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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever wondered whether the world was seeing the real you. 
May you find the people who do.
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  Chapter 1: The Usual I Never Ordered


The barista slides a cup across the counter before I've finished saying the word "black," and the cup is not black. The cup is the color of a bruise that's decided to be optimistic about it. It's lavender. It's a lavender drink, in a lavender world, and there's a little dome lid with foam peeking through the hole, and she says, "Your usual, Ben. On the house today." 
I look at the cup. I look at her. I look, for reasons I cannot explain, back at the cup, as if it might apologize.
"My usual," I say.
"Oat-milk lavender latte." She's already turned to the next person. "You've earned it."
Here's the thing about that sentence. I have not earned it. I've never earned anything in a coffee shop in my life. I come to Grounds for Concern, which is the worst name for a business I've ever encountered and the reason I chose it, because a place with a name that bad clearly isn't trying to be seen either, and I order one black coffee, and I stand in the corner, and I leave. That's the transaction. That's the whole relationship. I'm a repeat customer the way a lamppost is a repeat feature of a street.
The barista knows my order.
I don't have an order. I have a coping mechanism I purchase daily.
And now there's this. Oat-milk lavender latte, on the house, you've earned it, Ben, and I'm standing here holding a drink I didn't ask for, and I sip it, because of course I sip it, I'm not a monster, and it tastes like a candle a rich person would light in a bathroom. It's good. That's the worst part. It's genuinely good, and I hate that I know that now, because knowing it makes me a person who has opinions about lavender, and I've spent thirty-five years being no one in particular. It's a good job. There's no overtime but the benefits are enormous.
* * *
Let me be clear about what's happening in my head, because the outside of me is doing nothing. The outside of me is a man in a gray coat holding a purple drink, nodding, the way you nod at a doctor. Calm. Unbothered. A still pond.
The inside of me is conducting a legal review.
Because there's a question here, and the question is: am I allowed to be this. Am I permitted, as a matter of settled identity, to be a man whose usual is an oat-milk lavender latte. That's not a coffee. That's a personality. That's a man who has a favorite podcast and strong feelings about linen. Somewhere there's a version of me who ordered this on purpose, once, boldly, out loud, and then came back and ordered it again, building a reputation one confident lavender at a time, and that man and I are not the same man, and I need to know how the register got confused, because if the register thinks I'm him, then the register knows something about my future that I don't, and I don't like being outpaced by a point-of-sale system.
I've had three sips. I should stop drinking the evidence.
And the barista isn't even looking at me anymore, that's the part that scrapes. She said my name and my order the way you say a thing you're certain of, without checking my face, without the little rising question at the end that means right? is that you? There was no question at the end. There's never a question at the end for the man she thinks I am. He walks in, he's known, the machine behind the counter has already decided what he wants and it hands it to him before he opens his mouth, and he takes it, easy, because being known is the water he swims in. I've spent thirty-five years making sure no counter anywhere would ever hand me anything without asking. And this morning one did.
I've had four sips now. Someone stop me.
"Ben. Ben Lawson."
There's a hand on my shoulder, which is already too much hand for me, personally, and I turn and there's a man in a blazer. Not a coat. A blazer, with a little pocket square that's trying, and a smile so wide and so certain that for a second I look behind me to see who it's for.
There's no one behind me. There's a wall. The smile is for me.
"I have been hoping to run into you," he says, and he pumps my hand, both of his around my one, the handshake of a man closing something. "I have to tell you. That talk? Changed my entire approach to Q3. Genuinely. I went back to my team and I said, we're doing it the Lawson way now."
I've never had a Q3. I don't know what Q3 is a quarter of. I read appliance manuals for a living and I have never once in that living given a talk, or approached anything, or had a way that things could be done. My way is to not do them and see if they resolve on their own.
"The Lawson way," I say.
"You know the part that killed me?" He leans in. He smells like an airport lounge. "When you said, and I wrote this down, you said, stop asking the room for permission to take up space in it. Chills. I got chills, man."
I would sooner die than say a sentence like that. I would say it, choke on it, and die, in that order, and it would be the boldest thing I ever did and I'd be dead for it. I've spent my whole life asking the room for permission, and then, when the room says yes, apologizing and leaving anyway. That's my way. That's the Lawson way. This man has the wrong Lawson, and he's got him by the hand.
"That's really kind," I say, because the alternative is explaining, and explaining requires me to have an explanation, and I have a lavender latte and a rising sense that the floor is a suggestion.
"Kind. He says kind." The man laughs, delighted, at nothing, and lets go of my hand, finally, and I get it back, and I check it's still mine. "Modest. Love that. Keep killing it, Ben."
And he goes, out into the morning, off to take up space in rooms, and I stand there in the corner of the worst-named coffee shop in the county, holding a drink I didn't order, wearing a reputation I didn't build, and I do the only thing a reasonable man can do with a situation like this.
I decide it's nothing.
I decide it's two nothings, actually, a barista who mixed up a regular and a networker who confused a face, both of which happen, both of which are the sort of small human static a normal person lets pass through them like weather. I'm going to be a normal person about this. I'm going to finish this drink I hate that I love, and I'm going to go to work, and I'm going to be no one, at length, in peace.
I throw the cup out on the way to the door. Then, at the door, I go back and fish it out of the trash, because it's still three-quarters full and it cost someone four dollars, even if it didn't cost me, and I'm not the kind of man who wastes a thing just because it frightens him.
I take the lavender to work. This is not a decision I'm proud of.
* * *
Dorsett Publishing occupies the fourth floor of a building the exact color of a manila folder, which is the correct color for a building to be, and my desk is in the corner of the fourth floor, which is the correct place for a desk to be, and there are no windows near me, which is perfect, because windows are just walls that gossip.
I sit. I set the traitor latte down where I can keep an eye on it. And I open the file that's waiting for me, and the file is a dehumidifier manual, and I feel, for the first time all morning, the specific peace of a man returning to his own life.
Model DH-70. Seventy-pint capacity. The kind of prose that's never once tried to be interesting, written by people who share my values. I read the way I always read, which is slowly, with a pencil in my mind, and on page four, in the safety section, between a warning about standing water and a warning about children, I find it.
A comma splice.
Do not operate the unit near open flame, keep the drainage hose clear of obstructions.
Two independent clauses, joined by a comma, holding hands like they're allowed to. They're not allowed to. That's a period, or a semicolon if you're feeling generous, or the word "and," but it's categorically not a comma, and whoever let that comma stand between two complete thoughts made a small error that'll be printed forty thousand times and shipped to forty thousand basements, and I'm the one human being between that error and the world, and I flag it.
I flag it and I feel like myself.
That's the whole feeling. It's not a big feeling. It doesn't take up space. It's the feeling of a thing being wrong and me quietly making it right and no one ever knowing, which is, if you want to know, my love language, my hobby, and my entire theory of a life well lived. Find the error. Fix the error. Tell no one. Repeat until dead.
I'm mid-splice, deep in the manual, restored, when my phone lights up on the desk.
I don't want it to. I've trained my phone to want almost nothing from me. It buzzes maybe four times a day and every buzz is a small betrayal. But it's lit now, so I look, the way you look, and it's my banking app, and the banking app has an announcement.
Congratulations, Ben. You've been upgraded to Platinum.
* * *
I read it twice, which is my default, and then a third time, because the words aren't rearranging into anything that makes sense. Platinum. I have, and I say this without shame, the financial profile of a man who's read every dehumidifier manual ever printed. I don't overdraft, I don't invest, I've got a checking account and a savings account with a bashful little balance in it and a credit card I pay off the day the bill arrives because carrying a balance would keep me awake. There's nothing platinum about me. I'm, at my absolute shiniest, a well-maintained pewter.
Platinum is for people with initiative. Platinum is a tier you climb toward. You don't get platinum for standing very still for thirty-five years and never causing anyone at the bank a moment's concern. Or maybe you do. Maybe that's exactly who they give platinum to, the man who's never once been a problem, and this is a reward for a lifetime of not being noticed, in which case, fine, I've earned it, the way I earned the latte, by being so reliably nobody the systems have started rounding me up.
That's a nice theory. I like that theory. I hold that theory for almost eleven seconds.
Then, because I made the mistake of picking up the phone, and the phone knows once it has you it should not let go, my streaming app pushes a notification, cheerful, presumptuous.
Because you watched: continue your journey through the Roman Republic.
I have not journeyed through the Roman Republic. I don't watch documentaries. I watch, if I watch anything, a specific British show about people restoring furniture, which is four grown adults being gentle with old chairs, and it's the only television that doesn't feel like being yelled at. I've never in my life pressed play on the Roman Republic. Somebody has. Somebody with my account, my login, my little profile picture that's just the default gray head, has been marching through the Roman Republic, forming opinions about the Gracchi, and it isn't me, and the app is so sure it's me it's saved my place.
Continue your journey. As if I'm on one.
I should put the phone down. I know I should put the phone down. A wiser man, a man with a working sense of self-preservation, would set the phone in a drawer and go back to page nine and let the whole networked world hallucinate whatever version of him it wanted to. But there's a professional-networking app on this phone that I installed nine years ago, opened once, felt ill, and never touched again, and it's got a badge on it now, a little red badge with a number, and the number is not zero. It's forty-one. Forty-one notifications, on the account of a man whose entire professional network is a dehumidifier and the eleven people who've walked past his desk without stopping.
I open it. I don't know why I open it. Curiosity is just fear with better posture.
Ben, your profile appeared in 340 searches this week. People are noticing your work.
Three hundred and forty. My profile, which is a gray silhouette and the words Ben Lawson, proofreader, has appeared in three hundred and forty searches, which is three hundred and forty more times than I've ever wanted to appear anywhere. People are noticing my work. My work is a comma splice in a basement in Ohio that no one will ever see, and that's the arrangement, that's the deal I made with the world, I keep it running and it keeps me invisible, and now the world has quietly torn up the deal and started telling people I'm worth a look.
I close the app. The badge stays. Forty-one. It's not going anywhere. Nothing today is going anywhere.
And then the phone, my own phone, the operating system itself, the deepest and most neutral layer, the part that's supposed to just be a phone, unlocks under my thumb and greets me across the top of the screen in that bright assistant voice that thinks it's being helpful, and it says:
Good morning. You've got a big day ahead, go-getter.
Go-getter.
I put the phone face-down on the desk, very gently, the way you'd set down something that might be a wasp.
* * *
Okay. Here's where I'd like the record to show that I stayed calm. On the outside. The outside of me picks the phone back up, turns off two notification settings, and returns to the dehumidifier manual, because the outside of me is a professional and there's a semicolon situation on page nine that needs adjudicating.
The inside of me is standing in the yard watching the house burn and narrating it in a level voice.
Because I can explain each one. That's the thing. Individually, each of these is a thing that happens. Baristas misremember. Networkers misrecognize. Banks run promotions and the fine print is generous. Streaming algorithms are famously unhinged and will decide you're a Roman based on a single insomniac click. The phone calls everyone go-getter, probably, it's a default, it doesn't mean me, it's just weather, it's just the ambient nonsense of living inside sixteen apps that all think they're your friend.
Each one is nothing.
But they're all wrong in the same direction.
That's the detail I can't sand down. If it were random, if the barista had called me Dave and the bank had downgraded me and the phone had called me a quitter, I'd shrug the whole morning off as the universe having a loose day. But it isn't random. Every single error is pushing the same way, toward the same man, and he's louder than me, and bolder than me, and more interesting than me, and he drinks lavender on purpose and gives keynotes and journeys through the Roman Republic and gets called go-getter by his own telephone. Every wrong thing this morning has been wrong in favor of a better man wearing my name.
And I know, I know, the sane move is to file it under coincidence and go back to work. That's what you do with a noise in the wall. You tell yourself it's the pipes. It's always the pipes. You say the word "pipes" to yourself in a calm interior voice and you go back to sleep, and it works, it works every time, right up until the morning it turns out not to have been the pipes at all, and by then the thing in the wall has a name and a nest and it's been there for weeks.
It's the pipes, I tell myself.
I don't believe me. But I've never needed to believe me to obey me, so I pick the pencil back up.
A man from two desks over drifts past on his way to the kitchen, a man whose name I think is Greg but wouldn't swear to under oath, and he slows, and he looks at me, and something moves across his face, a small recalculation, the look of a person doing sums with a number that came out different than expected. "Ben," he says, testing it, like the word's got a new weight to it. "Big things, huh." And he does a thing with his hand, a little gun-finger point, the universal gesture of a man who's heard something about you and can't remember what, and he keeps walking, and I sit very still, because Greg, who has walked past me every workday for four years and never once had a face at me, just had a face at me. The wrongness has reached the fourth floor. It's inside the building now. It's two desks over and it's calling me big things.
I look back down at the manual. Page nine. The semicolon. The one thing in the world that's still exactly what it says it is.
* * *
I get maybe forty minutes of peace. Good minutes. Clean, quiet, correct minutes, the dehumidifier surrendering its errors to me one by one, the lavender going cold and undrunk beside me like a hostage we've both agreed to ignore. For forty minutes I'm no one, and it's the best I feel all day, and I want to tell somebody how good it is except the whole point of it is that there's no one to tell.
That's the part I don't say out loud, even in the level interior voice. That I like it. That being no one isn't a wound I'm brave about, it's a room I built on purpose, small and beige and mine, with the door shut, and that everything this morning has been a knock on that door. A polite knock. A knock that thinks it's doing me a favor. Come out, Ben, we've got platinum for you, we've got a keynote, we've got a whole Roman Republic, come be someone.
And the thing I don't want to look at directly, the thing under the jokes, is that the knock scares me more than a threat would. A threat you can lock out. But this is the world reaching in and quietly correcting me toward more, and some animal part of me, the part below the part that makes the jokes, has known since the lavender crossed the counter that you don't get to just decline. That once a thing decides who you are, it doesn't wait for your notes.
I don't want to be someone. I'm good at no one. I've got references.
The phone buzzes.
One buzz. A calendar buzz, which is a specific and terrible buzz, because I don't put things in my calendar, my calendar is a wasteland by design, a scorched field where no appointment grows. A buzz from my calendar is a buzz from a phone I thought I'd emptied.
I turn it over.
It's an invite. A calendar invite, already accepted, sitting in Thursday like it grew there, with a location and a time and a little icon of a podium, and the title of the event is four words long, and I read all four, in order, twice, the way I read everything.
Marketing Keynote. Headliner: Ben Lawson.






  
  Chapter 2: The Contractor Rate


"That's the contractor rate," the clerk says, and slides my card back across the counter like he's doing me a favor, which he thinks he is, which is the problem. 
I look at the receipt. It's got a number on it that's smaller than the number should be, and next to the small number, in the store's cheerful font, it says PRO DISCOUNT APPLIED, and I'm standing at the register of Bolt and Timber holding a single quart of wood glue and a pack of sandpaper, because a chair I like wobbles and I'm the kind of person who fixes a wobble herself rather than admit the chair won, and I did not ask for the contractor rate. I don't have a contractor rate. I have a food newsletter and a coat I've worn so long I forgot it was a coat.
"I'm not a contractor," I say.
"Says here you are." He doesn't even look up. He's got the serene face of a man who trusts a screen over a human every time, which, fair, the humans he deals with all day are trying to return used table saws, but still. "You're in the system. Trade account. You get the rate."
"I'm in the system as a contractor."
"You get the rate," he says again, warmer this time, like the rate is a gift and I'm being difficult about the wrapping.
And here's the thing. I could fight this. I'm good at fighting this. I make my living being the most legible person in any room, the one who walks in and gets understood in ninety seconds flat, and I have never once in my adult life failed to correct a record that had me wrong, because a wrong record is just a fight you haven't won yet. But it's eight-forty in the morning, I've got three deadlines, a dying phone, and apparently a stranger living inside my credit report, and the fight over here is a fight to pay more money for glue, and there's a version of me, a new version, a version I met about an hour ago and don't trust, who takes the discount and leaves.
"You'll want the titebond three for outdoor," he adds, to my back, kind, helpful, certain, "not the two. And there's a guild meet Thursday if you're around, they'd lose their minds to have you." He says it the way you'd tell a celebrity there's a party. Warm. A little shy. Proud to be the one who got to mention it.
I take the discount and leave.
I feel about it the way you feel taking a towel from a hotel. Technically fine. Spiritually a criminal. And there's a small mean afterthought I don't love about myself, walking to the Honda with my criminally cheap glue, which is that the discount was, in raw dollars, the nicest thing anyone's done for me all week, and it was meant for somebody else, and I took it, and that's the first crack. That's the first place the coat let a little of the other life in. You tell yourself you'll fix the record later. You always tell yourself you'll fix the record later.
* * *
My office is a Honda. I want that on the record. Not a Honda-adjacent situation, not a car I sometimes work from, an actual Honda that is, functionally, where my career lives, because the newsletter doesn't pay for an office and the brand work pays for the Honda and the two of them have reached an understanding. I've got the laptop on the passenger seat, a cold coffee in the cup holder aging into something with a rind, and my phone propped against the wheel showing me an inbox that's decided to ruin my morning in a genre I didn't order.
The top email is from the Cedar County Woodworkers Guild.
I don't know the Cedar County Woodworkers Guild. I've never sawed anything. The most joinery I've ever committed is assembling a bookshelf from a Swedish diagram and crying at step nineteen. But the Cedar County Woodworkers Guild knows me, apparently, knows me warmly, and they're writing, and I read it twice because the first read felt like a prank.
Dear Ms. Bennett, it says. It would be our profound honor if you would agree to serve as head judge for our Annual Juried Exhibition. Your reputation for custom joinery precedes you, and your dovetail work in particular is spoken of with real reverence in our circle.
My dovetail work.
I sit in my Honda and I let that phrase settle on me like a cat that's chosen the wrong lap. My dovetail work is spoken of with reverence. Somewhere there are woodworkers, actual men with actual calluses, sitting in a lodge that smells like sawdust and coffee, saying my name with a hush, passing around the legend of Sophia Bennett's dovetails, and the dovetails do not exist, and I'll never be able to tell them, because how do you write back to a room full of true believers and confess you're a fraud they invented themselves.
I'm being rewritten. That's what this is. Slowly, politely, one system at a time, the world is filing down my edges and gluing on new ones, and the new ones are wooden. I'm being demoted into a handyman. I've spent my whole life becoming a specific loud legible person and some invisible clerk has looked at all that work and gone, no, let's make her quiet, let's make her good with her hands, let's give her a lodge. It's like watching a hostage negotiation where the fax machine is winning.
I close the guild email. It'll be back. I can feel that it'll be back.
And the phone, sensing weakness the way phones do, decides to help. My feed, the endless scroll I keep for the newsletter, the one that's supposed to know I care about pop-up dinners and natural wine and which chef just quit which restaurant in a blaze of gossip, has quietly re-skinned itself overnight into a shrine to wood. Hand-cut mortises. A man in Oregon oiling a walnut slab and whispering about grain. Seventeen ways to sharpen a chisel. Because you're interested in fine woodworking, the app tells me, a sentence that has never been true, in a font that's very sure it is, and I scroll, appalled, fascinated, the way you'd read a diary someone kept in your name, and the algorithm watches me not scroll past the walnut slab fast enough and takes it as a yes, and serves me another, and I'm being courted. The machine is flirting with me on behalf of a life I didn't choose, and it's good at it, it's alarmingly good at it, that slab really is beautiful, and I put the phone face-down on the passenger seat next to the fossilized coffee like I've caught myself replying to the wrong text thread.
The next email is from Renata, my editor, and it's a forward, and the subject line is fyi thought you should see this, which is the six most ominous words in professional English, right up there with quick call? and per my last.
It's the keynote.
The Poplar Grove regional marketing summit, Thursday, the one I pitched in October, the one I built a whole talk for, the one about how brands keep asking the audience for permission to exist and the fix is to stop asking, the talk I've given in the mirror, the talk that was going to be the thing that finally moved me from does a great newsletter to books rooms, and Renata's forwarded me the updated program, and I scan it, fast, the way I scan everything, and I find my slot, and my slot has a name in it, and the name isn't mine.
Keynote: Ben Lawson.
Ben Lawson.
I don't know a Ben Lawson. I know that now I hate a Ben Lawson, which is a fast and unfair thing to do to a stranger, and I do it instantly and completely, because that was my keynote, my hours, my October, and some Ben has walked in off the street of the internet and it's got his name on it in the font they were supposed to put mine in.
And here's where I'd like to be funny about it. I'm always funny about it. Funny is the coat. But I sit in my Honda with the cold coffee developing a personality beside me and I feel the real thing move under the coat first, the thing I don't say, which is that it hurts, that the one upgrade I actually wanted, the one loud room I was finally going to be allowed into, is the exact thing the error took away and handed to a handyman, and I built that talk, and I'm good, and no one gave it to me, they gave it to Ben.
I sit with that for a second. A whole second. Personal best.
And the worst part, the part that makes me grip the wheel of my parked Honda, is the note Renata added above the forward, three words, you saw this?, and I can hear exactly how she means them, not unkind, Renata's never unkind, but careful, the careful you get from people who've started to wonder if you're slipping. Because from where Renata sits it doesn't look like a glitch. It looks like Sophia pitched a keynote and then somebody better got it, which is the oldest story in every industry, and the fact that I know it's an error and she doesn't is worth nothing, because the record's the record, and the record says a man named Ben was the safer bet, and there's no line on the program that says this was stolen by a filing mistake. There's just his name where mine was, and my editor asking, gently, if I saw.
Then I text Renata lol clearly a glitch, i'll sort it, because the coat goes back on, it always goes back on, and I put the car in drive.
* * *
The Ledger is a coworking space that used to be a bank, which means I write my newsletter in what was once the vault, surrounded by people building apps nobody asked for, and it's got good coffee and worse Wi-Fi and a front-desk person named Priya who's the only human all week who's treated me like myself, and I love her for it without ever telling her, because telling her would make it a thing.
I've got a review due. That's the actual work today, under the demotion, under the keynote. The newsletter has to eat, and this week it eats a farm-to-table place downtown called Provender that I'm supposed to visit tonight and write up by Friday, and I pull up their page to book the table, and there's a note on my reservation. A little flag. I click it.
So lovely to have you back, Ms. Bennett. As always, your meal is on us. Thank you for the kind words about last month's tasting menu.
I have never been to Provender.
I want to be clear about the layers of this. I've never been to Provender, so I never had last month's tasting menu, so I never wrote kind words about it, so the kind words are also invented, which means somewhere out there is a rave review of a restaurant I've never entered, written by a me I've never been, and the restaurant loved it so much they're comping the next visit of a critic who doesn't exist, and I'm the one who has to show up tonight and eat the free consequences of another woman's opinions.
Confidence is a coat I put on so early I forgot it was a coat. Turns out you can catch cold anyway.
Because it's funny, all of it's funny, the glue and the dovetails and the tasting menu I never had, it's a bit, it's a great bit, I could get four hundred words out of the tasting menu alone. But underneath the bit there's a draft coming in through a gap in the coat, and the draft is this: every single one of these people is being nice to me. The clerk, the guild, the restaurant, all of them, warm, generous, glad I'm here. Nobody's attacking me. The error isn't cruel. That's what's making my skin crawl. The error is kind, and it's kindly, gently, one comp at a time, offering me a smaller, softer, quieter life, a life where people hand me discounts and reverence and free dinners and don't ask me to be loud, don't ask me to book the room, don't ask me for anything at all.
And the part I'm not going to write in the newsletter, the part I'm barely willing to think at the coworking desk that used to be a vault, is that for one horrible second it sounds nice.
* * *
I call the number. There's always a number. Every system that can ruin your life has a number where you can go to be told your call is important.
I get Craig.
"Thank you for calling, my name is Craig, how can I make your day better?" says Craig, and I can hear the smile in it, the trained smile, the smile that's been to a workshop.
"Hi, Craig. My accounts have been merged with somebody else's. A contractor. A woodworker, maybe. I'm getting his discounts and his reverence, and I think he's getting my keynote, and I need you to unmerge us."
"I'm so sorry to hear you're experiencing that," Craig says, and he means it, that's the awful part, Craig has real sorrow available and he's spending it on me. "I want to assure you that your concern is very important to us."
"Great. So can you look at the account and see where the wires crossed?"
"I completely understand your frustration," says Craig.
"I'm not frustrated yet, Craig, I'm reporting. Can you see the account?"
"I want you to know that I've gone ahead and escalated your case," Craig says, warm, certain, "to our specialized team, who'll review it with the highest priority."
And this is the wall. I've found the wall. Craig is a lovely wall, a wall that loves me, a wall that has escalated my case to a team behind the wall that I'll never meet, and I've spent my whole career being the person who can talk anyone into anything, the person who can find the human inside the script and get them on my side in ninety seconds, and Craig has no human inside the script, Craig is the script, Craig is what happens when you build a person entirely out of the sentence I understand your frustration, and I could throw my whole voice at him, all of it, and it would land on the escalation like snow on a lake.
"Craig," I say. "Is there anything on your screen that's got my actual name on it. Anywhere."
"I have your case right here," Craig says, "and I've escalated it."
"You said. To the highest priority."
"To the highest priority," Craig confirms, glad we agree.
"Craig, do you know that when this call ends I'm going to stop believing you existed."
"Is there anything else I can help you with today?" says Craig, and I say no, and there isn't, there was never going to be, and I hang up, and I believe in the escalation for exactly as long as the line's open, and then the line closes and Craig folds back up into the phone like he was never there, my case sailing off to a highest-priority team that's got all the reality of a lodge full of men admiring my dovetails.
And I want to be clear that I don't blame Craig. That's the thing about the wall. You can't even be mad at it. Craig woke up this morning, put on a headset, and agreed to spend eight hours being the soft part the world puts between itself and the people it's already decided not to help, and he's kind, and he escalates, and he means all of it, and none of it does a single thing, and somewhere there's a Craig for the bank and a Craig for the guild and a Craig for the restaurant, an entire civilization of Craigs, all escalating, all so sorry, all forming a warm impenetrable hedge around the one machine that actually made the mistake and will never once pick up a phone. You can't argue with a system. You can only be liked by its representatives.
* * *
I sit in the vault. The Wi-Fi is losing a war with the walls. My coffee has finished becoming a solid and started becoming a lifestyle. I've got a review to write for a dinner I have to pretend I've never had, a keynote to claw back from a Ben, three deadlines, and a phone at eleven percent, and I open a blank document to start the Provender piece and I don't type anything, because the draft's still coming through the gap in the coat and I can't get warm.
Here's the thing I actually believe, under the bit, the thing that's got me sitting still, which I never do. My whole life, the world has tried to make me more. Louder, bigger, on. Book the room, take the meeting, be the most Sophia in every Sophia-adjacent situation. I got good at it. I got so good at it I forgot it was work. And the tax on being that legible, the tax nobody warns you about, is that you're never allowed to be tired, because the coat is the product and the product can't have an off day.
And now, for the first time, something's trying to make me smaller. And I'm horrified. And I'm horrified at the horror, because a small quiet life where people are just kind to you and nobody needs you to be on, that's, that sounds like, I can't even finish the sentence at the vault desk, I won't give it to myself, but the sentence wants to end with rest.
That's the thing that scares me. Not the demotion. How much of me wants to take it.
Because nobody in my life has ever offered me quiet. They've offered me opportunities, which is quiet's opposite, quiet with a deadline attached. My whole world runs on the assumption that I'll say yes, that I'll be up for it, that Sophia can carry the room, and the assumption's flattering right up until you notice it's also a job you can never quit, because the second you're tired you're not underperforming, you're disappointing, and those are different words for the same forty dollars. And here comes an anonymous clerical error, no agenda, no ask, just gently insisting I'm a woman who works with her hands in a shed and comes home to nobody needing a single thing from her mouth, and I hate that the shed sounds warm. I hate that I can picture it. I hate that the picture has good light.
I put the coat back on. I always put the coat back on. I crack my knuckles, I open a real document, and I start the Provender review from the point of view of a woman who's never been there, because faking it is a muscle and mine's enormous, and I'm three sentences in, actually laughing at my own joke about the amuse-bouche, when the phone lights up against the dead coffee.
It's the guild again. Of course it's the guild again. I told you they'd be back.
Dear Ms. Bennett, it says, we're thrilled you're considering our invitation. To finalize, please send your portfolio to the address on file, listed below, and we'll circulate it to the committee ahead of the vote.
And there, under the sign-off, is the address on file. My address, apparently. Where my portfolio lives. Where the dovetails I've never cut are stored, according to the system that thinks it knows me.
It's not my address.
It's a name and a street, and I read the name, and the name is Ben Lawson, and under the name it says Poplar Grove.






  
  Chapter 3: Sophia B., Care of My Address


The hold music has looped four times, which means I've been on the phone with my own bank for forty minutes to give something back, and while I wait a catalog slides through the mail slot and lands on the mat with a slap, and it's a hardware catalog, glossy, thick as a hymnal, and it's addressed to a woman I've never heard of. 
Sophia B., the label says, and then my address. My house. My mat. A woman's name, half of it, and my street.
I pick it up. I don't know why I pick it up. Because it's on my floor, I guess, and I'm a man who deals with what's on his floor. The catalog is four hundred pages of clamps. There's a woman out there, apparently, named Sophia B., who wants four hundred pages of clamps mailed to my house, and I've never met her, and she's the first solid object in two weeks of vapor, and I set her down on the hall table very carefully, like she might be load-bearing.
"Thank you for continuing to hold," says the bank, in the voice they keep for exactly this. "A representative will be with you shortly. Your call is important to us."
My call is not important to them. My call is a man trying to be less, and no bank on earth has a department for that. There's a whole floor of people trained to help you want more, upgrade you, expand you, unlock you, and not one desk, anywhere in the building, staffed for the customer who calls to say please, take the platinum back, I liked my little life. That customer doesn't exist in their model. That customer is a glitch. Which, I'm beginning to understand, is exactly what I've become.
I do the thing I do on hold, which is proofread the hold script. Your call is important to us. Should be a comma before to us, arguably, though you could defend it either way, and I spend a genuinely soothing ninety seconds defending it either way, in my head, to no one, because this is what I do instead of feeling things, I find a small correct problem and I hold it like a warm mug, and it works, it works right up until the fourth loop of the music, when the mug goes cold and I remember I'm forty minutes into begging a corporation to forget me.
* * *
I get a human. Her name is Tanya and she's real, I can tell she's real because she sighs, and I explain, calmly, in order, the way I explain everything, that I'd like to decline the Platinum upgrade, that it was applied in error, that I'm not a Platinum sort of person and would like to go back to being whatever the tier is for people the bank forgets exists.
There's typing.
"Okay, Mr. Lawson, I see the Platinum enrollment," Tanya says. "And I have to say, wow, you qualified on merit, which







