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Chapter One: The Room That Raised Me

The dying had taken months, and then it took no time at all. There was the grey ceiling I had come to know better than any face, the thin hospital blanket over my legs, the machine-breath of the room, the nurse’s shoes squeaking somewhere beyond the door. The morphine had softened the edges of things until the window was only a pale square in the wall. The world had been reduced to thirst, cold hips, old pain, and the particular silence that gathers around a man no one is coming to see. I was seventy-nine years old. Somewhere in a drawer I had not opened in years there were medals for courage. Good metal, heavy in the hand. Proof, if you believed in that sort of proof, that I had stood where other men ran, carried weight, held lines, followed orders. I had survived places whose names changed afterward because history is embarrassed by what it asks boys to do.

No wife sat beside the bed. No children stood awkwardly at the foot of it, pretending not to be afraid of the old man’s breathing. No daughter cried into a tissue and told me I had been difficult but loved. No grandson slipped a small hand into mine. There was no one, and that absence was not an accident. It was the truest thing I had ever made. All my life I had mistaken endurance for courage. I had been brave under fire, brave under orders, brave when the ground shook and men screamed and the air itself seemed to come apart. I had been brave in every way a uniform could ask of me, and never once, not once, had I spent bravery on a single thing I wanted.

The thought came clear at the end, a fact arriving too late to be useful. I had hidden inside duty because duty never asked me to be chosen. I had hidden inside discipline because discipline never asked me to be loved. I had let the army make a shape of me because I had been too frightened to make one of myself. A man can live a whole life that way, if he is careful. I had been very careful. The last breath hurt less than I expected. The body had been letting go in pieces for weeks. The final surrender was almost polite. There was a narrowing, then a brightening, then something like cold air moving through a door.

Then the ceiling was different.

White once, yellowed now. Stained faintly above the left corner where the roof had leaked when I was fourteen. My father had said he would fix it when he had time. That meant my mother put a bucket under it for three winters and learned to empty it before breakfast, so he would not have to notice the failure. I knew the room before I knew the body. Small blue boats on the wallpaper. Faded where the sun reached them. Peeling near the skirting boards where damp climbed through the plaster every winter. The narrow wardrobe with the bad hinge. The desk with the cigarette burn in the corner, though I had never smoked. My father had sat there once when I was fifteen, reading a report card as though it were a bill I had presented him with. The curtain half-torn from the rail. The smell. God, the smell.

Unwashed sheets. Old sweat. Dust cooking in trapped summer heat. The sour closed-room stink of a boy who had stopped expecting anyone to come in and had stopped caring what they would find if they did. Then the body announced itself. Too much of it. Soft weight around the middle. Thighs heavy under the sheet. Chest tight, breath shallow, heart running too fast for a man lying still. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. My teeth felt furred. There was a raw place at the back of my throat, acid and old sleep. The skin under my arms was damp. I did not move for a long moment. I understood.

Summer 2003. The year I was twenty. The room I had not left except to eat, lie, and fail.

I closed my eyes and found the old life waiting complete behind them. The medical entrance exam, the one gate between a diploma and medicine, I had walked into certain and unprepared. The great hall at the Heizel. The clock. The first question blooming into nonsense under my eyes. The heat rising in my face. My hand going slick around the pencil. The terrible knowledge was not that I did not know enough. It was that everyone would finally see what I had secretly believed for years: that clever was only something people had said about me because they had not yet asked me to prove it. I had left before the clock did. I had lied to my mother. I had waited for the letter. Then the pine plantation by the canal, three weeks later, because even then I had understood that shame prefers privacy. I had opened the envelope in the car with the windows down and the resin smell coming in warm from the trees, and the word on the page had not surprised me. That was the worst of it. It had only confirmed the sentence I had already passed on myself.

Failed.

A braver boy would have sat the exam again. I did what cowards do when offered a second chance. I made a principle of surrender. School had ended two summers before. To give my father a word to say at the table, I had enrolled that autumn in something safe, gone to the lectures for three weeks, then stopped going at all. The failing I could pardon, even now. Men fail. What the old man in me could not pardon was the small theatre of it, the bag packed and the bus taken so that no one would ask the question my life was already answering. The others were in Leuven and Gent by then. The phone rang less each month until it no longer rang for me. I stayed in the room where I was a boy, awake while the house slept, asleep while it moved. By winter the recruiting office on the Bondgenotenlaan had begun to look like mercy. The army would tell me when to wake, where to stand, what to eat, when to run, whom to obey, what to become. It would take the unbearable question of my own wanting and put it safely in the hands of men with clipped voices and forms to sign. I had called that discipline. It was not discipline. It was relief.

A floorboard creaked downstairs. I opened my eyes. The sound came again: the scrape of a chair in the kitchen, the low mutter of the radio, the crisp territorial snap of a newspaper being turned by a man who had ruled that house for thirty years. He made every room answer to his mood. My father. I had faced men with rifles who frightened me less than the sound of that newspaper. That truth should have shamed me. Perhaps it did once. Lying there in the sour bed of my boyhood with seventy-nine years of death still cold in me, I felt something cleaner than shame. Recognition. The house had trained me before the army ever did. It had taught me to listen before entering a room. To measure danger in silences. To make my joy small. To keep my voice level. To want nothing loudly. To watch my mother’s face for the flicker that meant I should disappear before the weather changed. All children think their house is the world until the world proves otherwise. Mine never had.

I turned my head toward the mirror on the wardrobe door. The boy in the glass was worse than memory had kept him. Memory is merciful in strange places. It had remembered the weight, yes, the softness, the slack mouth and dull skin. But it had spared me the greasy hair flattened on one side, the raw red marks at the neck where sweat had sat, and the particular deadness behind the eyes. He looked like someone waiting to be excused from his own life.

I hated him. Then, almost immediately, I did not. That surprised me. The hatred rose hot and familiar, useless boy, weak boy, coward, ruin, and then struck something older in me and fell apart. I had spoken to dying men in ditches. I had held nineteen-year-olds while they cried for mothers they would never see again. I had learned too late that contempt is what frightened men use when tenderness would cost them too much. This boy had been frightened. That did not absolve him. But it named him.

I sat up. The body objected immediately. The room tilted. My stomach rolled. My feet found the floor and the boards were warm under them, gritty with dust. For one humiliating second I thought I might vomit. I sat hunched over, elbows on knees, breathing through the nose the way I had taught frightened soldiers to breathe. In for four. Hold. Out. Again. The panic passed. The shame did not.

I stood anyway. I stood. The first victory of my second life was not noble. It was not cinematic. No music rose. No light broke through the curtains. A fat, neglected twenty-year-old stood in a filthy bedroom and did not lie down again. That was all. It was enough to begin with.

“Right,” I said. My voice came out rough, unused, younger than it should have been. It made my throat tighten unexpectedly, that young voice carrying an old man’s decision. “Right. We start now.”

The word start almost undid me. It is a dangerous word when you have spent a lifetime finishing nothing that mattered. I stripped the bed first, because it was nearest, and I had learned across hard years that when a man is drowning, the nearest solid thing is holy. The sheet peeled away damp and resistant. The pillowcase smelled so strongly of old sweat that I nearly gagged. I bundled everything in my arms and stood there, breathing through my mouth, holding the evidence of my own abandonment. Downstairs, the newspaper snapped again. My body went still. There he was, without even entering the room. The old command. The old weather. Some part of me, the twenty-year-old part, wanted to drop the sheets, climb back into bed, wait until the kitchen was empty. Avoid the look. Avoid the comment. Avoid existing where he might have to see me. The first real fight was a bundle of filthy sheets in my arms and a closed bedroom door between me and my father’s breakfast mood.

I opened the door. The hallway smelled of dust and furniture polish. The stairs creaked in the same places they always had. Halfway down I heard my mother in the kitchen, moving carefully. Crockery. The kettle. Her small morning sounds. Then my father’s voice. “Is he up?” It was inventory. My mother answered too softly for me to catch the words. He made a noise that pretended to be a laugh. “Miracles.”

I stopped on the stairs. The old heat went through me, smaller than anger and older: the flinch before anger, the wound before the scar. A boy’s whole body preparing to accept the shape of a room. Then the dead man in me stepped forward and I continued down. The kitchen door was half open. My mother stood by the sink, younger than my grief remembered her, her hair pinned badly at the back, her shoulders already arranged around apology. My father sat at the table with the paper spread like a wall between himself and the world he expected to serve him. My mother saw the sheets first. Then me. Something moved across her face: surprise, relief, worry, love trying to happen quietly.

“James,” she said. “You’re up.”

My father lowered the paper enough to inspect me over the top of it. There are men who shout and men who strike and men who make fear with less effort than either. My father had always been the third kind. He looked at the laundry in my arms, then at my face, and gave me the small smile that had trained a household. “Planning to rejoin civilisation, are we?”

In the first life, I would have laughed, because laughter was the tax I paid for safe passage. This time I looked at him. Only looked. It was strange, the silence that followed. I had not known, as a boy, that a silence could belong to me. I had thought all silences in that house were his property. My father’s smile thinned. “I’m washing my sheets,” I said. My voice did not shake. A small thing. A ridiculous thing. A line no historian would record. My mother turned back to the sink too quickly. Her hands stilled in the water. Only for a breath. Then she went on washing, and I could not tell whether I had frightened her or shown her something. My father held my eyes for another second, found nothing useful there, and lifted the paper again with a mutter I did not bother to decipher.

The body shook after. In the little utility room, with the detergent bottle in my hand, I discovered my fingers were trembling. That annoyed me until I understood it. Dying had not made the fear vanish. My fingers still knew the house before I did. I poured too much detergent, corrected it, started the machine, and stood there listening to water rush into the drum. Then I went upstairs and brushed my teeth.

Slowly. The gums bled. The mint burned. I brushed until the sourness was gone and then brushed my tongue until my eyes watered. I shaved badly with a disposable razor I found in a drawer, cutting myself once under the jaw. I showered sitting down for part of it because standing too long made my heart race. I washed my hair twice. I scrubbed under my arms, behind my ears, the folds and neglected places of the body with a thoroughness that felt less like hygiene than apology. When I stepped out, the mirror had fogged. I wiped it clear with the heel of my hand. Still soft. Still pale. Still too much. But clean. Clean was not victory. Clean was a treaty.

The room took the rest of the morning. I began with the obvious things because the obvious things were all I could bear. Clothes into piles. Plates downstairs. Empty bottles into a bag. Books gathered from the floor, most of them opened once and then abandoned in accusation. The desk had become a graveyard for intention: chemistry notes, old entrance exam papers, pens with no ink, a cracked mug with something dark dried at the bottom. I cleared it with the blunt patience of a man stripping a weapon after mud has got into every part of it. That helped. I understood maintenance. I understood that shame loves a general fog and hates a specific task. Pick up the plate. Open the window. Throw out the dead pen. Wipe the desk. Find the syllabus. Stack the paper. Fill a glass with water and drink it. There was nothing heroic in any of it, which was precisely why it worked.

By noon, I had found the old folders for the entrance exam and spread them across the desk. Physics. Chemistry. Biology. Mathematics. The shape of the failure laid out in four stacks. I sat down and opened the chemistry first, because memory told me it had been the place where the first life broke. No single question had killed me. It had been worse than that. I had sat in the hall and felt the whole subject turn its back on me at once. Words I recognized had arranged themselves into sentences I could not use. Moles, equilibrium, acids, oxidation. Familiar faces in a crowd that did not know me anymore.

This time I read the first page slowly. I understood less than pride wanted and more than despair expected. Both were irrelevant. I took a clean sheet of paper and wrote the date at the top. Then I wrote the first rule. No mood decides. I looked at it for a long moment, then wrote the second. Numbers only. The third came after. Repeat until boring.

That was the whole system, or near enough. A young man wants inspiration. An old soldier knows better. Skill is boredom survived properly. A punch becomes useful after the thousandth correction. A throw becomes honest when the body no longer negotiates with it. A rifle can be assembled in the dark because one day, long before the dark, someone made the hands do it again and again until thought got out of the way. The exam would be no different. Neither would the body. I found a notebook and divided the first page into columns. Study. Road. Strength. Food. Sleep. Money. The last one sat there looking almost obscene among the others.

Money had frightened the boy as much as women had. It was another language spoken by people who seemed to have been born already fluent. In my first life I had saved what the army told me to save, spent what was left, and let banks and pension funds do the thinking. I had never been poor in the spectacular way, but I had lived always under the dull ceiling of just enough. Enough to continue, but not to choose. That would not happen twice. I had very little to start with. A few hundred euros in an account. Some cash in an envelope from an uncle. A card from my grandmother with money still inside because the boy had been too ashamed of everything to spend even kindness properly. I counted it all on the desk and wrote the number down. It looked ridiculous. But I knew other things: no exam answers, and only one or two half-remembered lottery headlines that would be more trouble than they were worth. I knew tides. I knew the companies that would eat the world. I knew the summer everyone would pretend the banks were too clever to fall. I knew which technologies had looked like toys before becoming plumbing. I knew that a quiet man, early enough and patient enough, could turn a laughable beginning into a wall no one saw going up.

The temptation was to move too fast. That is the first stupidity of foreknowledge. It whispers that because the future is remembered, it is already owned. It is not. A careless bet leaves a record. A sudden win draws eyes. A young man with no income and too much money becomes a question, and questions are expensive. I needed the first coins to become more coins without anyone caring where they had come from. So I made a list. Small football bets first, ordinary enough to explain: a few outcomes I remembered from old conversations, newspaper headlines, men arguing in barracks years later about the season when everyone should have seen it coming. Then an investment account, once I was in Leuven, opened quietly. Technology first. Always early. Always silent. The boy would have dreamed of buying a car. The old man wrote, in careful block letters: capital is not for display.

By late afternoon my head hurt with the dirty ache of unused attention, not the honest ache of effort. The body wanted sugar. The room wanted the bed. My father’s voice moved somewhere below, then the radio, then the cupboard door closing harder than it needed to. Every ordinary sound in that house still went through me with a little hook on it. I stood before the bed could become an argument. Training began badly. In the first life I had become dangerous by increments. The army taught me the obvious violence first and the useful violence later. Striking, grappling, knives, holds, the ugly practical grammar of ending things quickly. Later, when rank and postings gave me time, I studied properly. Boxing for the feet and hands. Judo for balance. Aikido for timing, though I kept only what survived contact with a man who meant it. Krav Maga for ugliness. Years of sparring had taught me the one truth every martial art tries, in its better moments, to admit: the body tells the truth under pressure.

This body told an embarrassing one. I tried ten push-ups and managed four, the last one shaking so hard that my elbows felt as if they belonged to someone else. I rolled onto my back on the bedroom floor and laughed once, without humour. The ceiling looked down at me in its stained silence. “Good,” I said aloud. It was not good. It was humiliating. But humiliation could be used if you cut the drama off it. Four push-ups was not a verdict. It was a number. I wrote it down. Push-ups: 4. Squats: 11. Plank: 18 seconds. Road: 400 metres.

The first week became a set of numbers. Four hundred metres became six hundred, then eight. Four push-ups became five, then five that looked less like a collapse. I studied in blocks because the mind, like the body, could not yet carry a full load. Forty-five minutes chemistry, ten minutes standing. Thirty minutes mathematics, walk to the sink, water, return. Biology was kinder. Physics was not. I ate what the body needed with the same cold practicality, eggs, bread, yoghurt, fruit, tuna, soup, less of the sugar that had become a quiet drug during the bad year. I did not become pure. Twice I stood in front of the cupboard with my hand already on the biscuits and had to close the door as though it were an enemy gate. Once I failed and ate half the packet standing there in the kitchen after midnight, ashamed and furious, and then forced myself to write it down because a lie in the log would poison the whole thing.

My father watched the changes with the suspicion of a man who had always preferred me soft, physically too, but mostly in the will. A son who slept late and failed quietly could be pitied, mocked, managed. A son who rose early, washed his clothes, studied, walked, and answered comments without lowering his eyes was a different animal in the house, and the house felt it. He made remarks at first. About the walking. About the books. About “finally discovering ambition.” I answered when an answer was required and did not when it was not. That confused him more than defiance would have. My mother watched without asking too many questions. Sometimes, when I came in sweating from the road, I found a glass of water already on the table. She never said she had put it there. I never thanked her in front of him. It became our first small conspiracy.

I saw Lizzy in the third week, outside the bakery on the Statiestraat, and the whole summer shifted half an inch on its rails.

Elisabeth Saenen had been my best friend in the lopsided way that let a boy mistake closeness for being chosen. She told me things. That was the trap. For years she had told me about her parents, her doubts, the boys she liked, the girls she envied, the life she thought she should want. I carried those confidences like medals and mistook being trusted for being seen. She loved me, I think, but safely. Dear James. Good James. James who listened. James who would walk her home and never make the walk dangerous. I had been a room she could rest in, not a door she wanted to open.

She was standing outside the bakery with a paper bag in one hand and sunglasses pushed into her hair. Summer made gold of her in the unfair way it always had. Bare arms, white blouse, a blue skirt, sandals, the easy posture of someone the world had spent years making room for. I felt the old ache rise, precise and familiar, and for the first time I did not obey it. I did not look at the pavement. I did not pretend not to have seen her.

“Lizzy,” I said.

She turned, already smiling because she smiled before she knew whether she meant it. Then the smile changed. It did not disappear. It paused, recalculating. “James?”

“That bad?”

“No,” she said too quickly, then laughed at herself. “No. Sorry. You look different.”

“I brushed my hair. We are all very proud.”

That got the real laugh, the one I remembered too well. She stepped closer, studying me with less politeness than she intended. “No, it’s not that. You look…” She narrowed her eyes. “Awake.”

I thought of the word written nowhere except inside me and felt something in my chest shift. “Trying to be.”

“How are you?” she asked, and then, perhaps because something in my face had changed, she added, “The real answer. Not the one you usually give me.”

That should have been my line. The first life had been full of things I never said. In this one, she had beaten me to it, and I loved her for half a second with such force that I had to look away at the bakery window. “The real answer is ugly.”

“I can do ugly.”

“No,” I said, not unkindly. “You can do ugly when it arrives as a story. Mine is mostly laundry and panic and being out of breath after four hundred metres.”

Her face softened. “James.”

“Don’t,” I said gently. “Not pity. I’m doing something about it.”

“I wasn’t pitying you.”

“You were about to.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, then smiled in a way I had not seen before, smaller and more careful. “You really are different.”

“I failed badly once,” I said. “I’m trying not to make a religion of it.”

We walked because she asked and because I said yes before fear could edit me. We did not go far: down the Statiestraat, past the shops, through the ordinary light of a town that had known us both since childhood and had no idea what was happening between us. She told me she was leaving in two weeks for a long trip before university began again. Italy first, then Greece with two friends, then a week in Spain if the money lasted. After that Gent. A different university, a different room, a life already forming its own roads away from mine.

“Gent suits you,” I said.

“You think?”

“You like beautiful things that pretend not to care how beautiful they are.”

She looked over. “That’s either about Gent or about me.”

“Both, probably.”

The silence that followed was not awkward. That was new. The old James filled every silence with proof he was harmless. This James let it stand. Lizzy looked at my face and then away. Her eyes touched my face and moved away. “You never used to talk like this.”

“I never used to talk.”

“You talked to me.”

“I listened to you.”

She stopped walking. We were near the corner where our ways would split, hers toward the square, mine toward the long road back to the house. “That’s not fair,” she said, but there was no heat in it.

“It isn’t an accusation.”

“What is it then?”

“An observation from someone who has been gone a long time.”

She frowned. “You haven’t gone anywhere.”

I looked at her, and for one foolish second I almost told her the truth, or a shape of it. That I had gone everywhere. That I had left this street in a uniform, crossed half the world, slept under gunfire, buried friends, avoided love with the skill of a professional coward, grown old, died alone, and come back to find her standing outside a bakery in sandals with flour dust on the paper bag in her hand. Instead I said, “I’m sitting the exam again.”

Her face opened. “James. That’s wonderful.”

“It will be if I pass.”

“You will.”

The old boy would have taken that as comfort and loved her for offering it. The old man heard the danger in it. “You don’t know that.”

“No,” she admitted. “But I think maybe you do.”

Her hand stayed briefly on my arm, as if checking that the new thing was physical. At the corner she hugged me, as she had hugged me a hundred times before. But this time there was a question in the way she released me, a fraction late, her hand briefly on my arm as if checking that the new thing was physical. “Write me when you get the result,” she said. “Even if I’m away. Promise?”

“I promise.”

“And don’t disappear again.”

“I’m trying not to.”

She went one way and I went the other, and I felt her look back once. I did not turn to confirm it. Two lifetimes had taught me that not every gift needs to be unwrapped immediately.

The rest of the summer became work before it became transformation. The walks lengthened until they became runs for short ugly stretches. The push-ups grew. I found an old heavy bag in a second-hand sports shop and hung it from a beam in the garage. I tested the beam twice. Dying under a fallen bag would have been too ridiculous even for my second life. The first time I hit it, my wrist bent wrong and pain flashed clean to the elbow. Good. Another number. Another correction. I wrapped my hands. I worked the jab slowly. Feet first, always feet. Balance, hip, shoulder, breath. The old patterns were there under the rust, in the nervous system before they were in the muscles. The body did not know how to obey, but it recognized the language.

I placed the first bets in a shop two towns over where no one knew me. Small amounts. Boring amounts. Enough to test the machinery of my memory without becoming a story. I won, not every time, because memory is not a ledger and pride is a tax, but enough. I kept the slips. I hid the cash. I opened a plain account and read every document twice. The money grew from ridiculous to merely small, and that felt more powerful than any sudden fortune would have. Sudden fortunes make noise. I needed silence.

The exam came at the end of August. Same great hall. Same rows of desks. Same enormous silence. Same four hundred young bodies trying not to show fear. The first time, the hall had become a mouth and swallowed me. This time I sat down, squared the paper, laid the pencils parallel, and breathed out. My hands were steady. The questions were not easy, and I did not know everything. But a question is only a question when you stop making it a verdict. I read what was there. I answered what I knew. I reasoned what I could. I skipped without panic and returned without shame. When the clock announced the last ten minutes, I was checking work already done. When I walked out into the hard light afterward, I knew.

The letter came in September. I took it to the pine plantation by the canal, the same turnout where the first life had bent toward ruin. The car smelled of warm vinyl and dust. Outside, the pines stood indifferent and green. I opened the envelope with both hands and read the word. Passed. Nothing dramatic happened. The trees did not lean closer. The sky did not change. I sat with the paper in my lap and felt the foundation settle under me, one clean stone finally placed where the old crack had been.

I wrote Lizzy before I told anyone else.

Passed.

Her reply came from somewhere in Greece, judging by the picture that followed: blue water, sunburnt shoulder, her grin too bright and too far away.

I knew you would. I’m proud of you. Gent next week. You’ll go to Leuven and become impossible now, won’t you?

I stared at that word for longer than was sensible. Impossible. It could have meant anything. It meant enough.

Not impossible, I wrote back. Just less absent.

The screen went dark before her answer came. When it lit again: Good. I like less absent.

I told my mother I had scraped through and watched relief move across her face so carefully it almost broke me. I told my father because not telling him would have made the thing seem smaller, and he gave me a grunt that pretended to be approval while keeping its hands clean. “Well,” he said, “try not to waste this one.” In the first life, that would have entered me and found a home. This time it struck the outside and fell.

Yes, you’re right.

The weeks after the letter had a strange suspended quality, as if the town had become a waiting room. I had passed, but Leuven had not yet begun. Lizzy was back from Greece for three days before leaving again for Gent, sun-browned and restless, already half elsewhere. We saw each other once, properly, walking the canal in the late afternoon while she told me about ferries, cheap rooms, bad wine, and a boy from Antwerp who had tried very hard to be interesting and failed. She laughed when she said it, but watched me too closely afterward, as if measuring whether the story landed where she meant it to. I let it pass. I had spent one life reacting to imagined rivals. I had no intention of beginning the second one that way.

At the station, the morning she left for Gent, she hugged me longer than she needed to. “You’ll write?” she asked.

“If you do.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only fair one.”

She smiled, but there was something guarded under it, something that had not been there before the summer. “Leuven is going to be good for you.”

“I hope so.”

“No,” she said, and touched the front of my shirt lightly, as if smoothing a crease that wasn’t there. “I mean it. Don’t go back inside yourself there.”

The train took her before I found an answer. I stood on the platform long after it had gone, feeling the old ache and the new discipline meet each other without yet knowing which would win. Then I walked home by the long road and did not let the ache become a bed.

That evening Pieter called. I nearly did not answer, because Pieter’s calls usually meant noise, beer, and arrangements that became less clear the longer he explained them. “Last Saturday before everyone disappears,” he said. “My parents are in Zeeland. House is empty. Half the old crowd is coming. You too.”

“I’m leaving for Leuven Monday.”

“That’s the point, idiot. Last rites.”

“I have packing.”

“You have one bag and three shirts. Don’t pretend you’re a man with luggage.”

The old refusal formed automatically: too busy, tired, another time. All the reliable little lies I had used to make absence sound like preference. I looked around my room while Pieter talked, at the clean desk, the stacked books, the notebook with its columns of numbers. Study. Road. Strength. Food. Sleep. Money. I had built a summer out of doing things before I felt ready. Perhaps this was only another road.

“Who’s coming?” I asked.

“Everyone. Or everyone who still admits knowing me. Some of Lizzy’s lot too, though she’s already gone to Gent, I think. Nora asked if you were coming, actually.”

The name landed lightly, almost not at all, because I had not yet learned to hear it properly.

“Nora?”

“Yes, Nora. Brown hair, looks like she knows your secrets. Don’t make me describe women to you, I’m terrible at it.”

“I know Nora.”

“Good. Then come make conversation with her so she stops making fun of my music.”

I almost said no anyway. Then I heard Lizzy’s voice from the station: don’t go back inside yourself there.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll come.”

Pieter made a triumphant sound far too large for the victory. After I hung up, I stood with the phone in my hand and felt the unease move through me. The exam had been easier than this in some ways. The exam only wanted answers. A party wanted a self. The old James had never known what to bring.

I packed the next morning, slowly, and laid out clothes for the evening with more care than the event deserved. I did not yet know how to be stylish. Clean jeans. Dark shirt. The shoes that no longer embarrassed me. I shaved, cut the line of my beard close, and stood in front of the mirror long enough to let the boy panic and the old man answer.

The boy said he was not ready. The old man said good. Go anyway.

The house was at the edge of town, designed by parents and conquered by their children the moment the parents left for the weekend. Music came through the open garden doors in a thick pulse. Beer bottles sweated on every flat surface. Someone had dragged two speakers into the sitting room and turned the bass high enough that the windows answered it. The air smelled of perfume, grass, warm alcohol, cigarette smoke from the terrace, and the old sweet panic of being twenty among people who seemed to know instinctively where to put their hands. I nearly turned around at the door. That was the truth of it. After all the walking, the studying, the training, the exam and the letter and the train ticket to Leuven already folded in my drawer. A room full of young people almost did what the hall at the Heizel had failed to do the second time. It made me want to disappear.

Pieter shoved a plastic cup into my hand before I could. “James Vandael,” he said, already drunk enough to be delighted by everything. “You came.”

“So it seems.”

“You look different, man.”

“Trying something new.”

“What?”

“Being awake.”

He laughed because the rhythm of the answer pleased him, clapped me on the shoulder, and vanished toward the kitchen. I did not drink the beer. I carried it because it gave my hand something to do. That was old fieldcraft in a ridiculous theatre: if the body wants to betray you, assign it a task. I moved through the room slowly, not hiding, not performing either. A few people nodded. A few looked twice. One girl whose name I could not remember gave me a quick up-and-down look that should have pleased me. Instead, it unsettled me. I had no idea how much of my first life I had lost not to rejection, but to never noticing the door was open.

I found the garden quieter. Strings of cheap lights had been hung between the fence posts. Two boys smoked near the shed, talking too loudly about a car neither of them owned. A couple kissed in the shadow of the apple tree with the seriousness of people trying to prove something to themselves. I stood near the low wall at the back of the terrace and let the night air cool my face.

“You always did that.”

The voice came from my left. I turned. Nora stood with her hip against the wall, a bottle of water in one hand. I knew her, of course. Everyone knew Nora in the vague way one knows the furniture of adolescence. She had been in the year below us, then somehow always around our group after that, at birthdays, cafés, cinema nights, school parties. Brown hair, direct mouth, clever eyes. Self-contained enough that louder people had often mistaken her for background. I had mistaken her for background.

“Did what?” I asked.

“Found the edge of the room.”

I looked back through the garden doors at the bright moving crowd inside. “Maybe the edge has better company.”

She smiled at that. A small smile, private before it was offered. “It does tonight.”

The old boy would have missed it. I felt the fact of that with almost physical force. He would have looked away, laughed, made himself safe. He would have been so busy disqualifying himself from the possibility that he would never have seen it standing two feet away with a water bottle in its hand. I let myself look at her. Really look. She had dressed without making a performance of it: dark skirt, boots, a soft green top that left her shoulders bare. A silver chain rested at her collarbone. Her eyes were clear. She held my gaze a second longer than politeness required, then took a sip of water as if she had not just opened a door and left me to decide whether I knew what doors were for.

“Nora,” I said, “I owe you an apology.”

That surprised her. “For what?”

“For not noticing you before.”

The smile faded, but not badly. Something more serious came up under it. “You noticed me. You were polite. You remembered my name most of the time.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

The music shifted inside, something faster, and a cheer went up from the sitting room. Nora did not look back. Neither did I. “How long?” I asked.

She understood the question. Her mouth twisted a little, amused at herself or at me or at the waste of the whole thing. “Since I was sixteen, maybe. Not constantly. I wasn’t tragic about it. But enough. You were kind. Sad, but kind. And you looked at Elisabeth Saenen like she had invented light, which was annoying because some of us were standing in perfectly good daylight beside her.”

It landed more gently than it deserved to. “I was blind,” I said.

“You were somewhere else.”

“That too.”

She tilted her head. “You’re here now.”

She stood there, not pushing and not retreating, with the warm night behind her. “How much have you had to drink?” I asked.

Her eyes widened a fraction. Then her smile came back, slower this time. “One beer two hours ago. Then water. I’m not drunk.”

“I need you clear.”

“I am.”

“I mean sober. And sure. Not just because it’s late and loud.”

She stepped closer, enough that the bare skin of her arm almost touched mine. “James,” she said, soft enough that the garden had to lean in to hear her, “I have wanted you to notice me since I was sixteen. I am clear.”

A younger man would have kissed her too quickly, out of gratitude if nothing else. I nearly did. The hunger in me was not young. That was the strangest part. The body was twenty, uncertain in its own heat, but the wanting that rose through it carried decades of denial behind it. A lifetime outside the glass. A lifetime of not reaching. I set the untouched beer on the wall. Then I touched her face. Only that. My fingers under her chin, my thumb near the corner of her mouth. She went still. The stillness was not fear. I knew fear. This was attention.

“You are very beautiful,” I said.

Her breath caught, which told me the sentence had gone under her skin. “You say things differently now,” she whispered.

“I say them now.”

Then I kissed her.

The first second was careful. Her mouth soft, cooler than I expected from the water, then warmer as she opened. Her hand came to my shirt, not clutching yet, only finding proof. I felt the small shock run through her when I did not rush. That was the experience in me, the old knowledge, not of tricks but of pace. Young men often kiss as if speed proves hunger. It proves only impatience. I had been impatient for sixty years. I had no intention of wasting this by hurrying.

Nora made a sound against my mouth, barely there, and the hand at my shirt closed. I broke the kiss before it could become thoughtless. She looked at me as if I had taken something from her. “Inside?” she asked.

“Not where people can walk in.”

“There’s a room upstairs. Pieter’s brother’s old room. No one uses it except for coats.”

“Lead.”

She did, and I followed her through the house with the strange calm of a man walking toward a kind of danger he had never properly survived. People saw us. I knew they did. A girl by the kitchen smiled into her cup. Pieter called something I ignored. Nora kept her head high, but at the foot of the stairs her hand reached back for mine. The choosing undid me more than the kiss, the simple public fact of her fingers closing around mine.

The room upstairs was narrow and dark except for the streetlight coming through the curtains. Coats lay piled on the bed. Someone’s scarf had fallen to the floor. Nora shut the door and turned with her back against it, suddenly less bold now that the noise was on the other side. Bold in the garden was one thing. A closed door was another. I stepped close but did not touch her.

“Still clear?”

She nodded.

“Say it.”

“Yes. I want this.”

“What is this?”

Her throat moved. The directness cost her something. That made it worth more. “I want you to kiss me again. I want your hands on me. I want to find out what else I was right about.”

I smiled despite myself. “And what were you right about?”

“That you’d be quiet.”

I put one hand beside her head against the door and leaned in close enough that my mouth brushed her ear when I spoke. “You may not be.”

She shivered. That was the first moment I understood something in the body had come back before the mirror admitted it. Authority. The old trained steadiness had survived death and found its way into the ruined boy’s hands. Nora felt it. Her breath shortened. Her chin lifted. She was giving me the pace because she wanted to know what I would do with it. So I showed her. Slowly at first. Her mouth again. Her jaw. The side of her throat where the pulse gave her away. My hands at her waist, then her back, then lower, not grabbing, not asking with every inch, simply taking the space she had already given and watching for the places where her breath changed. She answered beautifully, active in every inch: hands in my hair, hips pressing forward, the little sounds she tried at first to swallow and then stopped swallowing when she understood I liked hearing them.

I did not undress her all at once. That would have been too easy and too young. I slid the green top from one shoulder and put my mouth to the skin I found there. She whispered my name in a tone no one had ever used for it before. I felt it go through me, clean and hot and nearly painful. Her hands went to my belt, eager now, but I caught her wrists and held them gently against the door. She stilled at once, eyes searching mine. “Too much?” I asked.

“No,” she breathed. “God, no.”

“Then wait.”

Her eyes went darker because being made to wait by someone who was clearly waiting too turned the room smaller and hotter around us. I kissed her again, deeper this time, and let one hand move under the edge of her skirt, over the warm outside of her thigh, slow enough that she had time to stop me and did not. When my fingers found bare skin higher up, she broke from my mouth with a sound sharp enough that I covered it with another kiss, smiling against her because some part of me, some buried, starved, living part, could still take pleasure without making a wound of it.

What happened after belonged to that room, and to the two people we were in it: one young woman who had waited years to be noticed and one old fool in a young body learning that desire had been speaking around him all along. I will not pretend innocence. There was nothing innocent in the way she sank to her knees of her own accord, looking up at me as if she wanted the sight to mark itself into both of us. There was nothing innocent in the way I touched her hair, careful at first, then less careful when she made it clear she wanted the weight of my hand there. There was nothing innocent in the heat of her mouth, the surprise in her eyes when she found me already composed enough to guide her, already undone enough that the composure cost me. She expected hunger. She did not expect control. That was what changed her face. That was what made her pull back once, breathless, flushed, and say, “Where did you learn to be like this?” as if the answer might be another woman, or many women, or a life she had not been invited to imagine.

“The long way,” I said.

She laughed softly, then I drew her up and kissed her until the laugh disappeared into something warmer. I gave back what she had given, not as repayment but because attention is the only honest currency in a room like that. I turned her and eased her down onto the bed among coats that smelled of rain and other people’s perfume, and for a moment I only looked at her. Nora seemed to feel the looking almost as much as touch. Her cheeks were flushed, her mouth wet from mine, her skirt pushed high enough that she caught my wrist, not to stop me, but because being seen there cost her something. “Still clear?” I asked, and she nodded too quickly, then swallowed and said yes because she knew by then I wanted words. I kissed the inside of her knee first, then higher, slow enough to feel the tremor start in her thighs before I reached the heat of her. She was already wet, warm under my mouth, and the first taste of her went through me with a force I had not prepared for. I had done this before, more than once, in lonely rooms across a long life, but never like this, never with the old shame still in the room watching me prove it wrong. Nora’s breath caught hard when my tongue found her, and one hand flew to my hair while the other fisted in a coat beside her hip. She tried to stay quiet. I felt the effort in the way her stomach tightened, in the way her thighs held themselves apart and then forgot themselves when I settled more firmly between them. I used my hands to learn her. One palm spread over her belly to keep her with me, the other on her thigh, thumb stroking the soft skin there while my mouth worked her open by degrees. She tasted of salt and heat and want, and every small sound she failed to swallow fed something in me that had been starving longer than this body had been alive.

She said my name once as if she was warning me, and then again as if she had given up warning anyone. I looked up at her from between her thighs and saw what that did to her. Her eyes were dark, almost startled, fixed on the sight of me there, and when I did not look away she made a broken little sound and covered her mouth with the back of her hand. I stopped just long enough to move it aside. “No,” I said softly. “Let me hear you.” That undid her more than I expected. Her hips lifted toward my mouth, shy and shameless at once, and I held her there, tasting her until the rhythm of her breath changed from pleasure into need. She was beautiful in the grip of it. Not polished, not composed, not the Nora who had leaned against the garden wall and smiled like she knew how to survive being overlooked. This Nora shook under my hands. This Nora whispered please without seeming to know which of us she was begging. When she came, she tried to turn her face into the coats to smother it, but I caught her hip and kept my mouth on her, gentler now, letting the pleasure roll through her instead of taking it from her too quickly. Her thighs closed around my head for one blind second, then opened again as she went loose beneath me, breathing hard, laughing once in disbelief before the laugh broke apart.

I climbed back up her slowly, kissing the soft inside of her thigh, her hip, the bare skin where her top had ridden up. She caught my face before I reached her mouth and looked at me as if she had to confirm it was still me. Then she kissed me, and there was no hesitation in it now. She tasted herself on me and shuddered, not away from it but into it, her hands moving with a new certainty over my shoulders, my chest, my belt. “My turn,” she whispered. There was something almost fierce in her then, a need not just to receive but to answer, to prove that the wanting had not been one-sided after all. She pushed me back enough to get her hands between us, opened me with fingers that shook only at first, and when she touched me the control I had been so proud of thinned to a thread. She noticed. Of course she noticed. A slow smile came over her, soft and wicked and astonished by the power of finding me affected. Then she lowered herself with the same deliberate care I had given her, looking up once before taking me into her mouth.

It was not practiced the way older women had been practiced in my first life, but that made it more dangerous. Nora gave herself to the act with a kind of earnest hunger that stripped the years off me. Her mouth was warm and careful, then less careful as she listened to the changes in my breathing and learned them. I set a hand in her hair, not forcing, only guiding, and she answered immediately, taking more of me because she wanted to feel the effect it had. The room narrowed to the wet heat of her mouth, the pressure of her hand, the small satisfied sounds she made when I failed to stay silent. She had been surprised by me. Now she wanted to surprise me back, and she did. When I said her name, rougher than I meant to, she looked up with her lips around me and her eyes bright with triumph, and I understood that this too was part of being wanted: being answered.

I stopped her before I lost myself completely, drawing her up by the shoulders and kissing her hard enough that she made another one of those sounds the hallway would talk about later. We stayed like that for a while, half-dressed and breathing against each other, hands still moving because neither of us quite knew how to return to ordinary skin. We did not go further that night, though I wanted to with a force that made my hands unsteady when I helped fix her top and smooth her skirt and retrieve one of her earrings from the floor. I wanted to go further.

I did not. Nora seemed to understand. Or perhaps she was pleased enough not to argue. At the door she caught my wrist and kissed me once more, slow and deep, tasting both of us there, and the tenderness of it frightened me more than her hunger had.

“You really didn’t know?” she asked.

“No.”

“That I wanted you?”

“No.”

She touched my cheek. “Then you were an idiot.”

“I’m becoming aware.”

She smiled, then opened the door.

The hallway had gone quiet in the way hallways do when people have been pretending not to listen. At the bottom of the stairs, two girls looked away too late. Someone in the kitchen whispered, “That was James?” and someone else answered, “Apparently.” Nora heard it. I know she did, because she squeezed my hand once before letting go. Proud, almost, rather than embarrassed. Downstairs, the party had shifted by a degree too small to name and too clear to miss. Enough people looked at me differently for the room to have shifted. A few smiles. A raised eyebrow. Pieter stared at Nora’s flushed face, then at me, then laughed under his breath with something like admiration. “Vandael,” he said, dragging out the name as if discovering it had another syllable. “You dark horse.”

I should have felt triumphant. I did not. I felt awake and unsettled and sad in a way I had not expected. Nora went to her friends and they folded around her, laughing softly, asking questions she pretended not to answer. I watched from across the room while the old story of me changed its first word in someone else’s mouth. It would have been easy to make that the victory. The gossip, the girl, the new glances, the proof. But outside, later, standing alone near the low garden wall where the night had cooled, I understood the harder truth. Nora had wanted me when I was sixteen and sad and blind, before the new man, the doctor, the money I would one day hide behind ordinary clothes. Me. Or some version of me I had been too busy despising to offer anyone.

The grief of that nearly bent me. Having Nora was too simple an explanation. I understood, perhaps for the first time, that the first life had not only been taken from me by fear, father, failure, army, duty, or bad luck. I had abandoned it. Doors had opened. I had called them walls.

I went home before midnight. My father was asleep in his chair with the television muttering blue across his face. My mother had left a plate covered in foil on the kitchen counter. I stood over it for a long moment, touched by the smallness of the love and angry at the smallness she had been trained to live inside. Then I went upstairs, packed the last of my books, counted the cash hidden in an envelope, and slept four hours.

The next morning, before the train to Leuven, I laced my shoes and took the road one last time. I did not feel like it. My body was tired from the party, from Nora, from the long strange ache of being seen. My mouth still remembered hers. My skin held small ghosts of her hands. The old boy would have made a shrine of the night and lain under it until noon. I put on my shoes and walked. Past the bakery. Past the corner where Lizzy and I had parted. Past the streets that had raised me badly and held me too long. The air was cool, the town not yet awake. Four hundred metres had become five kilometres. Four push-ups had become twenty-three. The exam had become a passed letter in my bag. A few ridiculous euros had become a few less ridiculous euros in a place no one knew to look. None of it was enough. All of it was beginning.

Leuven received me in the late afternoon with bells, bicycles, and the particular gold the old brick takes when summer is nearly done with it. I stood on the platform with a duffel over one shoulder and a box of books in my arms, sweating through my shirt, not yet impressive, not yet free, not yet the man I would become. But I was there. That mattered more than beauty. The room I had rented was ten square metres in a narrow house off the Vismarkt: a bed, a desk, a wardrobe, a window onto a courtyard where someone’s washing moved slightly in the air. I set the duffel down. I put the books on the desk. I opened the window. The city came in, alive and indifferent.

For a while I did nothing but stand in the middle of that small room and listen.

No newspaper downstairs. No father’s weather. No sour sheets. No grey hospital ceiling. Only bells, distant voices, the creak of the old house settling around me, and the unthinkable abundance of a life not yet spent.

I sat at the desk and opened the notebook. Study. Road. Strength. Food. Sleep. Money.

Underneath, I added one more word.

Want.

Then I wrote the date beside it, because numbers were where I knew how to begin.

And the next morning, I began again.


Chapter Two: The Uses of Appetite

The first morning in Leuven, I woke before the city did and listened for a house that was not there.

For a few seconds I lay perfectly still in the narrow bed, eyes open to a ceiling I did not know. I waited for the small domestic signals that had ruled my boyhood: the scrape of my father’s chair, the radio muttering in the kitchen, the newspaper snapping open like a flag of occupation. None of them came. Instead there was a bicycle bell in the street below, distant and bright, a shower coughing to life somewhere down the hall, someone laughing behind a closed door with the rough happiness of a student still drunk from the night before. The room smelled of old wood, dust, and my own clean sheets. Ten square metres. Bed, desk, wardrobe, window. I had lived in worse rooms and slept in ditches, tents, barracks, armoured vehicles and hospitals. But no room had ever frightened me quite like that one, because it belonged to me and no one had told me what to do with it.

Freedom, I discovered, did not arrive like music. It arrived first as a lack of interruption. No one knocked. No one ordered. No one forbade. The shower kept coughing somewhere down the hall, the bicycle bell rang again below the window, and the day stood there with its hands empty, asking what sort of man I meant to be inside it.

I sat up, put my feet on the cold floor, and reached for the notebook on the desk. Study. Road. Strength. Food. Sleep. Money. Want. I had added the last word on the first night and had nearly crossed it out twice before sleeping. It looked indecent among the others, too naked for paper. Want was not a task. Want was the thing beneath the tasks, the dangerous animal I had kept chained so long that I no longer trusted the sound of it moving.

I left it there. The other columns only mattered if I knew what they were serving.

I dressed quietly, laced my shoes, and ran before breakfast. Ran was generous. What I did that morning was a negotiation between memory and lungs. The old mind knew cadence, posture, the relaxed hands, the rhythm of breathing low in the belly. The young body knew only protest. After ten minutes my calves were tight, my shirt stuck to my back, and my breath came high again, the old shame waiting at the edge of the road with its hands in its pockets. I did not stop. I slowed until the breath came under command, then continued through streets washed clean by early light, past shuttered cafés, church stone, delivery vans, rows of bicycles chained together like sleeping animals. Leuven was beautiful in a way that did not ask my permission. The city had been here before me and would continue after me. I found that comforting. A man given a second life could become drunk on the idea that everything was about him. The stone did not care.

Routine settled over the first days, plank by plank. The kitchen downstairs was shared by five people and cleaned by none of them with any conviction. Someone kept leaving a saucepan in the sink with pasta welded to the bottom. The fridge smelled faintly of cheese, beer, and betrayal. I labelled my eggs after the third one disappeared, then felt ridiculous for doing it and did not stop. Student life, I remembered, was not freedom in its noble form. It was freedom with bad plumbing, borrowed pans, thin walls, and strangers using your milk.

I woke early, ran or walked, washed, ate, read, attended orientation sessions, found the library, bought second-hand books, learned where to get cheap vegetables, and discovered which laundrette did not eat coins. In the evenings I trained in the room as much as the floorboards allowed: push-ups, squats, planks, slow mobility work for joints that had no business being stiff at twenty. I found the university pool and swam badly at first, not because I had forgotten the strokes, but because the body had forgotten patience with breath. Water did not care what I remembered. If I panicked, it rose into my nose and made the lesson immediate.

The lectures began with the usual theatre of first-year medicine: pale faces, new notebooks, nervous laughter, the faint medicinal smell of ambition. Everyone was trying to look clever without appearing to try. I recognized the performance because I had died under it once. This time I took a seat halfway down the hall, not hidden, not exposed, and opened my notebook. The professor spoke. I listened. The difference between fear and attention is visible only from the inside, but it changes the way a man sits. A few heads angled. One pen stopped moving. The old James had folded himself around apology. This James sat as if the chair had no verdict to offer.

A professor of physiology, dry as chalk and twice as abrasive, asked a question no one wanted about cardiac preload. It was not difficult, but it was early, and early questions are not tests of knowledge so much as invitations to panic. I let the silence run two seconds too long, then answered. Cleanly. No upward lilt at the end, no apology tucked under the words. The professor looked at me a moment longer than the answer required. “Yes,” he said, almost grudgingly, and went on. Around me, a few heads shifted. No room turns all at once, but a few people filed me somewhere new.

That afternoon, a tall blond student named Mathis asked if I had studied medicine before. I said no. He frowned as if the answer had failed to behave. A girl with red-framed glasses asked whether I wanted to join a study group. I said perhaps. Another girl smiled at me in the corridor and held the smile just long enough to make it a question. I thought of Nora, of the dark room above Pieter’s party, of her hand reaching back for mine on the stairs. Nora had not been a miracle. That unsettled me more than the kiss itself.

A miracle could be filed away. A pattern could not.

The first message from Pieter arrived that evening while I was making eggs on a hotplate that barely deserved the name.


You’ve become folklore, Vandael.




That sounds unhygienic.




Nora says hello, by the way. Well. More like: tell him I said he should not vanish in Leuven before I can decide whether to regret him.



I smiled despite myself. There was no wound in the message, no grasping after significance, no tragedy. Nora had wanted me, had had me in the ways we chose, and had returned to her life with her dignity intact and a story she seemed to enjoy owning.

The message from Lizzy came two days later, from Gent.


Pieter says you left town dramatically.




Pieter has an illness where every event becomes theatre if he touches it.




I heard Nora was involved in the theatre.



No answer came at once. I leaned back in the chair and let myself enjoy, very carefully, the shape of the question she was not asking.

Then I stopped enjoying it.


Nora was kind to me.




That is a very James answer.




It is the only one I have.




No. I think you have more answers now. That is the worrying part.



I read that three times. Then I put the phone facedown and returned to the eggs before I could make the exchange smaller by explaining it.

By the end of the first week, the notebook had begun to accuse me. The study numbers improved. The money column had a plan. The food column was ugly but honest. The body column looked like evidence from a crime scene.

The mind was improving faster than the body. Study was ugly but obedient. If I sat long enough, the pages yielded. Money required patience and silence, both of which I had in unpleasant quantities. Food was a matter of buying the right things and not negotiating with the wrong ones at midnight. Sleep came harder, but even that could be disciplined. The body was different. The body remembered things it could not yet perform. It knew angles, distance, timing, leverage, the small tells in shoulders and hips that announce intention before the conscious mind has chosen it. But knowing is not doing. Every morning run reminded me. Every set of push-ups reminded me. The old skills were locked inside a young engine that coughed smoke after ten minutes.

I could train alone for strength and endurance. I could hit the heavy bag in my room only in imagination, since the floorboards would have reported me to the whole house within thirty seconds. What I needed was contact. Mats. Weight. Resistance. Another body making honest arguments. So I asked around, followed two bad directions and
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