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Bakersfield, California ,December 2019

The last thing I remember about being myself was the sound of my mother's Buick idling in the driveway. It wasn't a clean sound. It was a rough, mechanical cough, a slight miss in the fourth cylinder that made the engine rock just slightly, rhythmically, like a heartbeat with a murmur. I was eight years old, sitting on the front steps, the concrete warm against the backs of my thighs despite the December chill. I could hear that miss from thirty feet away, through the closed window, through the drywall of the house, through the years that have since piled up like dust. I can still hear it now, seventeen years later, in the quiet spaces between thoughts, when the world stops moving long enough for the memory to surface.

She was going to the grocery store. That's what she said, standing by the open door with her purse slung over her shoulder, keys already in her hand. Picking up things for dinner. Milk, eggs, maybe bread. Those were the last words. Not I love you. Not be good for your father. Not even a goodbye that acknowledged the permanence of departure. Just the mundane logistics of sustenance. Picking up things for dinner.

She never came back.

Not because of an accident. Not because of anything dramatic that would have made the news or warranted a police investigation beyond the standard missing person's file. There was no skid mark on the asphalt, no shattered glass, no crumpled steel. She came back—her body came back, eventually, weeks later, identified by dental records and the jewelry she'd never taken off—but she was different. Hollowed out. Something had unhooked inside her, some essential connection between who she was and who she appeared to be. She went to the grocery store and returned a stranger wearing my mother's skin. She walked through the front door, put the bags on the counter, and looked at us as if she were viewing a scene from a television show she no longer enjoyed.

I didn't have words for it then. I was a child; I only had feelings, sharp and confusing. I have too many words for it now. I have a vocabulary built on branding and identity and narrative architecture, and none of it fits.

What I learned, watching her over the years that followed, was that a person can become unrecognizable while remaining perfectly visible. That identity isn't solid—it's weather. It's a performance you give so many times you forget there was ever anything behind it. That the scariest thing in the world isn't dying. It's waking up one day and realizing the person you've been performing doesn't exist anymore, and maybe never did. It's looking in the mirror and seeing a stranger staring back, waiting for you to give the cue for the next line, when you've forgotten the script.

She left for good when I was fifteen. A note on the kitchen counter, weighted down by a salt shaker. The handwriting was shaky, unlike her usual precise cursive. I can't be her anymore. I don't know who I am.

My father never talked about it. He just worked longer hours, came home later, drank whiskey from a coffee mug so I wouldn't know the smell of it on his breath. We became two men sharing a house, orbiting each other like damaged planets, never quite colliding, bound by gravity but separated by vast, cold distances. We ate dinner in silence. We watched television in separate rooms. We existed in the same space without touching.

I thought I understood her leaving. I thought I understood the need to escape yourself so completely that you'd abandon everything you'd built. I thought I understood because, for years, I've been doing the same thing. Just slower. Just with more luggage. Just with a better excuse. I told myself I was building a career. I told myself I was finding myself. But I was just moving.

This is the story of how I tried to become everyone.

This is the story of how I became no one.

This is the story of what it cost me to learn that freedom isn't the ability to be anyone—it's the courage to be the one person you can't escape.
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Chapter 1

The Arithmetic of Leaving
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Bakersfield, California, March 2020

The fluorescent lights at Central Valley Data Solutions hummed at a frequency designed, I was certain, to slowly extract the will to live. It was a sound just below conscious awareness, the kind of thing you'd only notice when you stopped noticing everything else—which, by March of my twenty-fifth year, I had. It was a low-grade vibration that settled in the base of the skull, a constant reminder that nothing here was alive.

Fifty-three hours a week, I sat in a cubicle the color of oatmeal and watched spreadsheets breathe. Numbers in, numbers out. Data transferred from one column to another, like moving sand from one pile to another and calling it progress. The work was so meaningless it circled back around to a kind of zen purity. There was no room for ambition here. No room for ego. Just the gentle, endless migration of information that no one would ever look at again. I was a digital janitor, sweeping data into corners where it would gather dust until the server crashed.

My cubicle mate, Dennis, was sixty-two and had been doing this job for nineteen years. He had the soft, doughy quality of a man who'd been slowly proofing in artificial light for decades. His skin was pale, unused to sun, and his eyes were perpetually squinted against the glare of his monitor. His great passion in life was predicting the lunch specials at the cafeteria based on the day of the week and the phase of the moon. On Mondays, it was meatloaf. On Tuesdays, it was turkey tetrazzini. The moon had nothing to do with it, but Dennis liked to feel he was detecting patterns others missed. It gave him a sense of control in a life that offered very little.

"Tuna melt Thursday," he announced, not looking up from his screen. He typed slowly, using two fingers from each hand, hunting and pecking with deliberate care. "I can feel it in my bones."

"That's impressive," I said, because I said that every Thursday, because saying anything else would have required energy I didn't have. It was part of our ritual, a small script we performed to acknowledge each other's existence without demanding anything more.

Outside the window—a narrow strip of glass near the ceiling that showed only sky—the Central Valley stretched flat and brown to the horizon. Bakersfield sat in the southern end of the San Joaquin Valley like sediment at the bottom of a river, accumulating whatever washed downstream. Oil fields and almond orchards. Truck stops and strip malls. The kind of place you drive through on the way to somewhere else, if you drive through it at all. The heat shimmered off the asphalt even in March, creating mirages that looked like water but were just dry air shaking.

I'd grown up here. I'd left once, for college—four years at Fresno State that felt like a parole I always knew would end. And then it did end, and here I was, back in the valley, back in the heat, back in the static hum of a life that had never quite started. The air smelled of diesel and almond blossoms, a scent that was supposed to be sweet but always smelled like exhaustion to me.

The thing about growing up in a place like Bakersfield is that it teaches you a specific kind of arithmetic. You learn to calculate exactly how far you are from everywhere else. Los Angeles: two hours if the traffic's good. San Francisco: four. The coast: three. But distance isn't just miles. It's also money, and courage, and the slow erosion of the belief that anywhere is different enough to matter. It's the cost of gas versus the cost of staying. It's the weight of expectation versus the weight of freedom.

My phone buzzed on the desk, vibrating against the particleboard. A text from my father: Dinner tonight? I'm making chili.

I typed back: Sure.

We had dinner together twice a week, Wednesday and Sunday, like a ritual whose meaning had been forgotten but whose practice continued out of habit. It was a duty, a checkpoint to ensure we were both still alive, still occupying the same timeline. My father, Dale, had worked for Kern County Public Works for thirty-two years. He'd started as a laborer, worked his way up to supervisor, and then been laid off eighteen months ago when the county cut the budget. No pension. No severance. Just a gold watch and a handshake from a man twenty years younger who'd never once called him by his first name.

Now he lived alone in the house I'd grown up in, collecting Social Security and watching Fox News at a volume that suggested he was trying to drown out his own thoughts. The television was always on, a constant stream of outrage and noise that filled the silence my mother had left behind. My mother had been gone for ten years. He never mentioned her. I never mentioned her. The silence around her absence had calcified into something architectural, a load-bearing wall we both leaned on without acknowledging. If we talked about her, the wall might crack.

I looked back at my screen. Column F needed to be reconciled with Column J. Column J was a mess. The afternoon stretched ahead like a desert crossing, endless and sun-bleached.

"Meatloaf Monday," Dennis said dreamily, leaning back in his chair until it creaked. "You can't beat meatloaf Monday."

The Kern County Public Works building was a squat, beige structure from the 1970s that looked like it had been designed by someone whose primary architectural influence was the shipping container. It was functional, ugly, and built to last longer than anyone wanted it to. I parked my motorcycle—a 2005 Triumph Bonneville I'd bought for two thousand dollars from a guy whose ex-wife was demanding he liquidate assets—and killed the engine. The metal ticked as it cooled, a sharp sound in the quiet parking
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