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Chapter One

	New Topography

	The fog arrived before she did.

	Celia watched it from behind the windshield—not the soft, cinematic kind she might have predicted for Oregon, but something denser, purposeful, the kind of fog that fills valleys the way water fills a glass. She had been driving for three days. She had used up two audiobooks, one emergency bag of gas station almonds, and what remained of her capacity for second-guessing. The fog seemed like a reasonable conclusion to all of it.

	Route 14 climbed into the mountains through a corridor of Douglas fir so tall the road felt subterranean. The GPS had stopped updating twenty minutes ago, which she chose to interpret as a feature rather than a malfunction. Her ex-husband's calls—three this week, all ignored—had similarly stopped reaching her somewhere around the Idaho border. The distance, at least, was measurable.

	She pulled off at a gravel overlook and checked the paper directions Dr. Chen had mailed. Paper. Who mailed paper directions in this decade. But here she was, at an altitude she had not confirmed and with a map that smelled faintly of lavender, looking for a college that, according to its own promotional materials, sat nestled in Oregon's Coast Range at approximately 1,800 feet. An actuary did not love approximately, but apparently she was going to have to make peace with it.

	Aldercrest College appeared first as light.

	She almost missed it—a cluster of amber windows burning through the tree line, the kind of warm that looks accidental from a distance and inevitable once you're inside. She turned off the state highway onto a private road marked only by a small green sign: ALDERCREST COLLEGE, EST. 1923. The road was paved but narrow, and the firs leaned in on both sides, and for a moment, before the campus cleared into view, she felt the particular vertigo of having driven herself deliberately to the edge of everything she knew.

	Late September, late afternoon. The light was already failing, that specific Pacific Northwest failing that doesn't die so much as dissolve.

	The main quad was older than she'd expected—red brick buildings with deep-set windows, paths made of river stone that curved rather than ran straight, small bronze plaques beside each door that she couldn't read yet but somehow trusted. A handful of students crossed in rain jackets, heads down, backpacks enormous. A retriever slept in the doorway of what looked like the library. Everything had the quality of a place that had stopped performing and settled into just being.

	She sat in her car for four minutes. She knew it was four because she watched the clock.

	Then she got out.

	* * *

	The Statistics and Applied Mathematics department occupied the second floor of Whitmore Hall, a building that smelled of old wood and radiator heat and, inexplicably, coffee that had been brewed too long ago. The hallway was narrow and papered in notices—a seminar on Bayesian inference, a student data science competition, a flyer for something called the Autumn Equinox Contemplation Walk, which she hoped was optional.

	Dr. Margaret Chen was waiting for her at the door to the main office, and Celia registered her in the way she still registered everything: by what the data suggested. Sixty or thereabouts. White hair cut with the confidence of someone who'd stopped negotiating with convention around fifty-five. Bright eyes, handshake firm, expression that landed exactly between professionally warm and genuinely curious. A small silver fox pinned to her lapel. Someone who knew herself.

	"Dr. Reed." Margaret extended her hand. "We're so glad you're here. How was the drive?"

	"Long," Celia said, and then immediately regretted not elaborating. She was out of practice with small talk that wasn't performance. "Beautiful, though. The mountains." She gestured vaguely northwest, which she thought was correct.

	"They'll be spectacular until November, and then they'll try to murder you with ice." Margaret said it cheerfully. She turned and led Celia down the hall. "I won't keep you long tonight—you must be exhausted. I just wanted to show you the office before we get you settled at the cottage."

	The office assigned to her was small and north-facing—a blessing, actually; a south-facing window in a building this old would mean glare across any whiteboard all afternoon. A wooden desk, solid. Bookshelves still empty. A window that looked out over the back of campus where the mountain resumed its business of being a mountain. She touched the desk's edge the way she'd touched the door handle of her new car after leaving the old one at the dealership. Ownership still felt foreign. Temporary. A variable pending confirmation.

	"We've got you down for Statistics 101 and Statistical Inference for three sections," Margaret said, leaning against the doorframe. "Office hours you can set yourself, within reason. We try to leave Fridays free for research and whatever else keeps us human." She paused. "Is there anything you need before we get you to housing?"

	Celia looked around the office. At the window. At the empty shelves where her books—the twelve she'd kept, the twelve she'd chosen like triage—would sit. "A good coffee machine," she said. "Nearby."

	Margaret laughed, a real one. "Mitchell Hall, ground floor, two minutes on foot. The machine is serviceable and the company is optional." She smiled. "You'll be fine here, Dr. Reed. I think you'll find we're a fairly low-ceremony department."

	Celia thought of the office she'd left in Chicago—forty-third floor, corner, a view of the lake that she'd spent six years staring at without quite seeing. The salary she'd stopped thinking about because the number had become abstract, like the balance of an account she never drew from. The meetings. The model reviews. The act of being impeccably credentialed and thoroughly unknown.

	"Low-ceremony sounds right," she said.

	* * *

	Faculty housing was a row of five cottages along the eastern edge of campus, where the grounds gave way to old-growth forest with a specific, unhurried authority. Hers was the last one, number five, and it was smaller than the listing had suggested and more itself than any apartment she'd lived in for the past twenty years.

	A front door painted the color of pine needles. A porch the size of good intentions, with two chairs and a small table, and the kind of overhang that promised it would stay dry in the rain. One main room that was kitchen, living room, reading nook compressed into something genuinely cozy rather than desperately small. A bedroom with a bed that took up most of it and a window that looked directly at the tree line, where the forest began its dark uninterrupted business of growing.

	She had packed light. This was deliberate. She'd read once that people who pack too much for a new beginning are really just trying to bring the old one with them, and while she'd been skeptical of the sentiment at the time—too tidy, too prescriptive—she'd stood in her Chicago apartment ten days ago with her hands on a box of Marcus's things and understood it with the clarity of the obvious. She was not bringing the old beginning. She was not, in fact, bringing much of anything.

	Two boxes of books. One box of kitchen items. A suitcase of clothing weighted toward layers. A framed photograph of her mother, taken before Celia was born, which she'd always thought looked nothing like her mother and suspected was the point.

	She set the photograph on the nightstand first.

	She unpacked in silence, which felt different here than it had in the apartment. In Chicago, silence had been something that filled up with the sounds of the building—HVAC, neighbors, the specific acoustic guilt of a marriage that had stopped generating conversation. Here, the silence had layers. Wind in the firs. A bird she didn't know the name of. The small, deliberate sound of her own breathing.

	She put her books on the shelf alphabetically, then rearranged them by subject. Then, because this was a beginning, she deliberately misarranged them—Taleb next to Austen, a volume on stochastic processes beside a collected poems she hadn't opened in fifteen years. It felt disorderly in a way that pleased her without her being quite able to explain why.

	The phone in her jacket pocket buzzed.

	Marcus.

	She looked at his name on the screen. She thought of the sound of his voice—measured, never raised, always certain—and of the particular exhaustion of listening to certainty from someone you did not love. She had known she didn't love him for years. She had done what people do with that knowledge: she'd stored it carefully, like a document flagged for review, and reviewed it only when necessary, and found reasons to delay action in the interval. The probability of change had always been low. The probability of staying was lower than she'd calculated. These were the two facts she'd finally run out of ways to avoid.

	She let the call go to voicemail.

	She sat on the edge of the new bed and listened to the firs.

	Somewhere below the listening, below the deliberate project of noticing where she was and who she might be now, something else moved. A memory. Not the recent kind—not the packing or the signing or the last terrible conversation in the hallway of an apartment she'd been paying half the mortgage on for nineteen years—but older, denser. Compressed.

	She'd been wearing blue. She remembered the blue.

	And then the sound—not sound exactly but absence of sound, and then the opposite of absence, the terrible roar of a ceiling becoming a floor, and the dark, and dust in her mouth, and her hands searching—

	She pressed her palms flat against her thighs. A self-interruption. Behavioral, not emotional. She'd taught herself years ago that panic attacks, if she caught them early enough, responded to proprioception. Flat palms. Weight. The solid fact of having a body in a room.

	The cottage held still. Outside, the bird continued whatever it was saying.

	She was in Oregon. She was two thousand miles from that tunnel. She was forty-three years old and she had survived it twice: once in the dark under fifty tons of collapsed concrete, and once, longer and quieter and almost as suffocating, in the years that came after.

	She breathed in through four counts and out through six, which was the only meditative practice she'd ever been able to sustain, because it had a ratio.

	* * *

	She walked because her legs wanted to, which was a different kind of reason than she was used to. She was used to walking because the Fitbit suggested it, or because Marcus had mentioned she seemed sedentary, or because she'd scheduled twenty-two minutes of cardio between a model review and a client call. Walking because her legs wanted to was the kind of small autonomy she was apparently going to have to learn to recognize as real.

	The campus paths were lit, just enough. Stone underfoot, satisfying and uneven. The academic buildings dark now, the library glowing. She passed the quad and circled around behind Whitmore Hall where a trail began, marked by a small wooden sign: TRAILHEAD — FOREST LOOP — 1.8 MI. She checked the time on her phone. Just past seven. Almost full dark.

	She started up the trail anyway.

	The firs were enormous in the dark. She could hear them more than she could see them—the specific sound of wind in needles, a white noise that was somehow also complex, layered, like listening to a conversation in a language you almost know. The trail climbed at a moderate grade. She walked without checking her phone, which was new. She let her eyes adjust. After a few minutes she could make out the shapes of things, the trail's pale center, the bulk of root systems along the edges, and she noticed she wasn't afraid of the dark here, which surprised her and then didn't.

	In Chicago she had been afraid of the dark for two years. Not in any way she'd named, or talked about, or would have admitted to. But she'd slept with the lamp on. She'd taken cabs home instead of the subway, specifically and always, and had constructed a dozen reasonable professional justifications for this, each one precise enough to hold up to scrutiny. She was good at construction. She'd built entire architectures of avoidance in her professional life, in her marriage, in the careful geography she'd mapped around anything she didn't want to examine.

	The trail leveled off at a ridge. Through a gap in the trees she could see the campus below—warm points of light, the grid of the quad, the long dark bulk of the mountains behind. Somewhere past those mountains, hours in the wrong direction, was everything she'd been.

	For the first time in twenty years, no one knew exactly where she would be tomorrow.

	She'd thought of that as freedom before she got here. Now, standing on a ridge in the dark with the wind coming through the firs and the campus lights below her and her mother's photograph on a nightstand in a cottage she'd never slept in, she registered the weight of it differently. Not freedom exactly. Or not only freedom. Also: exposure. The particular vulnerability of a variable finally isolated.

	She had run the expected value on this decision the way she ran expected values on everything. The probability of continued unhappiness in the current arrangement: high, bounded by the certainty that nothing changes that isn't changed. The probability that leaving would introduce a new unhappiness: also high, but less legible, less calculable—the known variables replaced by unknowns, which was statistically more interesting, even if personally more terrifying.

	The probability that she would figure out who she actually was, given time and distance and a temporary appointment in the Coast Range: unmeasured. She was still working on the inputs.

	She turned and walked back down the trail.

	She played Marcus's voicemail somewhere in the middle of the forest loop, because she wanted to do it when no one was watching.

	"Celia."  His voice in the dark, the same cadence it had always had—measured, responsible, very slightly condescending in a way she'd stopped hearing until she started hearing it constantly. "I'm glad you made it safely. I was thinking we should talk about the Chicago property, and also—I'm not sure this semester away was the right decision. I worry you're running from something instead of toward it. Call me when you're settled." A pause. "Take care of yourself."

	She held the phone for a moment after the message ended.

	Running from something instead of toward it.

	She pocketed the phone. She did not call him back.

	She was probably running from things. She was also running toward them. These were not mutually exclusive events, and it was frustrating that a man who'd spent twenty years watching her calculate the relationship between risk and outcome had failed to understand that.

	* * *

	She made tea in the small kitchen she was going to learn. The kettle was hers, one of the twelve kitchen items, because a good kettle is non-negotiable even in transience. She found a mug in the cabinet that had been left by whoever lived here before—ceramic, blue, ALDERCREST stenciled on the side in the font of institutional dignity.

	She took the tea to the porch.

	The night was cool and wet with the suggestion of more rain—not raining yet but the kind of air that's already in conversation with rain, that knows what's coming. She could hear the forest. She could not see more than the first rank of trees, just barely, the firs standing at the edge of the porch light's reach with the patient enormity of things that had been there long before her arrival and would be there long after.

	She held the mug in both hands. The warmth was specific and immediate.

	She thought about what she'd said to Margaret Chen: Low-ceremony sounds right.

	She thought about what that actually meant. That she wanted to become a person who could receive things without managing them first. Who could sit on a porch in the dark with tea and not immediately convert the experience into something useful, something assessable, something filed. She wanted to become someone who could let things simply happen—beauty, discomfort, the strange quick vertigo of sitting in a life that was entirely and only hers.

	She wasn't there yet. She was still sitting on the porch with her hands wrapped around a ceramic college mug, calculating the distance from who she was to who she might become, establishing the baseline.

	But she had an office. She had a trail. She had the sound of firs in the dark and a kettle that worked and no one in the world who could find her by four a.m. and demand her considered opinion.

	She was afraid. She was also—she tested the word carefully, the way you test ice—something closer to ready.

	The rain arrived.

	It came quietly at first, just a shift in sound, and then with more intention, a steady fall through the porch overhang, tapping the stairs, threading through the forest canopy in a pattern she could almost hear as deliberate. She stayed where she was. She let it rain. She let it rain while she sat there and didn't move and didn't calculate anything and didn't answer anyone.

	When the tea was finished, she went inside.

	She undressed in the dark because it seemed appropriate. She lay in the new bed and listened to the forest drink. She thought of her mother in the photograph, younger than Celia was now, holding something the camera hadn't caught.

	She thought of blue fabric, and the smell of iron, and the dark beneath a city.

	She pressed the thought flat.

	She said to the ceiling: Okay.

	It was neither affirmation nor defeat. It was something more technical: the acknowledgment that a new process had begun, that the inputs had changed, that the model would need to be rebuilt from scratch. That this, right here, was the data.

	She closed her eyes.

	Tomorrow she would teach her first class. Tomorrow she would be Dr. Reed of Aldercrest College, a woman who had chosen Oregon, a woman who had made the calculation and was prepared to live inside it.

	For the first time in twenty years, no one knew where she would be tomorrow. The thought should have felt like freedom. Instead, it felt like standing at the edge of a cliff with her eyes closed.

	She slept.

	 


Chapter Two

	Calculated Risk

	The lecture hall held thirty-two students, and Celia had counted them twice.

	She stood at the front of Reardon Hall 104 at seven fifty-eight on a Monday morning, Statistics 101 printed on the whiteboard behind her in letters she had made precisely the same height. The room smelled of wet wool and coffee and the particular anxiety of undergraduates who had not done the reading. Outside, rain moved through the fir trees with a sound like static, and the mountain fog pressed itself against the windows so that the world beyond the glass was nothing but gray.

	Celia set her notes on the lectern. She had printed them on paper because screens had a way of freezing at the wrong moment, and she was not prepared, on this particular Monday, to let anything go wrong.

	She had woken at four-fifteen. By five she was showered and dressed. By six she had reviewed her lecture notes, reorganized her introduction three times, and concluded that the room would be colder than expected. She had brought a cardigan she did not need and left it on the hook inside her cottage door anyway, which meant she would spend some fraction of the class hour thinking about the cardigan, the leaving of it, the small failure of preparation it represented.

	It was a very Celia thing to do. She was aware of this.

	At seven fifty-nine, a last student slid into a seat in the back row. Celia looked at them all of them and felt the familiar steadying that happened when she stood at the front of a room with something to say. Whatever she was in private uncertain, unmoored, awake at four in the morning running calculations about her own life that refused to resolve she was competent at this. She had been competent at this for eighteen years.

	She began.

	"Good morning. I am Professor Reed. This is Statistics 101, and before anyone leaves, I want to be clear about what we are actually doing here, because the course title undersells it. Statistics is not about numbers." She paused, long enough to let the room settle. "Statistics is about uncertainty. It is about making defensible decisions when you do not have all the information you need. Which, if you think about it, is every decision you will ever make."

	She watched a few students in the front row straighten slightly. Others were still watching the door, still calculating their own exits.

	"Most of you are here because it is a requirement. That is fine. I do not need you to care about standard deviation. I need you to care about what it means when we say we are ninety-five percent confident in something. Because ninety-five percent sounds like certainty. It is not. There is still a five percent chance we are catastrophically wrong, and the history of every major failure financial, medical, structural is the history of people who forgot about the five percent."

	She did not look at her notes.

	The class ran ninety minutes. She covered the syllabus, the grading breakdown, the basic mechanics of probability. The standard stuff. But somewhere in the middle somewhere between the expected value formula and the explanation of why she did not allow laptops during lecture she stopped performing the lecture and simply gave it, and afterward she could not have said exactly when the shift happened. Only that it did.

	When it ended, a student lingered.

	* * *

	His name was Oliver Marsh, according to the roster, and he waited until the room had mostly emptied before approaching the lectern with the posture of someone who had rehearsed this.

	"Professor Reed. I had a question about office hours."

	"They are on the syllabus. Tuesdays and Thursdays, two to four."

	"Right, I saw that. I was actually wondering—" He stopped, started again. "Are you going to be available at other times? I am a transfer student and I work afternoons, and I was hoping—"

	"Email me," Celia said. "We will find a time." She started stacking her materials. "Is that all?"

	He seemed to gather himself. "Actually, I wanted to say I liked the thing you said about the five percent. I am studying risk management. My dad thinks it is a boring major, but—" He stopped himself. "Sorry. That is not a question."

	Celia looked at him properly for the first time. He was twenty, maybe twenty-one, with an earnestness that had not been rubbed off yet by anything. "Tell your father," she said, "that every hospital, every airline, every bank that has not collapsed is standing on the work of someone who thought carefully about what might go wrong. That is not boring. That is infrastructure."

	Oliver Marsh looked like she had handed him something.

	"Thanks," he said. "I will."

	She watched him go and thought: eighteen years of this, and she still felt it. That small transaction. The idea landing somewhere it could grow.

	Then she thought about whether she was going to stay at Aldercrest long enough to see if it did.

	* * *

	The faculty lounge was on the second floor of the Whitmore Building, and it smelled of burnt coffee and the woody damp of old academic buildings everywhere a smell Celia associated with certainty, with the comforting idea that knowledge was being accumulated by people in sensible shoes. She went there after class because she needed coffee and because her cottage was forty minutes away if she walked the long way, and the long way was appealing, but not yet.

	Dr. Samir Patel was already there, sitting at the central table with a red pen and what appeared to be a stack of essays that had disappointed him.

	"Reed." He looked up without looking away from his marking. "How was the first lecture?"

	"Fine." She poured coffee into a mug that said STATISTICS IS NEVER HAVING TO SAY YOU ARE CERTAIN, which she chose deliberately from the cabinet.

	"Fine like it went well, or fine like you are not going to talk about it?"

	"Both." She sat across from him. He had a face built for warmth wide, dark eyes, the kind of smile that was already half-assembled before anything funny happened and he was, she had concluded after three days of faculty meetings, the sort of colleague who paid actual attention. It was, she was not sure yet, either a comfort or a complication. "What are you marking?"

	"First-day diagnostic essays for Quantitative Methods. I asked them to write about a decision they made using data." He set the pen down. "One of them wrote about how they used Yelp reviews to choose a restaurant and felt this constituted data-driven decision-making."

	Celia almost smiled. "What did they order?"

	"Does not say. C-minus regardless."

	They sat with the rain against the window for a moment. Outside, a cluster of students moved between buildings beneath a shared umbrella that was not managing to cover everyone.

	"Margaret tells me you came from Actuarial," Samir said. Not a question exactly. An opening.

	"Twelve years. Before that, teaching at Northwestern."

	"What made you come back to the classroom?"

	The accurate answer was: the subway collapsed and I stopped being able to justify the life I was living. But Celia said, "I missed it," which was also true, and simpler.

	Samir nodded as if he recognized that some answers were shaped around what they left out. "My husband Derek grew up in coastal Oregon," he said. "He dragged me out here from Boston. I thought it would be a sabbatical year and I would hate it and we would negotiate back to civilization." He gestured at the window, at the rain, at the green-dark mountains beyond. "That was eleven years ago. We have a herb garden."

	"You like it."

	"I like it. The students are less jaded than in the city. And there is something about—" He searched for it. "—the scale of the place. When everything is this big, your problems feel appropriately sized."

	Celia looked at the mountains. They were very large. Her problems were also very large, but she could not yet determine if the mountains were helping with this or simply making the problems more scenic.

	"We are having people for dinner Saturday," Samir said. "Nothing formal. Derek makes an unreasonable amount of food and then is distressed when not all of it gets eaten. You should come."

	"I do not want to—"

	"You are going to say impose. You will not. Come. Seven o clock."

	She almost refused. Refusal was the simpler calculation: less exposure, fewer variables, no obligation to perform being fine when she was not sure yet what fine looked like from the inside.

	"Okay," she said. "Seven."

	Samir picked up his red pen. "Good. Derek will make lamb."

	* * *

	Office hours began at two, and no one came until three-seventeen, at which point a student named Priya arrived to ask a question about the syllabus that was answered by the syllabus. Celia answered it anyway, with the patience she had developed across two decades of students who needed to be told the same thing twice but needed to feel that the second time was different.

	After Priya left, she was alone.

	She sat in her office and listened to the rain and graded nothing and thought about the message Marcus had left that morning. She had not listened to it yet. She knew what it would contain some formality about the condo, some paperwork, his voice with its particular quality of assuming she was waiting for him to say what happened next. Eighteen years of that voice, and even now, when it was almost over, it still expected something from her.

	She took out her phone and pressed play.

	"Celia. It is Marcus. The buyers made an offer on the Wicker Park place I thought you would want to know. Also, the attorneys need both of us to sign the final dissolution documents. I can have them couriered to you, or if you are planning to come back to Chicago at any point—" A pause, in which she could hear him deciding what tone to use. "I hope you are settling in. Call me when you have a moment."

	She set the phone face-down on the desk.

	The condo would sell. The attorneys would send documents. She would sign them and mail them back and the marriage would be over in the particular administrative way that was the only way it could be over now, given that the other way the emotional way had already happened somewhere on the drive from Chicago to Portland, on a Wednesday in mid-September when she crossed the Idaho border and understood that she was not sad. She had waited to be sad. She had expected it, the way you expect a certain outcome from a calculated model. But crossing into Oregon, with the high desert opening around her and the sky going enormous and rose-colored at the edges, she had felt nothing about Marcus at all. Only the absence of the performing of something she had never actually felt.

	The email from Vanguard Strategic Solutions had come two days after she left. A note from his assistant about her access to the company health plan, the timeline for COBRA coverage. She would need to secure her own insurance. She had filed this in the mental folder marked: things to solve when the more pressing things are solved.

	The more pressing things were still pressing.

	At three fifty-eight, she closed her office door and went to wash her face in the faculty bathroom, and that was when she saw it: the damp tracks on her cheeks that meant she had been crying for some amount of time without noticing. Not dramatically. Not with any sense of grief she could specifically identify. Just the slow, continuous leakage of something that had been held under pressure for a very long time.

	She stood at the sink and looked at herself in the mirror above the institutional tap, at her face which was forty-three and showed it in the particular way of faces that had worked hard at not showing anything the lines not from expression but from suppression, the particular tension around the eyes that came from years of deciding what not to say.

	She turned the cold tap on and held her wrists under it.

	It helped. It always helped. She did not know why she knew this she had been doing it since she was twenty-six, standing at the kitchen sink in her first apartment when she understood that the man she had just agreed to move in with was not going to make her happy, that she had agreed anyway, and that the cold water on the insides of her wrists was the only thing that felt true.

	* * *

	The trail that led from the edge of campus into the old-growth forest was marked by a small wooden sign that said NATURE PATH in letters made modest by weather. Celia found it at five-fifteen, when the rain had pulled back to a mist and the light through the canopy was the color of water glass.

	She had not brought the right shoes for this.

	She went anyway.

	The path wound between Douglas firs of a size that registered as improbable the kind of scale that required you to stop periodically and look up, recalibrating. Ferns occupied the understory with a total commitment to the available light. The ground was soft and dark with decades of fallen needles, and her footsteps were nearly silent, which was not something she was accustomed to in Chicago, where every footstep confirmed itself against concrete.

	She walked for twenty minutes before she stopped.

	Not because she was tired. Because the trail bent around the base of a particularly large fir and opened onto a small clearing where the mist was moving through the understory like something with intentions, and the quiet was so absolute that she could hear herself breathing, and she realized she had been holding some muscular tension across her shoulders, across the back of her jaw since approximately September 12th, and that somewhere in the last twenty minutes of walking, some part of it had released.

	She stood in the clearing and breathed.

	It was not dramatic. There was no revelation in it. It was simply standing in a wet forest in Oregon at the end of her first day teaching in a life she had chosen by leaving another one, and breathing, and letting the trees be as large as they were.

	She thought about the student who had written about Yelp reviews as data-driven decision-making. She thought about Oliver Marsh going home to tell his father about infrastructure. She thought about Samir's laugh when he described Derek's distress about uneaten food, and how she had almost smiled, and how almost was different from did, but not as far apart as she had expected.

	Then, because she was alone and the trees were not going to report it, she let herself think about the other thing. The thing she had been not-thinking since she had watched Samir and Derek's easy shorthand the way Derek had touched the back of Samir's hand to punctuate something he was saying, the unconscious fluency of it and felt, instead of wistfulness about what she had lost, something that was more like the first clean sight of what she had never had.

	The data was accumulating. She did not know what to do with the data.

	She had not allowed herself to think in direct language about it yet. She was permitting herself only the approach, not the arrival. But standing in the forest, with the mist and the firs and the particular mercy of no one watching her, she let herself approach a little further than usual, and what she found at the edge was not the terror she had expected but something more complicated and stranger: a kind of relief, enormous and unfinished, like a calculation that had been running in the background for forty years and had just, quietly, resolved.

	The mist moved through the clearing.

	Celia stood in it for a while, and then she walked back out of the forest in her unsuitable shoes, and the campus lights were coming on through the fog, and she went to her cottage and sat at the small desk and opened her journal the one she had brought from Chicago and had not touched and wrote three words and then stopped and read them and sat with them and decided not to cross them out.

	Then she called Marcus back and said yes to the courier and asked them to send the dissolution documents as soon as possible, please.

	"Are you alright?" he asked.

	"Yes," she said. "Actually, I think I am."

	He did not know what to do with that, and she did not explain it, and after they hung up she looked at the words she had written and felt the particular vertigo of a truth that has just stopped being hypothetical.

	Outside, the rain returned not the tentative mist of the trail but the full-weight rain of the Oregon coast range, rain that meant it. It hit the cottage windows with the steady confidence of something that had been doing this since before anyone built anything to hit.

	She had survived the collapse of a tunnel. That was the fact she had been living inside for two years, the before and after, the dividing line. She had survived it, and then she had spent two years using survival as justification for motion without direction the divorce proceedings, the careful negotiations with Marcus's attorneys, the job application to Aldercrest that she had submitted at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday night in April without telling anyone, as if submitting it quietly would make it less real.

	But the tunnel was two years ago. She was here now, in a cottage on the edge of a mountain campus in Oregon, in a life she had chosen by finally admitting that the other one had never really fit.

	She turned to a clean page in the journal.

	Now she had to learn how to survive her own life.

	* * *

	In the morning she would go back to the lecture hall, and she would stand at the front of the room and tell thirty-two students that uncertainty was not the enemy of good decisions that it was, in fact, the condition under which all the only decisions worth making were made. She believed this. She had always believed it, in the abstract, the way you believe a principle that you have not yet needed to apply.

	Outside, the rain came down. The mountains absorbed it without complaint.

	She picked up the pen and began.

	 


Chapter Three

	The Probability of Loneliness

	The papers would not grade themselves. Celia had been staring at this particular truth for the better part of forty minutes.

	Outside her office window, rain moved through the Douglas firs in slow, deliberate curtains. October had arrived without ceremony—one morning the fog simply hadn't lifted, and now it seemed permanent, a fixture of the mountain landscape as dependable as the stone walls of the Statistics building. She'd learned to find it clarifying rather than oppressive. In Chicago the weather was a problem to be solved, an obstacle to navigate between buildings and taxis. Here it simply was, and you were simply in it, and there was something almost restful about that logic.

	She picked up the next paper. Student: Kyle Whitfield. Topic: Applications of Bayes' Theorem in everyday decision-making. The opening sentence read: In today's fast-paced society, probability is everywhere we look.

	Celia set it down.

	She was not, by nature, a harsh grader. She had been, throughout her career at Dunmore & Associates, precise and demanding in equal measure—the kind of actuary who produced work that required no revision, who caught errors before they became embarrassments, who understood that rigor was not a personality trait but a professional obligation. That same rigor had served her well enough in graduate school, where she had excelled in the clean, unambiguous language of mathematics. Numbers meant what they said. They did not equivocate, did not perform, did not construct elaborate fictions about who they were.

	She did not think about Marcus when she thought this. She was getting better at not thinking about Marcus.

	The knock at her office door came at twenty past four, light but certain. Margaret Chen opened it before Celia answered, which was a habit Celia had already categorized as characteristic rather than rude.

	"Still here?" Margaret said. She was carrying a thermos and a folder, which was how she carried herself through every interaction—always with props, always with purpose.

	"Grading." Celia gestured at the stack. "Kyle Whitfield believes probability is everywhere we look."

	"He's not wrong."

	"He's also not saying anything."

	Margaret made a sound that might have been a laugh and pulled the door mostly closed behind her. She was sixty-one, compact and precisely dressed, with close-cropped silver hair and reading glasses perpetually perched on her head as though she'd forgotten them there. She had the manner of someone who had decided years ago exactly what she thought about most things and saw no reason to revisit those conclusions.

	"How are you settling in?" she asked, not sitting. Margaret rarely sat in other people's offices. "Genuinely—not the polite version."

	"The polite version and the genuine version are converging," Celia said. "That's probably a good sign."

	"You've been here almost three weeks. You know everyone's name, you haven't missed a class, and your students are already complaining about your standards, which means they're learning something." Margaret tilted her head. "What you haven't done is eat lunch with anyone."

	"I eat lunch."

	"In your office."

	"I work better without interruption."

	Margaret looked at the rain-streaked window, then back at Celia with an expression that was not quite skepticism and not quite sympathy—something between the two that Celia couldn’t immediately classify. “The mountains are beautiful,” she said, “but they have a way of making isolation feel like wisdom. Don’t let them.”

	She left without elaborating. Celia stared at the closed door for a moment, then picked up Kyle Whitfield's paper again.

	In today's fast-paced society, she read, probability is everywhere we look.

	She wrote in the margin: Be specific. What probability? Whose society? Showing means naming.

	Then she wrote the same note to herself, in the private ledger she kept somewhere below conscious thought, and continued grading.

	* * *

	Samir Patel found her in the faculty lounge at five-thirty, as she was refilling her coffee for the third time that day with the grim dedication of someone who understood that caffeine was not a pleasure but a structural requirement.

	"You look like a woman who has been reading student writing for too long," he said.

	"I look like a woman who has been reading student writing for too long," she agreed.

	He was pouring his own coffee, moving with the unhurried ease of a man comfortable in his surroundings. She'd spoken with him perhaps a dozen times since her arrival—brief exchanges in hallways, a shared look across a faculty meeting when the dean made a particularly baroque administrative announcement. He taught philosophy of science, which seemed to Celia either very abstract or very practical depending on the day. She still hadn't decided which.

	"Derek and I are making dinner on Saturday," he said. "Nothing elaborate. Some wine, some pasta, some actual human conversation. You should come."

	Celia's first instinct was to say she had plans. She examined the instinct, noted it for what it was, and said instead: "I'd like that."

	Samir smiled. It was the kind of smile that suggested he'd anticipated both her initial hesitation and her eventual agreement, and that he found both responses reasonable. "Seven o'clock. I'll text you the address."

	After he left, Celia stood alone in the lounge with her coffee going cold in her hand and tried to remember the last time she'd been genuinely glad to be invited somewhere.

	She couldn't.

	She'd attended hundreds of events with Marcus—client dinners, firm gatherings, charity functions where the canapés cost more than her first car. She'd been present for all of them. But gladness was not a word she would have used to describe the feeling of walking into a room where Marcus might need her to be a particular kind of wife, to perform competence without overshadowing, warmth without depth, social fluency without actual intimacy.

	She had been excellent at all of it. She had understood, on a cellular level, what was required, and she had delivered it with the precision of someone who had studied the problem extensively.

	She had never, not once, been glad.

	The coffee was cold. She poured it out and went back to her office.

	* * *

	The house was a converted farmhouse two miles from campus, warm and slightly cluttered in the way of homes that were genuinely lived in—books stacked on the piano bench, a dog of indeterminate heritage asleep across the kitchen doorway, herbs growing in mismatched pots along the windowsill. Derek Patel taught ceramics at the college and had the hands to prove it, large and roughened, perpetually faintly chalked at the knuckles.

	He had also made, apparently from scratch and without apparent effort, three courses of food that bore no resemblance to the pasta Samir had promised. There was a lamb dish with apricots. There was bread that had been baked that afternoon. There was a salad with pears and something crumbled on top that Celia couldn't immediately identify but found herself eating more of than she intended.

	"You didn't have to do all this," she said, meaning it.

	"He always does," Samir said, with the particular tone of someone who has been mildly exasperated by a thing for many years and secretly relies upon it. "Don't compliment the bread unless you want a forty-minute discussion of hydration ratios."

	“The bread was extraordinary,” Celia said, and watched Derek’s face transform with pleasure—uncomplicated, unguarded, the face of someone who made things because making things mattered to him and found it entirely sufficient that someone had noticed.

	She felt something tighten in her chest that she didn't immediately name.

	They talked about the college, about Oregon, about the peculiar adjustment period that came with every new academic year when the campus filled up again with people who thought they were there to learn facts and discovered they were there to learn how to learn. Derek asked her about actuarial work with genuine curiosity rather than polite interest—the distinction was legible—and she found herself explaining it differently than she ever had, without the automatic modesty she'd deployed at Marcus's firm events, where enthusiasm for mathematics read as a social liability.

	"Risk quantification," Derek said thoughtfully, as though tasting the phrase. "So you're essentially trying to put a number on the unknowable."

	"On the uncertain," Celia said. "The unknowable is different. The unknowable you can't work with. The uncertain—you can at least model it."

	"And does that help?" He was looking at her with interest. "Knowing the model? Does it make the uncertainty feel smaller?"

	She considered this. Across the table, Samir was refilling wine glasses with the deliberate quietness of someone pretending not to listen.

	"It makes it feel manageable," she said finally. "Which is probably not the same thing."

	Derek nodded as though this were an important distinction. She thought he was probably an excellent teacher.

	Later, over dessert—dark chocolate, sea salt, pears again—Derek mentioned the cabin. It came up naturally, the way things come up in conversation when they're lodged near the surface of someone's thinking: we've been meaning to get out there before the real storms hit, he said, it's been months, the coastal property in Blackwater Cove, do you know it, the town, about an hour from here toward the coast?

	Celia said she didn't know it.

	"It's strange and beautiful," Derek said. "Very old timber money. Some of those families go back to the 1800s—they essentially built the town, which means they essentially own it, which means it has that quality certain small places have where you can feel the history pressing down on everything." He broke off a piece of chocolate. "There's an inn there that's been closed for years. Gorgeous wreck of a building, right on the cliff."

	"His grandmother left it to him in her will," Samir said, meaning someone, not Derek, some unnamed third party.

	"Her," Derek corrected. "Left it to her granddaughter."

	"Right. Anyway—" Samir turned to Celia "—the point is the town itself is worth a visit if you want a different kind of Oregon. Very different from the mountains."

	The conversation moved on to other things. Celia filed the word—Blackwater Cove—in the part of her mind that logged information not yet useful and moved forward with her wine.

	* * *

	What she noticed happened near the end of the evening, without warning, while Samir was washing dishes and Derek was showing her a photograph on his phone of one of his recent pieces—a bowl the color of storm clouds, asymmetrical in a way that looked intentional rather than accidental.

	"He made it for our anniversary," Samir called from the kitchen, without being asked.

	"He always tells people that," Derek said, but he was smiling at the phone, at the bowl, at some private memory of making the thing.

	Celia watched him smile.

	She was not attracted to Derek Patel. She knew this with the same certainty she knew the multiplication tables—not because she'd checked, but because the knowledge was simply there, structural, foundational, preceding any need to verify it. He was a kind man and a generous one and she would happily have him as a friend for the rest of her life. But nothing in her responded to his particular physical presence the way her body seemed to expect it to, based on thirty years of cultural instruction on the subject.

	This was not new information. She had collected variations of this information for her entire adult life without ever quite assembling them into a conclusion.

	What was new was that she noticed it. Stood there in Samir and Derek's warm kitchen and noticed, deliberately and without flinching, that she felt nothing. And that feeling nothing where something was expected was itself a kind of data.

	The drive back to campus took eleven minutes. She drove through rain and forest and didn't turn the radio on. The headlights cut white cones into the dark and the trees came and went at the edges of them, immense and indifferent, and she let herself think about the equation.

	The facts, as she understood them:

	She had been married for seventeen years. She had performed the role with what she believed was integrity, had tried to mean it, had wanted to mean it, had analyzed her own failure to mean it through every available lens—incompatibility, communication deficits, divergent values, the slow erosion of proximity without intimacy. She had never, not once in seventeen years, considered that the lens itself might be wrong. That the question she'd been asking—why doesn't this marriage work—might be obscuring the more fundamental question underneath it.

	In actuarial science, when your model consistently fails to predict outcomes, you don't simply recalibrate the model. You examine your assumptions.

	She pulled into the parking lot behind the faculty cottages and sat in the car for a moment with the engine off. Rain on the roof. The lights of the building ahead.

	She had assumed, for forty-three years, that attraction to men was something she had in insufficient quantities—that she was simply less equipped for desire than other people, that the numbness she'd taken for discernment was an absence in her rather than an orientation.

	She had never, until now, turned the assumption over and looked at what was on the other side.

	The rain intensified briefly, then eased, as if making a point and then thinking better of it.

	Celia picked up her bag and went inside.

	* * *

	The journal was a black Moleskine she'd bought at the campus bookstore during her second week, telling herself she was documenting observations for future reference. She used it approximately the way she'd always used spreadsheets—as a place to put data that wasn't ready to become conclusions.

	She made tea, changed out of her dinner clothes, sat at the small desk in the corner of the cottage bedroom. Outside, rain moved through the trees and the window was dark and she could see her own faint reflection in it if she looked directly at the glass, which she generally tried not to.

	She opened the journal to a clean page.

	She wrote: Derek Patel has a husband he loves with apparently complete sincerity and I spent three hours in their kitchen watching this and feeling, as the central fact, the absence of what I was supposed to feel.

	She stared at that.

	She wrote: I have been confusing the absence of one thing with the presence of nothing. These are not the same.

	The cottage was very quiet. The rain had moved away toward the eastern ridgeline and left behind a stillness that pressed lightly against the windows, a held breath. She could hear the refrigerator cycling in the kitchen. Down the row of faculty housing, someone's porch light blinked once and steadied.

	She thought about the student who had come to her office hours two weeks ago—a girl, perhaps nineteen, who had asked nothing about statistics at all, who had talked for thirty minutes about telling her parents she was gay and then stopped abruptly and said, I don't know why I'm telling you this, I'm sorry, and Celia had said something measured and supportive and ended the meeting because she had no framework for what she was sitting across from.

	Now she thought: you had a framework. You just hadn't admitted it was yours too.

	She wrote: I have never loved a man. This is not hypothesis. This is data.

	The pen hovered over the page.

	She had written, at various points in the past seventeen years, precisely one hundred and forty-three statistical reports for Dunmore & Associates, each requiring her to examine evidence objectively and state conclusions without sentiment. She had been praised, repeatedly, for her clarity of analysis and her willingness to follow data wherever it led, even when the results were unwelcome.

	She had apparently been unable to apply this skill to herself.

	She closed the notebook. Set it in the top drawer of the desk. Did not open it again that night.

	Instead she made another cup of tea and carried it to the window and stood looking out at where the mountains were, invisible in the dark, their presence only implied by the absence of stars at the horizon. She had been standing at edges like this her whole life, she thought—at the boundary between what she knew and what she hadn't let herself know—and perhaps the only thing that had changed was that she was finally looking down.

	The thought should have frightened her more than it did.

	In the morning, she told herself, she would grade the rest of the papers. She would teach her Monday classes and eat lunch, probably in her office, and respond to Marcus's email about the paperwork and take the trail run she'd been meaning to take for two weeks. She would do all the ordinary things.

	But something had been named tonight—written in ink, which was different from thought—and she could not unname it. That was the irreducible truth of data: once collected, it existed. You could decline to analyze it. You could put it in a drawer. But it did not stop being real.

	She had never loved a man.

	She stood at the window until the tea went cold, and then she went to bed, and she did not sleep for a long time, and when she did, she did not dream of Marcus.

	She did not dream at all. Her mind, for once, was simply quiet—the particular quiet of a room where someone has finally said the thing they meant.


Chapter Four

	Variables and Constants

	The lecture hall smelled of chalk dust and damp wool, the particular scent of thirty undergraduates who had walked through rain to be here. Celia stood at the whiteboard, marker uncapped, and wrote: CORRELATION ≠ CAUSATION.

	She underlined it twice. The squeak of the marker was the only sound.

	"This," she said, turning to face them, "is the most important thing you will learn in this room. Possibly in this building. Possibly in your entire academic careers." She let the silence settle before adding, "Write it down."

	The shuffling of notebooks was immediate, obedient. Twenty-three pairs of eyes watched her with that particular quality of attention belonging to people who do not yet know what they do not know. Celia had been teaching for exactly sixteen days. She had learned to love this moment — the hinge between confusion and understanding, the instant before a concept breaks open.

	She had not expected to love teaching. She had expected to endure it.

	"Give me an example," she said. "Anything. Something you've seen or read that claims one thing causes another."

	Silence. Then, from the back row, a young man with an unfortunate haircut: "Ice cream sales go up in summer. So does crime. Therefore ice cream causes crime."

	"Perfect." Celia wrote both variables on the board. "What's missing?"

	"The heat," someone called out. "Hot weather makes people go outside more. That's the actual cause."

	"The confounding variable," Celia said, drawing an arrow. "The hidden third thing. The factor that explains the apparent relationship without actually connecting the two variables at all." She turned back to face them. "Confounding variables are everywhere. They are the reason we are wrong about most things we believe we understand."

	She wrote as she spoke: HIDDEN THIRD THING.

	The irony was not lost on her. She had been teaching this exact material on Tuesday and would teach it again on Thursday, and each time she drew the diagram on the whiteboard she thought about her own life with the particular clarity of someone finally reading instructions they had ignored for decades. Twenty years of marriage to Marcus. A career built on quantifying risk. And underneath all of it, some confounding variable she had never named, something that explained the persistent wrongness of every choice she had made without ever pointing to a single obvious cause.

	She erased the board.

	"Test on Friday," she said. "Chapters six through nine. Office hours are two to four."

	The students filed out in the usual way — some stopping to ask questions, most threading around her to the door with their heads already bent to their phones. Celia gathered her notes and her laptop and her increasingly heavy sense of herself, and walked down the hall to her office.

	The office was small and smelled faintly of the previous occupant's coffee habit. A single window faced the slope of the mountain, where the firs were beginning to pull their color back from the October cold. Celia sat behind the desk and did not immediately open her laptop. She sat for a moment in the particular silence of midday in an academic building — distant voices, a door somewhere, rain returning to the windows with the soft persistence of a bad idea.

	She had been in Oregon for six weeks. In six weeks she had established a routine precise enough to function as a substitute for living: coffee at seven, class preparation until nine, teaching until one, office hours, grading, the long walk through old-growth forest that bordered the north edge of campus. Dinner alone. Reading until the thoughts quieted. Sleep.

	It was not unhappiness, exactly. It was more like the state of matter between solid and liquid, where nothing quite holds its shape.

	✦

	Her two-thirty appointment was a student named Becca Harmon — nineteen years old, sophomore, struggling with the midterm material. Celia had seen her in the first row every lecture, taking notes in colored pens with a dedication that should have guaranteed comprehension but apparently did not. She was the kind of student who worked very hard to stay confused.

	Becca knocked at exactly two-thirty, which Celia noted and appreciated.

	"Come in."

	The girl settled into the chair across the desk with her notebook open and her pen ready and her expression already apologetic. She had dark circles under her eyes. She had also, Celia noticed, been crying recently — the particular redness around the lids that primer cannot quite cover.

	"I'm really struggling with the conditional probability section," Becca said. "Like, I understand the formula but I don't understand why it matters."

	"Tell me what you understand about it so far."

	Becca recited the formula with complete accuracy and zero comprehension. Celia recognized this pattern. It was how she had lived most of her adult life — reciting the correct words without accessing the meaning underneath them.

	"Okay," Celia said. "Let's try a different approach. Instead of the formula, tell me something you believed was true before you came to college that you now know isn't."

	Becca looked up, uncertain whether this was a trick. "Like… in school, we were taught that working hard guarantees success. But that's not — I mean, it's not that simple, is it? There's so much that affects whether someone succeeds that has nothing to do with how hard they work."

	"Good. Now — was working hard correlated with success in the examples you'd seen?"

	"Yes?"

	"And is working hard the only cause of success?"

	"No."

	"So what does conditional probability give you?" Celia leaned forward. "It says: given that this other factor is present, what is the probability of the outcome? It adds context. It adds the confounding variable. It says the world is more complicated than a two-variable equation, and we need tools for navigating that complexity."

	Something shifted in Becca's face. The formula was suddenly a door rather than a wall.

	They worked through three examples together, and then Becca closed her notebook, and then — as Celia was reaching for her own pen to signal the end of

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
