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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever wondered what if.
For those who thought they had missed their chance, only to discover that life sometimes writes a better ending than the one they imagined.
And for anyone who has learned that the bravest thing isn't falling in love—
it's staying.
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  Chapter 1: Colette


The simulation center is on the third floor, at the end of a hallway that smells like every hospital I have ever worked in, which is to say bleach pretending to be lemon and, underneath that, the specific human panic that lemon is trying to cover. I have walked hallways like this for twelve years. I could do it blindfolded. I could do it dead, which, given the building I am standing in, feels like a real career option. 
I am here because a woman named Bernadette Foss decided two departments should share a curriculum, a deadline, and, according to the email, "a collaborative workspace." I have read enough hospital emails to know that "collaborative workspace" is administrator for "we ran out of rooms." I have a mental list of every administrator who has ever wasted my time. Foss is not on it yet. She has eight weeks to earn her place, and I have a feeling she is going to.
The doors to the center are the heavy kind, glass and steel, the sort that make you feel like you are entering somewhere consequential when really you are entering a room where people practice on dolls. I push through. I have my coat on. I have my good pen. I have, I will admit, spent slightly longer than a professional adult should this morning deciding whether the good pen said "I am serious about this" or "I am trying too hard," and I landed on serious, and I am now regretting it, because a pen cannot save anyone.
And then I stop, because there is a man performing a medical examination on a corpse.
Let me be precise, because precision is the only thing keeping me upright. The corpse is not a corpse. It is a mannequin, one of the expensive ones, the high-fidelity kind that blink and breathe and, if the brochure is to be believed, occasionally develop opinions. It is lying on a hospital bed in the center of the room under a thin white blanket, and a man is standing over it with a tablet, reading numbers off a monitor in a low, unhurried voice, as if the two of them are having a conversation and he is being polite enough to let it go first.
"Your pressure's a little low this morning," the man says to the mannequin. "That's all right. We'll keep an eye on it."
I have questions. I have so many questions that they form an orderly line, take a number, and sit down.
He has his back to me. Tall, unhurried, in a gray sweater under a white coat, the kind of posture that reads as calm to everyone who has not yet learned that calm and unbothered are different animals. He does not turn around when the doors sigh shut behind me. He does not turn around when I take three steps into the room. He simply keeps reading his mannequin its vitals like a bedtime story.
"Good morning," I say, in the voice I use on residents who have parked in the ambulance bay.
"Good morning," he says, still not turning. "Give me one second. He doesn't like to be left mid-sentence."
He.
I open my mouth. I close it. Somewhere in the back of my skull, a very small alarm has begun to ring, the kind you cannot place, the kind that goes off in a house you have never lived in, and I ignore it, because I am a professional with a lanyard and an eight-week deadline and I did not drive here to be unsettled by a doll.
"I'm Colette Rourke," I say. "I'm here for the curriculum project. I think we're going to be sharing an office."
"I know," he says.
And then he turns around.
Here is the thing about your nervous system. You spend your whole life thinking of it as loyal, this quiet machine that keeps your heart going and your hands steady, and then a man turns around in a room full of fake patients and your entire body files a formal incident report without asking you first.
Because I know that face.
I know it the way you know a song from the first note, before your brain has caught up, before you can name the year or the summer or the tiny brutal town where you heard it. I know the shape of that almost-smile, the one that is not quite arriving, the one I spent an entire July trying to earn nineteen years ago over a folding table and a poster board about soil acidity. I know the way he looks at a person like they are the single most interesting object in the building, which, when you are seventeen, is the most dangerous thing a boy can do to you. At thirty-six it is apparently still fully operational.
Gideon Marchetti. Older now, obviously, with a few gray threads at the temple and a line between his eyebrows that was not there when he was a teenager reading me the periodic table like it was poetry. But him. Absolutely, unmistakably, catastrophically him.
He does not look surprised. That is the part that undoes me. I am standing here with my heart doing something arrhythmic that I would page a physician about in any other patient, and he is looking at me like a man who has known for three weeks exactly who was walking through that door.
So I do the only reasonable thing. I decide, with the full authority of a woman who has built an entire personality out of not being caught off guard, that I have never seen him before in my life.
"Great," I say. "So you're the simulation half of this."
"I am the simulation half of this," he agrees.
"And that's your." I gesture at the bed, at the blanket, at the tablet, at the ongoing medical relationship. "Colleague."
"That's Preston."
"Preston."
"He's a high-fidelity patient simulator." He says it the way another man might say this is my son. "He cost more than my car."
"Your car must be very sad."
"My car is fine. Preston is the one with the heart condition." He glances down at the mannequin with what I can only describe as fondness, actual fondness, the kind you cannot fake, and I feel the floor tilt very slightly under my serious professional shoes. "Well. Six heart conditions, if you count the programmable ones. He goes into cardiac arrest the instant a resident starts looking confident. It's uncanny. I've stopped trying to schedule around it."
"He sounds like a joy."
"He is. He's also got the premium package." He says premium the way other men say heirloom. "On the top setting he weeps. One tear, left eye, perfectly timed. It's meant to teach empathy under pressure. It cost extra and I would pay it again."
"You bought a corpse that cries."
"I bought a teaching tool that cries. There's a difference, and Preston can tell it even if you can't."
I should say something cutting. Cutting is my whole thing. I teach trauma response to twenty-four-year-olds by making them laugh so hard they forget to be afraid, and I do it with a mouth that has gotten me in trouble in three states. I have a cutting thing ready. It is right there.
But Preston, the mannequin, the doll, the fake corpse in the bed, has his eyes open, and his eyes are pointed directly at me.
"Why is he staring at me," I say.
"He stares at everyone," Gideon says. "It's his one skill. That, and the cardiac arrest."
"He's staring at me specifically."
"He's a mannequin, Colette. He doesn't have a preference."
The way he says my name. He says it like he has been saving it. Like it has been sitting in his mouth for nineteen years, kept somewhere cool and dark, and he has finally decided to take it out and use it. I hate it. I hate it so much that I have to look away from him, which means I have to look back at Preston, who is still staring, and now I have nowhere safe to put my eyes, which is a sentence I did not expect to think in a room full of medical equipment.
"His eyes follow you," I say. "That's a design choice someone made on purpose. A human being sat in a meeting and decided the practice corpse should maintain eye contact."
"It helps residents build rapport."
"It helps residents develop a lifelong condition."
And there it is. The almost-smile. It arrives about two percent of the way and then thinks better of it, the exact percentage I remember, the exact fractional amount of a smile that a seventeen-year-old girl can build an entire doomed summer around. My whole nervous system, having already filed one incident report, opens a second file just to be thorough.
I am a professional, I remind myself. I am here to write a curriculum. I am not here to be recognized by a man and a doll before I have taken off my coat.
I take off my coat.
On the way to hang it I pass a whiteboard by the lab door, the assignment kind, the grid every unit in America uses to tell you whose night is about to go wrong, and someone has drawn the grid and filled in two names in the neat block capitals of a person who fixes things for a living. One row says GIDEON. The row under it, in the same untroubled hand, says PRESTON.
"Somebody put the doll on the board," I say.
"Hugo did that," Gideon says, not defending it, not disowning it, the specific tone of a man who has decided a thing is out of his hands. "He says if Preston's booked for a scenario he needs a line on the board like everyone else. It's a scheduling position. Hugo doesn't editorialize."
"He gave the corpse a shift."
"He gave the equipment a slot. There's a difference, and Hugo can tell it even if you can't." He says it lightly, handing me back my own morning again, and I decide not to reward him by laughing, and I look at PRESTON in block capitals on a real hospital whiteboard and feel the specific vertigo of a woman realizing the building has already made room for the thing she has decided to be above.
"Show me the office," I say.
The office is not an office. I want to establish that early, for the record, so that when I am eventually found dead in it, the coroner understands. The office is a closet that a hospital added two desks to and then, in a fit of optimism, called a workspace. There is a window, technically, in the sense that there is a rectangle of glass that looks directly onto a brick wall four feet away. There are two desks pushed against opposite walls, which means that if Gideon and I both sit down at the same time and both push our chairs back at the same time, we will make contact in a way that HR has surely not thought through.
And there, against the third wall, in a wheelchair, positioned as if he has been waiting for us, is Preston.
"No," I say.
"He has to go somewhere," Gideon says, coming in behind me, and the room, which was already the size of a confessional, becomes a room with two adults and a fake corpse in it. "The lab gets cold at night. The humidity does things to his sensors."
"He lives in here."
"He rests in here."
"Gideon." His name comes out of me before I can stop it, and the second it does I feel it, the tiny catastrophic slip, because you do not say the first name of a stranger like that, you do not say it like it is worn smooth from handling, and he goes very still, and I know that he heard it, and I know that he knows, and I plow forward anyway because momentum is the only dignity I have left. "There are three of us in a room built for one and a half, and one of us is a mannequin who maintains eye contact. You understand that this is a hostage situation."
"He's very quiet," Gideon says. "He'll grow on you."
"That's what people say about mold."
The almost-smile again.
Here is what I know about the next eight weeks, laid out flat, the way I lay out a trauma scenario for students so they can see the whole shape of the disaster before it starts moving. Foss wants a new emergency curriculum, jointly designed, ready to pilot by the end of the summer. She wants his precision and my instinct in the same document, which is like asking a metronome and a jazz drummer to keep the same time, and she wants it in eight weeks, and she wants us in this closet too, and I am quoting the email, "build cohesion." I read that word this morning over coffee and thought it was funny. It is not funny in the room. In the room it sounds like a threat.
I put my bag down on the desk that is farther from Preston. This is a strategic decision. I want it noted that even in the first ten minutes, I was making strategic decisions.
"Okay," I say, businesslike, professional, a woman who has never been seventeen in her life. "Let's talk about the first module. Airway management. I want to open with a scenario, get their hands moving before they can overthink it, and then."
"I'd start with the framework," Gideon says.
I look at him.
"A conceptual framework," he continues, in that unhurried voice, that voice like a hand on the back of your neck, easy, unbothered, the most infuriating tempo a man has ever spoken at. "So they understand what they're doing before they do it. Otherwise you get muscle memory without judgment, and muscle memory without judgment is how you get a confident resident, and a confident resident is how you get Preston into cardiac arrest."
"Or," I say, "you get them moving first, and the judgment comes from the doing, because nobody in the history of an actual emergency has ever paused a hemorrhage to consult a conceptual framework."
"Nobody in the history of an actual emergency was well trained by panic, either."
"I don't teach panic. I teach through panic. There's a difference, and if you'd ever worked a real code instead of a fake one, you'd."
I stop.
Because that was too far, and I know it was too far, and worse, it was not even true. He is an anesthesiologist. He has worked more real codes than I have had bad first days. I said it to put distance between us, to make him a soft academic in a warm lab instead of the boy who once sat with me on a curb at two in the morning and explained the northern lights to a girl who was too proud to say she was cold. I said it to win. And the terrible thing about Gideon Marchetti, the thing I had somehow managed to forget across nineteen years and four hundred miles, is that he does not fight you when you swing. He just lets it land, and looks at you, and lets you feel the shape of what you did.
"That's fair," he says quietly, which is the single most unfair thing he could have possibly said.
Preston stares at me. I swear the sensor behind his glass eyes recalibrates in a way that feels editorial.
"I didn't mean that," I say.
"You did a little."
"I did a little," I admit. "But not the part about the codes. That part was just me being." I gesture vaguely at my entire self. "This."
"I remember this," he says.
And the room gets very quiet, the specific quiet of a thing being almost said, the quiet I have spent my adult life engineering my way out of, changing the subject, cracking the joke, saying anyway and reaching for the door. I have a whole toolkit for this exact silence. I could say you remember what, we've never met. I could laugh. I could ask about the humidity and Preston's delicate sensors.
I do none of it, because my mouth has apparently gone off duty, and I just stand there in a closet with a man and a mannequin and nineteen years, saying nothing, which is the loudest thing I have done all morning.
Gideon breaks it first. He picks up his tablet off the desk, taps it, and turns his attention to Preston with the ease of a man stepping back onto solid ground.
"We should get him calibrated before Foss comes by," he says. "She likes to see him breathing. It reassures the budget." He scrolls, unhurried, reading something only he can see, and I think we have made it, I think we have safely reached the other side of the moment, I think I might actually survive day one with my armor intact.
And then, without looking up, without so much as a glance in my direction, his eyes still on the mannequin's chart, he says it.
"It's good to see you, Colette Rourke."
Not a question. Not a hedge. Not a stranger's polite phrasing. My whole name, first and last, said plainly into the middle distance, said the way you say a thing you have been holding in your mouth for a very long time, waiting for the door to open and the right person to finally walk through it.
He has been waiting nineteen years to say that. I know it the way I know the song. And I stand there in my serious coat, holding my serious pen, in a closet that smells like lemon and panic, and I understand, with the sinking, thrilling, catastrophic certainty of a woman whose nervous system has now opened its third file of the morning, that I am in an enormous amount of trouble.
Preston, for the record, is still staring at me.
I decide, then and there, that I am going to win this. Whatever this is. I have eight weeks, one deadline, and no idea yet that the deadline is the least dangerous thing in the room.
"I have no idea what you're talking about," I tell him.
Anyway.






  
  Chapter 2: Gideon


Ihave had three weeks to prepare for this, and I have used all of them. 
I do not mean that in the loose way people mean it, the way a person says they have been meaning to call their mother. I mean I have prepared. I learned her name was on the shared roster on a Tuesday, and I have spent the twenty-one days since then constructing, brick by careful brick, a version of myself who would be completely unbothered to see Colette Rourke walk through a door.
He is a good build, that man. Calm. Professional. The kind of man who has clearly moved on, in the healthy way the pamphlets recommend, and who greets an old acquaintance with the warm, forgettable ease of someone whose pulse does not change.
I have been rehearsing him in the mirror. I am not proud of that. I am reporting it.
The plan was simple. When she arrived, I would be doing something. Not waiting. Waiting is a posture the whole body confesses to, and I did not want my whole body confessing. So I got here at six, ran Preston through his morning diagnostics, and arranged to be mid-task when the doors opened, so that I could look up, register her presence with mild pleasant surprise, and say something like oh, hello, you must be Colette. Light on the must be. As if her name were new in my mouth and not the most worn word I own.
I practiced oh, hello eleven times.
And then she came through the doors, and I did none of it.
I did not look up. I could not, is the truth of it, though I would not say that to anyone, least of all myself, at the time. I kept my eyes on Preston's monitor. I told him his pressure was low, which was true, and I told him we would keep an eye on it, which was also true, and I let the low unhurried sound of my own voice do the thing my voice does, which is hold a room still while the man inside it recovers.
Because I knew that walk. Nineteen years and I knew it off the floor tiles, the specific rhythm of a person who moves like she is entering a room she intends to own. I have heard that walk in dreams I do not admit to. And it was here, three steps in, and my hands were steady on the tablet, and inside my chest something turned over that has not turned over since a folding table and a poster board and a July that ruined me for weather.
"Good morning," she said, in the voice she uses on people who have disappointed her.
Reader, I nearly wept with relief. She did not recognize me. Or she did, and she was doing what I was doing, which is worse. Which is better.
"Good morning," I said. "Give me one second. He doesn't like to be left mid-sentence."
That was not the plan. The plan had no Preston in it. But the man I built for this morning got left in the mirror at home, and what walked into the actual room was just me, thirty-six years old, using a mannequin as a shield the way I used a periodic table once, because I have never once in my life known what to do with my hands around this woman except explain something to her.
So I explained Preston. It is what I have.
She thinks I am strange about him. She is correct. I would like to defend myself anyway.
Preston cost the hospital a sum I am not allowed to say out loud in the cafeteria. He blinks. He breathes. His pupils respond to light, his chest rises unevenly when I tell it to, and when a resident does something careless he flatlines with a conviction that has made grown physicians step back from the bed. He is, by every specification on the invoice, a machine.
But I am the one who calibrates him at six in the morning. I am the one who notices when his left lung lags. I have sat with him in an empty lab at the end of long days and run his cardiac programs just to watch the waveform, the way another man might watch a fire. He is the most reliable relationship I have maintained in some years, and I am aware of how that sounds, and I decline to fix it, because Preston has never once left a room I was still standing in.
"That's your colleague," she said, gesturing at the bed, and I could hear the joke loading before she got there, and I let her have it, because the alternative was looking at her too long.
"That's Preston."
She made a thing of the name. She made a thing of his eyes. She said the practice corpse should not maintain eye contact, and I said it builds rapport, and she said it builds a lifelong condition, and I felt the smile start and I stopped it at the border, because a full smile from me is a document, and I was not ready to sign anything.
Here is what I did not say, standing there defending a mannequin's honor.
I did not say that when the vendor rep called Preston "the unit," I corrected him. I did not say that I named him after my grandfather, who was a quiet man that people underestimated and who outlived every doctor who ever wrote him off. I did not say that I have spent a career learning how bodies fail so that I can teach twenty-four-year-olds to catch them, and that somewhere in the middle of that career I got into the habit of taking care of a thing that could not leave, because everything that could leave, did.
I did not say any of it. I said, "He'll grow on you."
She said that is what people say about mold.
And I nearly signed the document right there.
* * *
None of the morning went the way I built it, and I had been building it since six, which is when Hugo helped me wrestle the second desk into the closet and then stood back to admire the result like a man who had installed a second desk on the moon.
Hugo runs the equipment in the sim lab and has run it for the eleven years I have known him, and he is the most restful human being I have ever met, because Hugo has never once in his life detected the temperature of a room. You can stand eighteen inches from Hugo quietly coming apart and he will ask whether you have seen the spare pulse oximeter. It is the load-bearing wall of the friendship. I would not trade it for a man who understood me, because a man who understood me would be exhausting.
"Two desks," he said, surveying the closet, which now had the dimensions of a decision a person regrets. "In here. You know this used to be where we kept the crash carts."
"Foss wants collaboration."
"Foss wants the crash carts in the hallway, is what she wants," Hugo said, unbothered, already thumbing his clipboard. "Who's the second desk for."
"A nurse educator. From the ER. We're building the emergency curriculum together. Eight weeks." I laid the facts down flat, one after another, in the voice of the calm reasonable man I had assembled for the day, and Hugo took each one and filed it under logistics, where Hugo files the entire world, including, I have long suspected, his own wedding.
"She got a name?"
"Colette Rourke."
I said it, and I heard myself say it, and the trouble with saying a name you have kept somewhere cool and dark for nineteen years is that it comes out with the temperature still on it. Hugo, who cannot read a room, can apparently read a thermometer, because he looked up from the clipboard, not at me but at the general vicinity of a fact he had noticed and could not name, the way a dog looks at a door a full minute before the car turns in.
"You said that one careful," he said.
"I said it normally."
"You said it like it had a fragile sticker on it." He shrugged, and the observation slid off him the way everything slides off Hugo, logged and abandoned in the same breath. No follow-up, no face, no waiting to see what I would do with it, which is precisely why he is the only person on earth I have ever been able to stand near while I feel something. "I'll leave the far desk clear for her. Tell her the left tap in the break room is the hot one. Everybody scalds themselves the first week."
He picked up the marker on his way past the whiteboard and, without slowing, without ceremony, added a line under mine. PRESTON, block capitals, the same neat hand he uses for equipment tags and nothing else.
"He's booked all eight weeks," Hugo said, capping the marker. "If he's got a slot he goes on the board. That's the board's whole job. I'm not going to keep it in my head just because it's got a face."
I did not tell Hugo that I found this touching. Telling Hugo a thing is touching is like reading poetry to a load-bearing wall: the wall does not mind, but you come away understanding that you are the only one in the room having the experience. So I said nothing, and Hugo wrote a mannequin onto the staff assignment board with the flat conviction of a man logging a fact, and Preston became, at ten past six on a Tuesday, the third name in the sim center with a place to be.
Then he took his clipboard and his complete inability to notice a human interior and he left, and I stood alone in the closet at ten past six with the second desk and the mannequin and the one true thing Hugo had said without ever knowing he was carrying it.
I said it careful.
I had. I was going to keep saying it careful, for eight weeks, and Hugo was going to keep not noticing, and I filed that under the same heading Hugo files everything, which is manageable, and I was wrong, the way I am always wrong about exactly this, but I did not know it yet. It was six in the morning. I still had almost three hours left of being a man with a plan.
* * *
Foss's office is on the fourth floor and it is warm, in the way administrator offices are always warm, kept at the temperature of a person who has not run a code in fifteen years. She has a standing desk she does not stand at and a plant that is thriving in a manner I find slightly aggressive.
She wanted us both. That is the part I keep turning over. She could have paired me with anyone. There are four other faculty who teach emergency response, all of them competent, none of them women I once sat with on a curb at two in the morning while I explained the aurora to a girl who was too proud to say she was cold and let me keep talking anyway because talking was the only way I knew to keep her there another ten minutes.
Foss does not know that. Foss paired us for reasons printed on a spreadsheet. His precision, her instinct. It says so, apparently, in a strengths assessment I did not consent to.
"You two," Foss said, folding her hands, "are going to build me something neither of you would build alone."
"That's the idea," I said.
"It's more than an idea. It's a deadline." She slid a printed calendar across the desk, the kind of gesture people make when they want a thing to feel heavier than an email. "Eight weeks. New emergency curriculum, jointly designed, ready to pilot before the fall residents arrive. The board wants the two departments speaking one language. I want a document I can put my name on."
I knew why she needed it, though she did not say it out loud, because Foss does not say the quiet part in a room with a plant that could be a witness. There was a night in March. A patient came up from the floor in a way the sim center had never drilled and the floor had never charted, and two teams who had trained in two different languages spent ninety seconds deciding whose protocol governed the airway. Ninety seconds. The patient lived. That is the part everyone says first, quickly, the way you say a thing you need to be true. But the review was ugly, and the ugliness had a shape. My department teaches residents to be certain, and hers teaches them to be fast, and certainty and speed had stood on opposite sides of a bed and cost a person ninety seconds they will never know they nearly did not get.
The board read that review. The board wants a curriculum where certainty and speed are the same reflex. They want it because the alternative is a lawsuit and a headline, and they have asked Foss to make it happen, and Foss, being cornered, has done the thing cornered administrators do, which is find two people who embody the exact problem and lock them in a closet until they become the solution.
I understood all of this in the warm office. It made the assignment heavier, because now the document mattered, and mattering is the thing I have never been able to hold at arm's length.
"Eight weeks is tight for a full redesign," I said, which was the sensible thing, the thing the calm built man would say.
"It is," Foss agreed, entirely unbothered, the way only a person who will not personally be writing it can be unbothered. "Which is why I'm putting you together in one room. No hand-offs, no version control, no six weeks of you emailing drafts back and forth like two people who are afraid of each other."
Colette said something dry about the room being a closet. I do not remember what, exactly, because Foss had just said the thing that would end me and I was busy having the small private cardiac event that Preston is contractually obligated to have on my behalf.
"One office," Foss said. "The two of you. I know it's small. That's on purpose. I want cohesion."
Cohesion.
I have a good face. I have spent decades building a good face, a face you can flatline a mannequin in front of and get nothing, a face that has delivered bad news in seven curtained bays in a single night and never once cracked in front of a family. I kept that face on in Foss's warm office and I said, "Cohesion. Understood," in the voice of a man who understands cohesion and does not privately regard it as a scheduled catastrophe.
But here is what cohesion means, sitting eighteen inches from a person you have loved badly and at a distance for nineteen years. It means her handwriting on the same page as mine. It means learning again how she takes her coffee, whether it changed, whether she changed, which small daily facts survived the person she was into the person she is. It means eight weeks of the thing I wanted at seventeen and could not keep, delivered on a printed calendar by a woman with a thriving plant, as a work assignment.
Cohesion is going to kill me. I understood that fully, in Foss's office, at nine forty in the morning, and I nodded, because that is what I do. I let it land. I never fight the thing that is going to hurt me. That is my whole tragedy and I keep it in a drawer with my grandfather's name.
* * *
I walked her back to the office after. I should not have. I could have let her find it alone, could have manufactured a reason to peel off at the elevator, could have started, on day one, the careful business of being professional and distant and unharmed.
I have decided that is what I will do. I decided in that elevator, calmly, the way I decide dosages: I will keep my distance. I will do the work. I will build Foss her document and I will not, under any circumstance, allow the girl from the curb to become a woman I sit eighteen inches from every day for eight weeks and lose my footing over again.
It was a good decision. Sound. Evidence-based.
I lasted until she called me Gideon.
Not Dr. Marchetti, which is what strangers use. Not "hey," which is what she would use if she were really pretending. She said Gideon, low, exasperated, worn smooth from a handling I could feel across nineteen years, the way you say a name you have said a thousand times in private and are startled to find in your mouth in public. And she heard herself say it, and I heard her hear it, and we both stood very still in a closet the size of a confession while Preston stared at the middle distance and pretended, out of professional courtesy, not to be there.
She recovered fast. She always did. She built a joke about hostage situations and I let her, because letting her is the only love language I have ever been fluent in.
But I had it now. The proof. She had known me the whole time, from the first three steps across the floor, and she had chosen, the way I had chosen, to walk into the room as a stranger. Which meant it was still there for her too, the July, the table, the thing we did not do anything about the first time because we were seventeen and stupid and certain there would be more time.
There was not more time. That is the lesson I learned at eighteen, when she moved four hundred miles and I let her, easily, the way you let a door close when your hands are full of things you are too proud to put down. I told myself it was the mature thing. I have never forgiven myself for how convincing I was.
So I did the reckless thing. The only reckless thing I have done in years.
I picked up the tablet. I looked at Preston's chart, at nothing, at numbers I already knew. And without looking at her, because I did not have the nerve to say it to her face and I did have, apparently, the nerve to say it at all, I told the middle distance the truest sentence I own.
"It's good to see you, Colette Rourke."
I felt her go still. I did not look up to confirm it. I am a coward with excellent instruments, and my instruments said she went still.
She said she had no idea what I was talking about.
And I let the smile go, finally, one full percent past the border, then a little more, because there is no version of my life in which that woman lies to my face about knowing me and I do not find it the most hopeful thing that has happened to me in nineteen years.
I am going to keep my distance, I reminded myself, calmly, catastrophically, watching a waveform I already had memorized.
I did not believe me. Neither did Preston.






  
  Then: Summer 1987


Colette 
The gym smells like floor wax and boy, which are, I am learning at seventeen, closely related compounds.
I have been here since seven this morning because my mother believes that the person who sets up first has already won something, and I have spent two hours taping a trend line onto a poster board about soil acidity, and the trend line is the wrong green. I mixed the marker myself out of the school-supply green and a yellow highlighter because the real green ran dry, and it photographs fine but up close it is the color of a pond nobody swims in, and I have decided that this is the thing that is going to cost me the ribbon. Not the eleven weeks of pH readings. The wrong green.
My mother left at seven-fifteen to go home and change into the outfit she wears to watch me win things, which is a whole outfit, which exists, and on her way out she squeezed my shoulder and said, "You've already done the hard part, they just have to notice," which is the single most stressful thing a person can say to you before a judging, because now the only variable left is whether the room is smart enough for me, and rooms, in my experience at seventeen, mostly are not.
The boy at the next table has an aurora.
That is the first thing I know about him, before his name, before the knee, before nineteen years: that his table is adjacent to mine because Marchetti comes right after nobody in the alphabet and lands on Rourke, and that while I have made a pond-colored line about dirt, he has made the northern sky. He has built a box with a black inside and some kind of gas in a tube and a current he keeps adjusting, and when he gets it right there is a ribbon of green light that stands up in the dark of the box and moves like it is deciding something, and it is the correct green, the green I could not mix, and I hate him a little, immediately, the clean uncomplicated way you hate a person who has the thing you counterfeited.
"You keep fixing that line," he says. He does not look up from his current. "It's been straight for twenty minutes. You keep fixing it."
"It's not straight. It leans."
"It leans because the table leans." He puts a folded matchbook under my table leg without being asked, without looking, and the lean goes out of my whole poster, and I am furious, because now the line is straight and it is still the wrong green and there is nothing left to fix.
"What is that," I say, pointing at his box, because offense is the only defense I have ever been issued.
"Aurora borealis." He finally looks up. He has a face that does not do very much, which I will spend a long time mistaking for a face that does not feel very much. "It's just solar wind hitting the part of the sky that's ours. Charged particles come off the sun, and the earth's field steers them to the poles, and they hit the air and the air lets go of the light. That's all it is. It's a collision that turns into a color."
"That's not all it is," I say, because I am seventeen and I contradict boys as a form of respect.
"No," he agrees, easily, which robs me of the fight. "It's also the prettiest thing I could build in a box."
"You could build it bigger than a box," I tell him, because I have decided to keep talking to him, which is not a decision I made, it is a thing my mouth is doing while the rest of me watches, alarmed. "You could do the whole gym. Run a wire around the ceiling. Instead you made a little one you can carry."
"That's the point of it, though." He adjusts the current and the green lies down and stands back up. "A big one you'd have to leave here. A small one you get to keep. I like things I get to keep."
And I feel the first small wrongness go through me, the first hairline version of the thing that will eventually organize my entire life, because he has said the nicest sentence I have heard all summer, I like things I get to keep, and my whole body has read it as a threat, has filed it, instantly, under danger, because a boy who likes to keep things is a boy you can be kept by, and I have known since I was nine and my father's chair went empty that the only safe thing to be is the one who leaves the room first.
"That's a sad way to build an aurora," I say, which is me being cruel, which is me reaching for the exit already, on the first morning, before I even know his name.
"Maybe." He is not wounded. He will almost never be wounded, I will learn, he simply absorbs the thing and hands you back a little air. "Or maybe it's just a green I didn't want to lose."
The judges come at eleven. There are three of them, a chemistry teacher and a man from the college and a woman with a clipboard she holds like a shield, and they spend a long time at his table, a genuinely long time, long enough that the woman laughs and the college man leans in to look inside the black box. Then they come to mine. They ask me two questions and I answer them well, I answer them perfectly, and it does not matter how well you answer two questions when the table next to you got a laugh and a lean-in. I decide from the length of the two visits that I have lost. And I begin, quietly, behind my pond-colored







