped on the plastic bag between us. The sky was the washed-out blue that Bellmere got in early September, the kind that looked like someone had started painting and given up halfway. Across the lot, the FLIT campus spread out in its utilitarian way — low buildings, metal siding, a parking lot twice the size of the academic quad because this was a school where people drove trucks and needed somewhere to put them. It was not beautiful. It was not trying to be. That was one of the things I respected about it.

	“So how’s your girl?” Deb asked, crunching a chip with editorial emphasis.

	“Good. She made a waffle.”

	“Groundbreaking. Is she settling in?”

	“Seems like it. Met her hallway neighbor. Has opinions about the syllabus already.”

	“Shocking.” Deb looked at me sideways, the way she did when she was deciding whether to say the thing. Deb always said the thing. The sideways look was just a courtesy, a two-second warning before impact. “You seem okay.”

	“I am okay.”

	“That wasn’t a question. That was an observation with a question mark I haven’t added yet.”

	I took a bite of the sandwich. Turkey, American cheese, yellow mustard. It was exactly what it was. “She called last night. We talked for forty-five minutes. It was good.”

	“Forty-five minutes. You used to talk for three hours.”

	“We used to be in the same zip code. Forty-five minutes on the phone is different from three hours at Patsy’s.”

	“Is it?”

	“Deb.”

	She held up a chip in surrender. “I’m just checking. I check. It’s what I do. You don’t check on yourself, so I check on you. This is our system.”

	The system had been in place since fourth grade, when Deb had decided that my habit of answering “fine” to every question constituted a public health concern and appointed herself my emotional auditor. She was not subtle about it. She was also almost never wrong, which made her lack of subtlety harder to argue with.

	“You ever think about what you’d be doing if she hadn’t left?” Deb asked. She asked it the way she asked most things — without malice, without accusation, as a genuine question with a genuine answer that she thought I owed myself.

	“She didn’t leave. She went to school.”

	“There’s a difference?”

	“There’s a big difference.”

	“Okay. You ever think about what you’d be doing if she hadn’t gone to school?”

	The answer was yes and it lived in a part of my brain I didn’t visit during work hours. I’d be doing exactly what I was doing — FLIT, Bay 4, the composition book, the magnetic tray — except at the end of the day I’d drive to Patsy’s instead of home, and she’d be in the booth by the window with a book and a coffee that had gone cold, and the distance between us would be measured in blocks rather than time zones. Whether that version was better or just more familiar was a question I didn’t answer for Deb, because answering it would require admitting that I’d thought about it enough to have an answer.

	“I’m fine,” I said.

	“And there it is,” Deb said, but she smiled, and we ate the rest of the sandwiches watching two crows fight over something in the parking lot median.

	The afternoon was long. Two more diagnostics, a tire rotation that I could do in my sleep and nearly did, and a meeting with the department counselor about credit loads that I sat through with my hands folded and my mind on the flywheel. At four o’clock, the second-year students cleared out and the bay was mine again. I pulled out my notebook — composition book, black-and-white marbled, the same kind I’d used since middle school — and started sketching the Civic’s drivetrain from memory. Not because I needed to. Because the act of drawing a system I understood settled something in me that I couldn’t settle any other way.

	At six, I drove home. The route was automatic: left on Whitmore, past the old plant where the chain-link was starting to sag in the middle, right on Canal Row, past Patsy’s where the OPEN sign was flickering the way it had been flickering since I was sixteen, past Dooley’s where two men I didn’t recognize were smoking under the awning, left on Elm, and there it was. The Hale house. White siding gone grey, the porch where I’d kissed Lennox Vale for the first time on a January night that smelled like snow and motor oil because I’d come straight from the garage and hadn’t changed.

	Inside, the house was warm in the way that houses are warm when someone has been home all day with the thermostat set to compensate for a body that can’t regulate its own temperature. Ma was in the recliner, the one with the lever she could still manage on her good days, watching a cooking show with the sound low. Her legs were up. Her hands were in her lap, still, the way they got when the tremor subsided.

	“Dinner’s on the stove,” she said without looking up. “I did the rice. You do the chicken.”

	“How was today?”

	“Walked to the kitchen twice. Second time I made it without the wall.”

	“Good.”

	“Don’t make it a big deal.”

	“I’m not.”

	“You’re doing your voice.”

	I didn’t have a voice. Or rather, I did — a specific register I apparently used when my mother accomplished something that the disease was trying to take from her, a tone that split the difference between pride and grief and landed somewhere she found patronizing. I went to the kitchen and seasoned the chicken and turned on the burner and stood there while the oil heated, looking at the window above the sink that showed the backyard, the fence, the corner of the Parrella garage next door where the floodlight had been burned out since March.

	My phone buzzed. Another voice note. Lennox, 6:22 p.m. her time: “Okay, update: the sovereignty seminar is going to be incredible. The professor quoted Schmitt and then immediately dismantled him and I think I made a sound? Like an audible sound? In a seminar? I’m mortified but also exhilarated. How’s the Civic? How’s your mom?”

	I pressed record. “Ma walked to the kitchen twice. Chicken’s on. The flywheel part ships tomorrow. Don’t be mortified about the sound. That’s just you being you.”

	I pressed send. Then I turned the chicken in the pan and listened to the oil snap and thought about the flywheel’s fracture line, about Lennox’s audible sound in a seminar full of strangers, about the way my hands knew what to do with a cast-iron skillet and a chicken thigh and a breaker bar but did not know what to do with the feeling that had started settling into the space just below my sternum, the one that wasn’t loneliness exactly but was adjacent to it, the way a bruise is adjacent to the thing that caused it.

	Dinner was quiet. Ma and I ate in front of the television because that was what we did, not out of laziness but out of a shared understanding that silence at the dinner table was different from silence in front of a screen, and one of those silences was comfortable and the other was not. She ate well. Her grip on the fork was steady. These were the things I noticed and cataloged and did not mention because mentioning them was the voice.

	At ten, I checked my phone. The voice note I’d sent sat in the thread, listened to — the blue checkmark confirmed it. No reply yet. Lennox was probably studying. Or talking to Priya, the hallway neighbor whose name I’d heard three times in two days and who sounded like the kind of person who could keep a conversation going past midnight without effort. That was fine. That was the deal: she had her world there and I had mine here and the voice notes and the midnight calls were the bridge between them, and a bridge didn’t need to carry traffic every second to prove it was still standing.

	At 10:18, I went to my room and sat on the bed and pulled the envelope from my bag. Gus had left it on my workbench that morning — no note, no explanation, just a manila envelope with the FLIT departmental stamp. I’d seen it between the flywheel diagnosis and the parts order and slipped it into my bag without reading it, the way you pocket a letter you’re not ready to open.

	Now I opened it.

	The National Collegiate Automotive Challenge. Sixteen pages. Six rounds across the academic year, November through May. Regional qualifiers, national broadcast on a cable network I’d heard of but never watched, individual and team categories. The individual prize: a two-year paid apprenticeship with a major manufacturer, full relocation, salary, mentorship. I read all sixteen pages. Some of the technical challenges described in the appendix — timed diagnostics, system redesigns, fabrication problems under constraint — were the kinds of problems I solved in Bay 4 every week, except with cameras and judges and a clock that counted down instead of up.

	My heart was doing something. Not pounding — I was not the pounding type. More like a gear engaging, a mechanism that had been freewheeling now finding its teeth. Gus had nominated me. Gus, who did not give praise directly, who expressed approval through raised expectations and harder assignments and the occasional four-point bump on a practical, had put my name on a form and submitted it to a national competition and left the packet on my bench without comment because comment was not his style and because, I understood suddenly, he thought the packet spoke for itself.

	I wanted to call Lennox. The urge was specific and physical — my thumb on the phone, the muscle memory of her contact, the anticipation of her voice saying Corinne, that’s incredible in the exact register she used for news that mattered. But it was 10:30 here, which meant 11:30 there, and our call was at midnight, and calling early would break the ritual, and the ritual was the thing holding the bridge up.

	So I waited. I read the packet again. I turned to the section on past winners and studied their bios — team entrants, mostly, from universities with engineering programs that had budgets and sponsors and faculty advisors who were not former NASCAR pit crew chiefs working at a Finger Lakes trade school because the industry had chewed them up and they’d chosen to be useful rather than bitter. One individual entrant had won in 2019. One. From Georgia Tech. I was not Georgia Tech. I was FLIT, and FLIT was a parking lot and metal siding and a sticky spacebar and the best diagnostic instincts in the first-year class, and that would either be enough or it wouldn’t.

	At midnight, my phone rang. Lennox.

	“Hey,” she said. Her voice was different at midnight — softer, lower, the public version of herself put away for the night. This was the voice I’d fallen for at Patsy’s, the one that made me say Wait when she stood to leave because the alternative was letting her walk into the parking lot without knowing.

	“Hey.”

	“Tell me about the flywheel.”

	I told her. The crack, the diagnosis, the clutch habits that caused it. She asked questions — not technical ones, she didn’t have the vocabulary for those, but the right ones: How did you find it? What made you check? The questions of someone who understood that the interesting part of a story was not the answer but the instinct that led to it. That was one of the things I loved about her. She didn’t pretend to understand the work. She understood me working.

	“I have something to tell you,” I said. The words were there, the packet was on the bed beside me, Gus’s nomination was a fact I could offer her the way I offered her the flywheel — a thing I’d found, a thing that mattered.

	“Tell me.”

	“Actually — tell me about the seminar first. The sovereignty one.”

	She did. She talked for twenty minutes about Schmitt and exceptions and the way the professor had taken the argument apart like — “like a diagnostic,” she said, and I heard her catch the metaphor and smile through the phone, and the bridge between us hummed with the traffic of two people who still knew how to make each other’s language their own.

	But the twenty minutes became thirty, and at 12:47 her voice started fraying at the edges the way it did when she was fighting sleep, and I thought: tell her now. And then I thought: the weekend visit is in two weeks. I’ll tell her in person. I’ll show her the packet. It’s the kind of news that deserves a face, not a phone.

