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For the ones who enjoy the light honest,
and for the blue cars that knew where before why.
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It should get you across.
Oh Light, switch the heavy off.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgments

[image: ]


Thank you to the readers who honor pages across their own bridges, to the quiet craftsmen who keep cities livable, and to everyone who taught me that crowns are earned by repetition, not applause. Special thanks to the ones who know how to wa8t without calling it punishment.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Table of Contents 

[image: ]



Chapter 1: Scent of Jasmine - A fence of stubborn jasmine and a blue car teach two people how to breathe in the same room.

Chapter 2: Limbo Metrics - They start measuring small survivals-cups, breaths, steps-until patience becomes math they can keep.

Chapter 3: Blue Car - A quiet engine and a river overlook turn a used car into a promise: just get us across.

Chapter 4: Can’t Wifey a Whore - Labels thrown like knives are stripped of their edge, and she keeps her name without flinching.

Chapter 5: Spencer - On a field that forgives, a boy’s laugh lingers and chalk lines hold what love can’t say.

Chapter 6: Light Switch - They practice the one sentence that works in any room: Oh Light, switch the heavy off.

Chapter 7: WA8T - In a laundromat temple, waiting becomes strength, and the call sign spells the job: WA8T.

Chapter 8: Soundbite (Skit) - Five-second voices-bridge, thank you, still here-prove truth travels light.

Chapter 9:  Strip Her - Tags, decals, and old numbers come off clean, leaving a body and a day that fit without a brand.

Chapter 10:  The Royal Janitor - Frank sweeps the block like it’s a vow, and they learn crowns are earned by repetition.

Chapter 11:  New Fallen Snow (Skit)  - Keys, purse, and a familiar scent open a room where memory cooks without apology.

Chapter 12:  Diadem of the Muse - Her battered notebook becomes a crown: receipts for mercy, art as a working tool.

Chapter 13: Winter Park - February edges soften as a road scene carries an apology the weather can believe.

Chapter 14:  Wedding at the Cross - Vows and burdens face each other on a hill, with no verdict-only witness.

Chapter 15:  ’90s Kitchen - Another pass through the same room reveals what changed: the keys still fit, and so does she.

Chapter 16: Drag n Fly - A dangerous detour tests rescue limits, and the blue car refuses to be brave for show.

Chapter 17: This Ain’t a Mom Tattoo - Call the living while they’re alive; grief earns its ink by showing up early.

Chapter 18: Guardian Angelfire - A near-miss on the road, a mother’s line as guardrail, and a lane chosen on purpose.

Chapter 19: Elusifer - At Halo Auto, temptation sells halos; they buy a headlight and choose road over parade.

Chapter 20: Galaxy - The hourglass breaks on purpose, and they jar a pocket-sky to remember not to measure.

Chapter 21: Starlight Emili - At a gentle party, a woman with a foil star teaches the room to carry water without owning anyone.

Chapter 22: Halfway to the Burnout - Wipers, filters, and a chalk mark beat the sprint; discipline turns down the old chorus.

Chapter 23: Running from the Wolf - Borrowed hours get returned to a field, and the hunt learns where the fence lives.

Chapter 24: Shovel - Seeds go in where rain has loved the soil, the box opens, and the tape says, “It should get you across.”


Epilogue - The log closes on a simple truth: small switches, honest steps, and a car that starts without applause.













Chapter 1: Scent of Jasmine

The summer had been keeping a secret. You could tell by the heat that would not quit and the way the streetlamps wore soft halos, as if they knew something about the next hour that we did not. Rain had come and gone, a short, soft thing, and left the night rinsed and shining. The jasmine by the fence had decided to live forever. It climbed and curled and breathed like an animal. Every breeze carried it across the block. If I stood still, it found me. If I moved, it followed.

I remember the glow on wet asphalt, a glaze that turned the road into a shallow river. Tires loosened the water and laid it back down in long, combed lines. Somewhere a store gate clattered shut. Somewhere a dog barked twice and then trusted silence again. I was not waiting for you, not in any official way, yet the body had already made room. The ribs were a door someone had left open. The hour walked in.

You came around the corner with your hair gathered high and your laugh in your throat, as if you might let it out or swallow it, depending on who asked. You looked like a summer that had read at least one book and kept the line it loved folded in your pocket. Your shoes tapped out a code the curb understood. In the shine of the puddle you were two of you, one above the surface and one below, and both of them knew where they were going.

Big city nights, the mind said, no boast, no billboard; weather. A promise with no paperwork. A car behind you put its blinker on and waited, patient, as if even machines kept manners near you. The jasmine reached from the fence and touched your wrist. You let it. You looked down the block like a coin tossed toward a fountain. I stepped once and the world simplified.

I did not say your name. The night had not decided if names would help. I stood by the light pole where paint peeled in dime-sized moons. The pole hummed. The block kept its own beat. You looked at me the way a person checks a window for weather. Not suspicious. Curious. Ready to see whether the world would rain on them or kiss their forehead and tell them to go on.

Diamonds in the back, the mind said, a phrase arriving like a souvenir from a future we hadn’t driven yet. I could see them on the blue upholstery of a car still across the street and three minutes away. You crossed without looking. The night checked for you and found you already safe.

“Take me on a road trip,” you said, not exactly to me, and not exactly not, and smiled like the words had come out a little wrong but hadn’t embarrassed you. The smile stayed; turned itself down a notch, like a radio finding a softer station.

“Where?” I asked, as if roads didn’t already know their jobs.

“Out,” you said. Then you added, “A little,” and it became a kind of prayer.

The car was the kind that owned its own history. Not new, not junk. A quiet engine with a patient idle. The seats still held the day’s heat. When I opened the passenger door it sighed like a room whose windows had been closed too long. I sat and felt the city fit around us. Your hand found the key. The night rearranged itself.

You pulled from the curb with that little breath drivers take when the world agrees to move. We floated the first block. Streets assembled in the windshield and slid away. The wipers ticked once for no reason and went back to sleep. Your ring finger tapped the wheel as if checking my story for errors. I did not correct it.

“Tell me something true,” you said, not a challenge, a request.

“There is a flower in this city that tried to be everywhere,” I said. “It knows where you keep your wrists.”

You laughed. Turned your head toward the window and watched storefronts practice being closed. Your breath fogged the glass for a heartbeat and left no evidence.

“Tell me something untrue,” you said.

“I can live without this,” I said.

Your shoulders chose a line between mercy and mischief. “So we’re going to lie to each other gently,” you said. “Good. It’s a nice town for that.”

We drove toward the river. Bridges were rehearsal and gospel both. Each one lifted us and set us down, each offering an angle of the city the city had forgotten. On the first span you said, “Listen,” and did not mean music. I listened. The steel spoke in vowels. The tires answered in consonants. Some nights are fluent.

Coming across the bridge with a smile and a twist, the mind unwrapped a pink piece of memory-sugar and let it dissolve. Steel city nights, it added, and needed no defense; steel can shine like water if you ask at the right hour.

“What is that look,” you asked, “like you just remembered where you hid the key.”

“I’m starting to believe in this,” I said.

“This,” you said, and did not finish.

“This,” I said again, gesturing at the windshield. The windshield accepted the compliment.

We came off the bridge into the old neighborhood where porches still kept time. A lemon wedge of light in a second-story kitchen floated in a glass, as if someone forgot to finish the drink. Plastic kiddie pools lay upside down in yards so the rain wouldn’t pretend to be permanent. A bicycle leaned against a fence and expected to be there in the morning. From somewhere a television kept a chair company.

You touched a folded map in the console and did not open it. “What would you change,” you asked.

“How the hallway lights work,” I said.

“That is small,” you said.

“Small makes the big possible,” I said.

You nodded like a person with hireable experience in survival. “I hate waiting in hallways,” you said. “They’re never the right length.”

In the rearview a car came fast and then didn’t pass. “People live like that,” you said. “A lot of noise, no decision.”

We turned onto a narrow street where asphalt had lost an argument with tree roots. The car lifted and fell in soft movements. Houses leaned close enough to hear us breathe. Paper lanterns in a side yard claimed they knew the moon personally. You slowed and let me look without naming what I looked at.

You set your palm over the vent and the cool air ran through your fingers. You studied your hand like a new fact. The night curled at our feet like a dog that had decided to trust us.

“Sometimes I think everyone’s collecting proof,” you said. “Proof they lived. Proof someone saw them. Proof they made it to a different side of town without losing more of themselves.” You looked at me; a quiet that counts as intimacy if you let it. “What are you collecting?”

“Receipts,” I said.

“For what?” you asked.

“Mercy,” I said.

You laughed, shook your head, and let the laugh cool. “Taboo,” you said to the windshield. “Secret.” Your thumb rubbed a small scratch near the shifter and the scratch stayed put. “Not enough to prove anything,” you said, like reading a label on a jar.

The car clock wore a soft orange. The bridge had left a wind in your hair that stayed as a memory after the windows closed. Your profile borrowed light from a pharmacy sign that didn’t want to sleep. I thought about the appointment the future had already made for us and didn’t put it in the calendar.

Can’t make dreams if you let your life rust, the mind said. I passed the line from one lung to the other, the way a swimmer passes air underwater. I didn’t say it. I let it tint the next sentence and the next. Weight is often a color before it is a number.

You pointed at a staircase climbing from sidewalk to sidewalk. “Once I ran those in the rain,” you said, “because an old woman on a porch dared me and I believe in dares.” You smiled. “At the top I didn’t know what to do with being right. It’s not always a prize.”

“What is?” I asked.

“Being wrong with good company,” you said.

On the next block a blue car sat under a lamp and the hood turned into a night sky. Not yours. Doesn’t matter. Some things arrive at the corner of the eye long before they park in your life. I looked, looked away, and pretended I hadn’t seen my own echo.

You lowered the window a few inches. The scent of jasmine arrived as a fact, not a romance. It mixed with fan-breath, warmed plastic, and the faint clean of your shampoo. Smell made a family with the night. The night signed its name.

“Tell me one thing you never say,” you said, softly, so the words belonged to the air between us, not the dash.

“I would like to be forgiven,” I said.

“For what?” you asked.

“For being a person who pretends not to need it,” I said.

You looked at the road, then me, then the road. “I don’t have a sermon,” you said. “I don’t wear robes.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s why the request makes sense.”

We fell into the kind of quiet a city respects. You turned the radio with two fingers, changed your mind, returned your hand to the wheel. A hand taught not to tremble where others could see. Hands don’t always obey.

At Birch and Fourth we idled at a red that decided to be long because it could. You drummed a simple rhythm. Crosswalk lines were new enough to have square corners. Across the street two teenagers spoke the universal language of shoulders. Green returned. No one hurried. The world tested us and then forgave us for passing.

“Turn right,” you said. “I want the water again.”

We climbed the ridge where the river coaches the city in patience. The guardrail held thirty years of initials. At the overlook you cut the engine and let the car count its own heartbeat. We sat without speaking so the night could talk first. The river took bridge lights along its skin and broke them into many. One thing parted into a field of small brightnesses. It felt like generosity, not theft.

You leaned forward, forearms on the wheel, forehead on your wrists. Your hair complimented the curve of your arms. I watched without wanting to own. Some moments refuse possession on purpose; the only verb is witness.

“Do you care?” you asked, not without context but without footnote.

“Yes,” I said, “enough to be careful, not enough to be boring.”

“Good,” you said, and looked at me.

The eyebrows told the truth. The eyes told a story to themselves. The mouth held its own council in case the vote went wrong. I trusted all three. You looked past me to the black line where river met trees. “Some people will be loud about us,” you said, “if there is an us.”

“People prefer their own noise,” I said.

“People prefer to call women train wrecks so they don’t have to name their own tracks,” you said.

“Fair,” I said.

“Sometimes I am,” you said, “like a bud off the truth. Not ready to bloom in front of witnesses.”

“The scent still carries,” I said.

You let that decide its own rules. The key clicked; the engine woke like a good dog. We drifted back into gear. Down the hill the radio found a station that had loved soul a long time. A woman sang a line that bent on purpose. Your mouth bent with it. We smiled the same smile at different windows.

We took the long road under the lowest bridge. The concrete wore a river someone had painted from memory, real water rehearsed in color. You slowed so the strokes could introduce themselves. Where blue quit being blue, white carried the brightness forward, and the whole span learned how to shine without the sun. 

Do you really care now, the mind asked, and I tried the question on as a measure of my own temperature. The night answered by being itself. The jasmine answered by showing up again, last of the season, singing without tongue.

We came off the long road into the street where porches knew each other by first name, and in a tavern window our shapes overlapped and then separated, two faces trying on a future and giving it back politely. On the next block a blue car sat under a lamp and the hood turned into a night sky; a tiny chip in the paint caught the light and held it, a star rehearsing the role it would play later. You lowered the window a few inches and the scent of jasmine arrived as a fact, not a romance, mixing with fan-breath and warmed plastic until the night signed its name. 

You set the gear in park and rested both hands at the wheel’s bottom. Elected hands. You didn’t look at me. I didn’t force you to. Silence spent its coins: two, then one, then none. 

“If you ever ask me to be smaller,” you said, “I will forget your name on purpose.”

I nodded. The nod belonged to my spine.

“If you wait to say what matters until after the room is empty,” you said, “I will find a different room.”

I nodded again.

“If you tell me you dreamed and never buy a shovel when it’s time to plant,” you said, “I won’t forgive you easily.”

“I’ll bring a shovel,” I said.

“I don’t need a husband,” you said.

“I don’t need a saint,” I said.

You breathed in, out, checking the math. Then you smiled, not because the rules were romantic, but because they told the truth about oxygen.

We stayed a while. The night proved it could last. In the rearview the block wore calm like a coat. You turned the key. The dash dimmed. The car chose to be a room instead of a vehicle. You cracked the door; jasmine found us again. Not a love song, a geography lesson.

I stepped out. Pavement still warm from some other day. Vines pressed their star-mouths into the air and did not apologize. Two doors down a string of lights couldn’t decide between on and off and chose a third way that looked like being alive.

You came around the hood and stood near, close enough to hear breath, not so close it couldn’t choose itself. You tipped your head and your hair fell and the whole block agreed this was one kind of proof a body can carry without paying tax.

Scent of jasmine, the mind said. Not the title, the air itself. A sudden tenderness for the way flowers ignore our calendars. How you cannot always tell perfume from memory. I let the line float up, then drop back into the page. The page made room.

“I don’t know what this is,” you said. “I don’t want to call it wrong first.”

“Don’t call it anything,” I said. “Let it move.”

“I’m good at that,” you said, smiling.

We walked without planning to. Down a sidewalk whose cracks were maps if you let them be. Past the house with the broken stair everyone took note to avoid. Past a parked truck that had been someone’s living for twenty years and would be for five more if care keeps finding it. Past an open window where a fan turned and taught the air a circle.

“Once,” you said, “I kissed a boy outside a dance hall and the cops hit their lights to see if we’d jump apart.”

“Did you?” I asked.

“No,” you said. “We finished, then waved, then went inside and bought hot dogs from a woman who raised six children on mustard packets and gum.”

“Good,” I said.

“Sometimes,” you said, “a small thing has to be big enough for an hour.”

“That’s what hours are for,” I said.

At the corner we turned back. Some nights are generous; they return you to where you started so you can recognize it. The jasmine was waiting. You looked up at the streetlamp the way people do when they already love or already miss what stands above them. The lamp did its job and didn’t take a bow.

“I want to drive nowhere again,” you said.

“We didn’t,” I said.

“What did we do?” you asked.

“We drew a circle around a thing and didn’t name it,” I said.

“That’s a good lie,” you said. “Use it until it stops helping.”

We laughed, and the laugh didn’t chase anything away.

Behind us the car waited, patient, the way a chair waits for rest. In the distance a train pulled a ribbon of sound across the valley and made itself a measure of time. Someone on a bicycle hit a small rock and survived. Jasmine ratified the night.

Do you really care now, the mind whispered again, not to test you, to grade my courage. Do you really care. The answer rose without hands. Not a word; a weight, like a winter coat that fits perfectly. I did not shrug it off.

You touched the seam of my sleeve at the wrist. Two fingers. Nothing hungry. Something true. Then you let go. I watched where your fingers had been. One way to size desire: measure the echo.

“Tomorrow,” you said, not a promise to do anything, a permission for the world to keep going. “Even if we never speak again,” you added, “tomorrow will still be built.”

“It will,” I said.

We waited one beat so the night could draw its conclusion. You stepped back, turned, and went to the driver’s door. The seat took you the way a careful story takes a character. The engine caught. Headlights cut a lane out of ordinary air. Jasmine leaned into the beam and went back to work.

You rolled the window down and looked at me the simple way. “Sleep,” you said. “Dream something that holds this without needing to make it larger.”

“I’ll try,” I said.

“If you can’t,” you said, “make it smaller instead.”

“That I can do,” I said.

“Good.” You let the car find first gear, the tires make wet sounds, the block become a film strip, the corner take you and give you back. You disappeared. The streetlamp did not mind. I stayed long enough to check whether my body had kept what it should keep: the smell, the look, the line of your mouth when you were kind to yourself; the bridge, the steel, the way the river turned one brightness into many; the rule that small is the right size for beginnings.

I went to my door. The lock accepted my key again. Inside, the apartment had the temperature of an apology that meant it. I didn’t flip the overhead. I let the city pour through the screen in mild squares. The jasmine came with it. I stood by the counter, palms on cool, and waited to see if a lyric would rise as reflex rather than trick.

Take me on a road, it came, soft. Out of sight. The chest kept its metronome. I let the line fade because more would come. The hour was generous. The hour hadn’t found its edges yet.

In the other room the clock made its small noise. In the ceiling a pipe sighed because someone upstairs ended their shower. On the street the world relaxed into the next thing. I closed my eyes and found the perfume again and did not chase it. I told the night I was careful. I told it I was tired of carefulness that belongs only to fear. I told it some dreams have steel in their backs and I wanted the kind that holds up a bridge and lets people make it across.

Do you really care now. Yes. Do you really care. Yes. I let the answer travel without sound. The room accepted the proof, and something quiet in me loosened its grip. 

On the table lay a magazine. I opened to a page that had nothing to do with love and found a sentence about plants that climb anything within reason. I ran my finger along the ink until it disappeared into the margin. I let tomorrow be small: a breath, a door latch, a single flower refusing to pass for perfume. I promised the room I would stay alive enough to know better next time. The promise didn’t sound like a contract. It sounded like a lamp turned low so the world could sleep without fearing the dark.

Before bed I went to the window and let the night name itself once more: jasmine, wet road, iron, the faint warm of an engine cooling beyond view. I let the mind say one last thing and then told it to hush.

Scent of jasmine.

Then I let the quiet own the hour. I let the bridge be a thought, not a demand. I let the city read its pulse back to me until mine matched. When I lay down, the mattress felt like a promise kept. I didn’t count anything. I didn’t chase an image. I let sleep come like someone crossing a street they trust. When it reached me, it didn’t knock. It let itself in.
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Chapter 2: Limbo Metrics
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Morning arrived like it was still deciding whether to be day. The night left its fingerprints on the glass and the sun rubbed at them with a sleeve and gave up. I walked the block with a cup in my hand and the last of the jasmine hanging at shoulder height along the fence. The petals were tired, the scent was not. A bus sighed at the corner as if it had just noticed the future. The crosswalk clicked. A boy on a scooter counted the squares in the sidewalk and lost count and kept going.

Her building had three floors and an old heart. The stairwell smelled like dust and detergent and somebody’s February. On the second landing a baby cried one good strong note and then decided the world could handle itself. At her door I knocked the way you knock when you hope a person has slept. The knob turned and there she was, hair gathered in a knot that said she trusted gravity and could prove it, an oversized tee, one hand at the frame as if it were a friend.

“Come in,” she said, and the apartment breathed me into itself.

Boxes everywhere. Not stacked to the ceiling, just enough to suggest the story had not decided on an ending. No labels that told the truth, only names that should have been jokes and were not. “Library,” said one, but it was pots and two lamps and a jar of screws. “Winter,” said another, but it was dresses and a scarf that had never seen cold. On the biggest box, in a handwriting that refused to apologize, someone had drawn a pair of wings. The paper took the curve well.

She’s got wings in the boxes, the mind said, and I let the sentence rest in the room. Unopened on her floor.

“Coffee?” she asked.

“Always,” I said.

The counter held a kettle, a press, and a row of mugs that had agreed on a color. On the fridge a magnet kept a postcard from a town that does not make postcards. The magnet read: Stand here and measure light. The kettle clicked off and she poured and steam rose and made a slow cloud that chose the ceiling and then lost its job.

At the end of the hall a full-length mirror leaned and pretended to be furniture. A cloth covered most of it, the way a body pulls a blanket to the chin. The border was vine and small stars, etched like breath that never finished the word. A candle had lived at its feet and left a smoke thumbprint near the bottom edge, proof that light once tried to talk here. 

Etched upon her mirrors, I thought. Covered in smoke. Covered in doors.

“You can say what you are thinking,” she said, handing me a mug.

“I was thinking the glass looks like it recalled something,” I said. “And that you live like a person ready to go at a minute’s notice.”

“I live like a person who knows minutes pretend to be notices,” she said, and smiled so I wouldn’t hear it as sadness.

We let the first sips do their work. The coffee behaved without being boring. In the living room the boxes turned into tables and chairs if you let your eyes be generous. A thin curtain moved with air from the open window. The city tried out its sounds on the screen and decided to keep most of them.

“What is in the one with the birds?” I asked.

“Rescue,” she said.

“Too heavy for a cardboard wall,” I said.

“That is why I have not opened it,” she said. She sat on the floor, one foot tucked under, the other out straight. The floor received her like a lake that knows how to be shallow without lying. “What did you dream?” she asked.

“That I could tell when light was done doing its job for the hour,” I said. “That I could say thank you and mean it.”

“Practice,” she said.

I sat across from her on a box labeled Tools, then checked the tape. It held like it wanted a promotion. A small fan on a milk crate turned its head like a lifeguard at a quiet pool. I watched the wings on the box while her spoon clinked once against the inside of her mug.

“Do you want to open it?” I asked.

“Not yet,” she said.

“Then we can at least put the mirror on the wall,” I said.

She nodded. “That one is the only thing I let tell me the truth,” she said, “which is why I covered it, so it cannot do it all day.”

She brought a rag and we lifted the cloth. The mirror looked at us and chose to be polite. I wiped the smoke smudge and the cloth turned gray in that satisfying way that proves effort is not a rumor. We found a stud and two screws and a level that had been honest most of its life. I drove the screws and listened to the wall take them and keep them. She held the glass and I kept the line and the bubble settled like a thought that finally arrives.

“I am afraid of seeing only me,” she said, still holding the frame while I tightened.

“That is a real fear,” I said. “We can hang it to catch a window. It can see the world first and you second.”

“Wise man,” she said.

“No,” I said. “I have been the first in a mirror and know how lonely it can be.”

We hung the mirror. It showed the room the way a lake shows a sky that has made mistakes and forgiven itself. When she stepped back the glass held her gently and gave her back without stealing anything.

Pry on, the mind said. Pry on.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “A word the glass suggested.”

“It’s good,” she said. “Curiosity that refuses to be a thief.”

We sat again. The box with wings turned its illustrated shoulder and looked at us. I set my mug on a stack of old magazines whose last purpose was to be a table that understood its assignment. She tucked her hair behind her ear and reached for the small knife kept in the bowl with the keys. She held the knife over the tape, held it away, placed it down.

“We will open it when we know how to read what is inside,” she said. “If we pry blind, the room will think we are amateurs.”

“Fair,” I said. “We can start with something lighter. Jewelry. Books. The drawer of a bedside table that pretends to be shy and is not.”

“Books,” she said, and pulled a box toward us with her heels. On the top under folded paper towels lay a photo in a dollar-store frame. A girl with a backpack and a grin stood by a mall fountain that had decided to be generous. Her hair caught the same kind of morning. The crown of her head agreed to be itself. She looked like she had just added a fact to the world and had not told anyone yet.

“The little backpack,” I said without meaning to.
She gave me the not-yet glance and let me keep it anyway. “I kept an orange notebook and tallied every time the right song found me in a store,” she said. “Very scientific.”
“Metrics,” I said.
“Limbo metrics,” she said. “Measure the in-between. Weigh a pause. Count a maybe. Graph a near miss.”
“Teach that class,” I said.
“I already am,” she said, and looked around. “This is the lab.” She reached for a book and found two and handed me one. On the flyleaf was a library stamp and a date that believed in itself. We made small stacks. The stacks changed the room just enough to prove we had been here.
She found a Polaroid at the bottom of the box and smiled at it with an affection that did not need explaining. “A truck broke down and we waited,” she said, “and a man with a camera appeared for no reason and made us stand by the roadside and swear this would matter one day. It did. Not because of the picture. Because of the waiting.”

“People keep their own altars,” I said.

She nodded, then laughed without irony. “I once carved my name into the underside of a park bench with a key and then sat on the other end and waited to see if a bird would land near the notches. When it did, I thought I had invented a language.”

“You had,” I said. “It told you to stay alive that day.”

She put the Polaroid on the sill and leaned a small book against it so it would not leap. We worked through another box. Socks, cords, a scarf with a history of being left behind and returned. She handed me a shoelace and I tied it around a bundle of pencils like a gift for someone who respects paper. She watched the knot and approved.

“Do you ever feel like the world is a warehouse for unsaid things?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Open enough boxes and the warehouse stops being a threat and turns into a library.”

“What will the catalog say under me?” she asked. “Junk. Glory. Invoices. Fevers that did not win.”

“It will say Giving,” I said, “and then, in smaller letters so people do not assume, it will add: isn’t given.”

She closed her eyes and let that sit on her mouth like a pill that tasted right. “Giving isn’t given,” she repeated, italics I did not have to imagine. “Fly on.”

We took a break and sat with our backs against opposite boxes so the room could change without being watched. Outside a truck went past painted a blue so certain it would fight with the ocean on a good day. The wind found the curtain and the curtain practiced being a hand. She pulled her knees up, rested her chin there, and looked past me at the mirror. I looked too. The mirror kept us slightly more honest than we would be without it.

“Tell me how low you can get,” she said, not as a dare.

“I can kneel and sort bottom shelves without needing to tell anyone I did it,” I said. “I can sit on the floor and not call that humble.”

“If you could get down,” she said, “what would you give me?”

“If I could get down,” I said, and wished it true in all the ways not about furniture, “I would give you reasons you are alive.”

“Say one,” she said.

“The same hour that breaks things teaches hands how to carry,” I said. “You are good at that class.”

She nodded like a person who lets pass–fail grades be enough on certain days. “And if you got down,” she said again, “what else?”

“I would let you know you are not mine,” I said. “One reason I stay.”

“Good,” she said softly. “That is a receipt I can keep.”

A phone somewhere vibrated against wood. She did not move. The sound repeated. A third time it tried a smaller rhythm, as if it had found humility. It stopped. She looked at me and not at the phone and the room exhaled.

“I do not have to go mudding this weekend,” she said, amused that the past still sends invitations. “I do not have to prove I remember where the fun is kept.”

“Sure,” I said, “but if it helps to be somewhere you can get lost without being punished, I will be there.”

“I am practicing getting lost where I live,” she said.

“Advanced course,” I said.

She stood and stretched and the mirror saved the movement for another night. She looked down at the
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