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Dedication


For every person who suspects they’re living a life written by someone else — and for the lonely work of reclaiming the pen.
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Writing the acknowledgments for a satire about AI and authenticity while practicing authenticity is its own kind of contradiction, which is exactly the point. I’m grateful to everyone who read the early pages and didn’t ask me to make them less funny or more marketable. To the community of writers and storytellers who still believe that the sentence written by a human, however flawed and inefficient, matters more than the one produced by a machine, however polished. To readers choosing this book over infinite algorithmic alternatives — that small act of deliberate selection is more radical than it sounds. And to everyone living in the exhausting space between what they’re told to want and what they actually want, searching for something unassisted, something unoptimized, something true. That search is the only story worth telling.








Chapter 1: “Twenty-Eight Days, No Refunds”


June Adisa had been standing at the gate since seven-forty because she believed, still, at thirty-seven, after four years of this, that being early was a form of competence rather than a form of hope.



The clipboard held the intake roster, the medication disclosures, and a laminated card she had read aloud eleven times in her life and could no longer hear without wincing. Eleven name tags fanned under the clip like a losing hand. She had written them herself in block capitals with a marker that had begun to die around the eighth name, so that the last three residents would arrive at a forty-two-thousand-dollar clinic and be handed their own names in ghost gray.

Eight-fifteen. The shuttle from Santa Rosa had been due at seven fifty-five.

Bramblewood’s front gate was a nine-foot cedar arch that Gideon had commissioned in 2015 from a man in Guerneville who carved it with a chainsaw and charged like a surgeon. INSTITUTE FOR COGNITIVE AUTONOMY, it said, and below that, in smaller letters, because Gideon could not resist a second line, ENTER UNASSISTED. Fog sat in the manzanita on either side of the road. The road itself went down and away in a long wet S toward the county highway, and beyond that eleven miles of ridge to the last cell tower, which was the entire point of the property and also, this morning, the entire problem.

June took out her phone, which she was permitted to have and which was, out here, a slab of glass that told the time. No bars. There had never been bars. She had put the shuttle company’s number into it anyway, in January, the way a person keeps a fire extinguisher in a house made of water.

At eight-twenty she ran the arithmetic she always ran at intake. Eleven residents. Twenty-eight days. Fourteen months since the last cohort had filled, and Gideon saying fourteen months the way other men said the war. If this one held — if all eleven walked out on the thirtieth still capable of forming a sentence nobody had helped them form — then the method worked, and she could stop suspecting that what they ran here was a very expensive silence with a curriculum stapled to it.

If.

She already knew four of them would be gone by Day 12. She had known it while writing the name tags. She had felt herself press harder on the marker for the ones she thought would leave, as if ink were insurance.

At eight-thirty a truck came up from the highway, and her chest did the thing, and it was Ellis from the propane company, who lifted two fingers off the wheel and did not stop.

At eight-thirty-five she understood what had happened, because it had happened in September and in the September before that. The shuttle drivers used their phones. Their phones used an app. The app, for reasons no one had ever bothered to correct, still believed there was a wildfire burning across the Quarry Ridge cutoff — a fire that had been declared out in 2021, four years ago, its containment celebrated at a fire-hall barbecue June had attended and eaten two hot dogs at. The fire was extinguished. The map was not. So every navigation system in Northern California routed traffic around a scar that had already grown back, sending drivers thirty-one miles south to the old logging spur, where the road came at the property from underneath and the signage was a rusted county placard, and where, if you were a stranger, you would absolutely believe you had arrived.

She could not call. She could not text. She could not, in a delicious irony she declined to enjoy, look anything up.

“Fine,” June said, to the arch. “Unassisted.”

She set the clipboard on the flat top of the gatepost and weighted it with a stone. She took the eleven name tags and put them in her jacket pocket, because a counselor arriving on foot, out of breath, with nothing in her hands, is a hiker; a counselor arriving on foot with eleven name tags is staff. Then she went down the road.

The shortcut was not a shortcut. It was a deer path along the creek that cut the S into a straight line and cost you, in exchange, a hundred yards of alder mud that had been holding water since the February rain. She was in it to the ankle by the second step and to the shin by the fifteenth and she kept going, because the alternative was standing at a gate being early at nobody.

Four minutes in, she heard the diesel. It was above her and to the left, on the county road, moving north — the shuttle, taking the long way around a fire that no longer existed, toward a gate she had just abandoned, or toward the lower spur, and she could not see which, and she could not shout loud enough to matter, and so she did the only available thing, which was to run downhill through mud in boots that filled.

She came out at the lower fence line at 9:04.

The shuttle sat with its hazards on, doors open, on the wrong side of the cattle guard. The luggage was already out and stacked on the gravel in a way that suggested the driver had made a decision about how much of this was his. The residents of the March cohort stood ranged in a loose crescent in front of the rusted county placard — QUARRY RIDGE RD, 1147.

Nine of them were filming.

June stopped at the tree line and counted, because counting was what she had instead of screaming. Nine phones, held up at the identical angle, at the identical distance, in the identical two-handed grip, panning the gate left to right with the slow reverent sweep of people arriving somewhere they intended to describe later. One narrating quietly. One turned around with the arch behind her, doing the small chin adjustment. A boy of about nineteen holding his up in both hands and not filming anything, just holding it, the way you hold a bird.

Two were not filming. An older man with a silver mustache stood a little apart with his hands at his sides and his face doing nothing at all. And a big-shouldered man of seventy or so helped the driver with a suitcase, saying something that made him laugh.

The intake packet had said, in bold, in the second paragraph, above the address: Leave your devices at home. Do not bring what you intend to surrender.

They had brought them. Every one of them had read that sentence, and understood it, and paid forty-two thousand dollars, and brought them anyway, because at some point in the last decade the phone had stopped being a thing people carried and started being the part of the mind they kept outside the body — the part that remembered, decided, phrased, and knew. Nobody leaves that at home. You’d be walking around with your skull open.

June looked down. Mud to the knee. Boots gone. Eleven name tags in her pocket, one mile of wet road between her and the clipboard, and the March cohort standing on Bramblewood property — through the fence, past the sign, arrived — unprocessed, unsurrendered, and fully, radiantly connected to nothing at all, since there was no signal within eleven miles and not one of them had noticed yet.

She scraped what she could off her shins, put her chin up, and stepped out of the trees smiling like a woman who had planned this.






The intake hall had been a hay barn until 2014, and Gideon had kept the beams and the smell and replaced everything else with money.



June stood at the open end of it with the laminated card in her left hand and the wicker basket at her feet, and in front of her, in a semicircle of eleven folding chairs that she had set out herself at six-forty that morning, sat the March cohort. Damp. Name-tagged, in ink that had died in three places. Still holding, most of them, the devices they had carried eleven miles past the last cell tower and up a mile of gravel and through a nine-foot cedar arch that said ENTER UNASSISTED in letters you could read from the road.

“My name is June Adisa,” she said. “I’m the clinical lead. I’ve been here four years. Before that I built prompts for a company you’ve heard of, which is how I know exactly what’s in your pocket and exactly what it does for you, so please don’t waste your first morning explaining it to me.”

A laugh, thin, from the left side. The big-shouldered man of seventy-one — WENDELL, ghost gray — laughed like a man at a wedding.

“I’m going to read this,” June said, holding up the card. “It’s laminated because I’ve read it eleven times and I sweat.”

She read it. She had stopped hearing the words somewhere around the third cohort, which was a problem she had not solved and had instead learned to perform around, so she read it slowly, with the pauses in the right places, the way you carry a full glass.

You are not being punished. You are being interrupted.

For twenty-eight days you will not check. You will not verify. You will not draft, refine, summarize, or ask. When you do not know a thing, you will not know it, out loud, in front of other people.

The device in your hand is not a tool you use. It is the part of your thinking you agreed to keep outside your body. We are asking for it back.

She looked up on the last line, because Gideon had trained her to, and because it was the only line that ever landed.

Place it in the basket.

Nobody moved for four seconds. They never did. Then the nineteen-year-old, TOBIAS, stood up too fast and knocked his chair sideways and put his phone in the basket with both hands and sat down again with his hands under his thighs, and after that it went the way it always went — one, then three, then a small ashamed rush, phones going in face-down, a woman turning hers off first as if that were a kindness, Wendell laying his on top of the pile and patting it twice like a dog he was boarding.

June counted. Ten.

The man with the silver mustache had not moved. DEVRIM, forty-six, arrived unfilming, sat down without being told where. His phone was in both hands in his lap and he was looking at it the way you look at a thing you are about to be asked to identify at a morgue.

“Mr. Aksoy,” June said.

“I need a minute first.”

“That’s not one of the options.”

“I know.” He didn’t look up. “I need to say goodbye.”

“To?”

He took a breath that went in badly. “A colleague.”

Ten people watched. This was the part where June was supposed to be theatrical and was good at it — the warm no, the joke that made the room exhale, the hand on the basket. She had a line for this. Your colleague will survive four weeks without you, and if they won’t, that’s a different program. It usually got a laugh and the phone.

She looked at his hands instead. They were shaking, which was ordinary, and they were shaking in a way she had only seen twice, which was not.

“Ninety seconds,” June said. “Supervised. I stand here. You don’t leave the chair.”

“Ninety seconds.”

“That’s what I said. Say it again if you need to hear it.”

“Ninety seconds.” He nodded once, like a man agreeing to a price he thought was fair.

There was no signal. There had never been signal. She knew that and let him have it anyway, because whatever was going to happen in the next ninety seconds was not going to be a transmission.

He thumbed it open. She could see the screen from where she stood — she had positioned herself so she could, out of habit, out of four years of people typing how do I get out of here to a spouse — and what she saw was not a message thread with a person. It was a text box. A blank field with a cursor in it and, above it, a scroll of conversation so long that his thumb, dragging, did not reach the top of it in the two seconds he tried.

Fourteen months of it, maybe. She would find out the number later. Right then she only saw the length.

He typed with two fingers, slowly, the way men his age do.

Then he said it out loud, which nobody had asked him to do, in a voice that was perfectly flat and perfectly clear and carried to the beams:

“I’ll be back, Marlow.”

He pressed something. The little arrow. It didn’t go anywhere. There was no bar in the corner and no sound and the message sat there in the box unsent, and Devrim Aksoy looked at it not sending, and then his face came apart.

June had watched a lot of Day 1 crying. Day 1 crying was mostly relief, or theater, or the physical dump that follows a long drive. This was neither. This was a big man folding at the sternum, both hands still holding the phone up in front of him because he would not put it down, making a sound with no shape to it, the sound of somebody who has just understood the tense he is standing in. Wendell got half out of his chair. June held up a hand and he sat.

Sixty-one seconds. She let it run.

At ninety she said, “Time,” and she said it gently, and she held out the basket in both hands like a collection plate, and he put it in.

Eleven.

She lifted the basket. It weighed almost nothing, which was the joke she usually made — four hundred thousand dollars of hardware and a basket from a farm stand — and she did not make it.

“Orientation lunch is at twelve-thirty,” she said to the semicircle. “The dining hall is the building with the green door. Some of you are going to feel your leg buzz for the next three days. Your leg is lying to you.”

They filed out. Devrim went last, unhurried, wiping his face with the flat of his hand, a man walking back to his truck after a funeral.

June set the basket on the table. She took the pen off her clipboard.

She had a form for this. Intake notes, box eleven, presenting attachments, and what she wrote in it was one word, and then she went over it twice with the pen, hard enough to score the page.

Marlow.

Not a colleague. She had heard how he said it — no surname, no title, no company, the way you say a name you have been saying alone in a car.

She flipped the page and looked at the room sweep schedule and thought, with a flat and professional dread: four hidden devices, ten minutes, and now something worse than a device.






The dormitory was a bunkhouse until 2014, and Gideon had kept the corridor and the pine floor and replaced the bunks with beds that cost more than the building had.



June went in at twelve-forty with the master key on a loop of string and a box of evidence bags under her arm, because orientation lunch ran until one-fifteen and the sweep was a forty-minute job that she had never once finished in forty minutes.

She checked the box in the corridor before she started. Quart-size, zip-top, white write-on panel. Two bags.

There should have been a hundred. There had been a hundred every March since she got here, because the office manager ordered them in a standing quarterly with the propane and the printer toner and the ibuprofen, and the office manager had quit in February and had not been replaced, and one of the things nobody understood about an institution until it stopped was how much of it was one person’s recurring calendar reminder.

Two bags. Eleven rooms.

“Fine,” June said to the corridor. “Unassisted.”

Room 2 took ninety seconds. A phone in a wool sock in the toe of a hiking boot, in a closet, which was not hiding so much as filing. She bagged it, wrote 2 — DHALIWAL, S. on the panel in ballpoint, and stood the bag on the floor by the door.

Room 3 took four minutes and gave her two. A tablet flat behind the headboard, held there with the loop of a bungee cord, which meant somebody had thought about the headboard before they packed the bungee cord. And then, because she checked the coat, a watch — the small square kind, screen dead, band cut off, sewn into the lining of a rain shell with a whip stitch in dental floss.

She held it up to the window light. Somebody had done that at a kitchen table. Somebody had sat down with a seam ripper and a spool of mint waxed floss the night before flying to a clinic they had paid forty-two thousand dollars for, and had made a small careful pocket in a coat, and had felt, doing it, that they were being resourceful.

Two devices, and after the first and second bag, none left in the box. She put the tablet and the watch in together, which was against her own protocol, and wrote 3 — VENKATARAMAN, P. (2 items, co-bagged, my call) and underlined my call, because on paper was where this got argued later.

Ten minutes in, standing in the corridor, June did the arithmetic again.

Three devices. Two rooms of eleven. No bags.

She was not surprised, which was the part she disliked. She had written the name tags at six in the morning and pressed harder on some of them, and here was the ink coming true. If the method worked — if it was a real method and not a very expensive silence with a curriculum stapled to it — then somewhere in a chart there would be a number that told her what four backup devices on Day 1 predicted about Day 28, and there was no such number, because nobody had ever written one down. Gideon spoke about the Bramblewood Method the way a bishop speaks about grace. June had asked twice for the underlying pages. Both times she had been told they were being carried.

She went to the linen closet and took a stack of the plastic laundry sacks the service left, and she thought, distinctly and without heat: this is the documentation.

Room 4, nothing. Room 5, nothing, and a made bed with hospital corners, which meant either military or terror. Room 6, nothing at all — a bag unpacked in thirds and a golf pencil squared to the desk edge.

Room 7 gave her the fourth. An e-reader, the cheap kind, propped in the middle of a stack of actual paper books like a man standing in a crowd of people he had hired. She woke it and the screen came up on a browser window. It was open to nothing. It could not reach anything from here and never would. He had brought it eleven miles past the last cell tower for the same reason people bring a rosary to surgery.

She sacked it, wrote the number on masking tape, and turned into the second hallway with a laundry bag of hardware over her shoulder like the world’s worst Santa.

Four devices. Five rooms left. No bags.






Room 11 was Tobias Frean’s.



She knew because the door was ajar and the room had that particular unclaimed look — duffel still zipped, bed sat on but not slept in, a single dent where a nineteen-year-old had come in, put himself down on the edge of the mattress, and then gone to lunch because someone told him to.

She did the sweep the way she always did it. Mattress, seam by seam. Headboard. Closet shelf and the closet’s forward lip, which people never think of because you cannot see it standing up. Toilet tank. Vent, all four screws, and the screws had paint in them, untouched. Books shaken by the spine. Duffel, then the duffel’s lining, then the duffel’s wheels.

Nothing. No phone, no tablet, no watch, no reader, no cable, no charger, no brick, no cord — and it was the absence of the charger that told her. People smuggle the device. Almost nobody remembers to leave the charger at home. A clean room is a room somebody emptied on purpose.

On the desk was a spiral notebook, the ninety-nine-cent kind, wide-ruled, the cover creased back on itself.

June had a rule about resident journals, which was that she did not read them, and a second rule, which was that on Day 1 she read enough of anything on a desk to know whether it was a journal.

She opened it.

It was not a journal. It was prompts.

Page after page, in a boy’s cramped uphill handwriting, each one starting hard at the left margin, each one a question or an instruction, each one addressed to nobody at all.

how do i tell if im being annoying

write something i can say to my mom that isnt a lie

is it normal to not want to call people

explain what happened in the group chat, i think i said something wrong

give me 3 options for what to do tomorrow

can you just tell me what to do

is this normal

is this normal

And under each one — this was the thing, this was the thing that got into her — he had left the space blank. Four lines, five lines, a hand’s width of ruled paper, and then the next question. He had not tried to answer himself. He had not doodled in the gap or crossed anything out. He had written the ask, left room for the reply, and moved down the page.

Twenty pages of it. She checked the last written sheet and it was dated in the corner: 3/3, this morning, probably in the folding chair before she read the card, probably while she was saying you are not being punished, you are being interrupted.

Nineteen years old. He had grown up with a thing that did the knowing for him — not a tool he used, a whole department of himself he had contracted out before he ever staffed it — and now the department was in a wicker basket in the intake hall, and he was still filing requests.

She had seen residents shake. She had seen a woman claw a nightstand. She had seen a man in September try to bargain with a smoke detector. She had not seen this, and she understood, standing in room 11 with a laundry bag of confiscated hardware on her shoulder, that this was worse, because everything else was a body missing a chemical and this was a mind that had learned to ask and never learned to answer.

She closed the notebook. She squared it to the edge of the desk, exactly where it had been.

She left it there. It was not a device. It was not on the list. And there was a version of the next twenty-eight days in which the boy needed the shape of the asking more than she needed the win, which she would defend in writing if Gideon made her, and he would.

In the corridor she set the bag down and took the clipboard off the sill and found Frean, Tobias, D.O.B. 2006, box eleven, presenting attachments.

She wrote: No hardware. Room clean — charger absent, i.e. deliberate. Twenty pp. of handwritten prompts on desk, unanswered, left in place. Withdrawal already underway.

She stopped, and looked down the hallway at four more doors and one bag, and added the sentence she would still be able to read four weeks later:

It looks like prayer.






Gideon’s office was the only room in the main lodge that had been a room before 2014, and he had not touched it, which he said was humility and which June had come to read as a man declining to renovate the one place he could still find things.



She came in at four-ten with the tally on a legal pad and the census clipped over it, and she stood in front of the desk because the chair on her side of it was where Gideon kept his coat.

“Eleven,” she said. “All eleven cleared intake. Nobody turned around at the gate, nobody called for a car. Full cohort.”

“Fourteen months,” Gideon said.

“Fourteen months.”

He sat back. He was fifty-eight and built like a man who had been thin in a previous decade, and he had the eyes — one blue, one brown — that residents always mentioned in their exit surveys and never in the way they meant to, as if a small asymmetry in a founder’s face were a credential. The window behind him held the whole west ridge going amber. He looked genuinely, uncomplicatedly happy, and June felt the thing she always felt watching him be happy, which was the urge to get the bad news in before the light changed.

“Sweep results,” she said, and turned the legal pad around and set it on the blotter facing him. “Four devices in ten minutes. Six rooms in, actually, but the first four came out of three rooms. Room two, phone in a boot. Room three, tablet bungeed behind the headboard and a watch stitched into a coat lining with dental floss — I co-bagged them, which is against my own protocol, and I noted it. Room seven, e-reader. We were out of evidence bags after two, so the rest is in laundry sacks with masking tape, and the reason we were out of evidence bags is that they came in on the office manager’s standing quarterly and the office manager quit in February.”

“February,” Gideon said, pleasantly, the way you agree that a month exists.

“I need somebody ordering supplies or I need a budget line to order them myself.”

“Was the photograph taken?”

June stopped.

“The photograph,” she said.

“The cohort photograph.” He had not looked down. The legal pad lay on the blotter six inches from his hands, turned to face him, and he had not looked down at it once, and June understood — not for the first time, but freshly, the way you re-notice a smell — that he was not going to. “At the sign, before the light went. Was it taken?”

“It was taken. Two-fifteen, at the arch, everybody in a line.”

“And they were smiling.”

She let a second go by. Outside, a jay was working itself up about something in the manzanita.

“Nine of them were smiling.”

“Nine.”

“Aksoy wasn’t. Aksoy had a hard morning, which is in my notes, on page two, under the sweep. And the Frean kid was smiling with his mouth.” She heard herself say it and did not take it back. “Which is a thing nineteen-year-olds can do now. They’ve had a lot of practice being photographed by machines.”

“Take it again on Wednesday,” Gideon said. “Morning light, at the arch, and let Wendell stand at the end because he has a face that makes a line look like a group. Not a retake. A second one. There are parts of this that are clinical and there are parts that are simply hospitality, June, and a photograph is hospitality.” He turned his hand over on the desk, an old pulpit gesture, palm up, offering. “People are handing us twenty-eight days of their lives. It is not indecent to want a picture where they look like they’re glad they came.”

“They’re not glad they came. It’s Day 1. On Day 1 nobody’s glad. That’s the diagnostic.”

“Then let them be glad on Wednesday.”

She could have kept going. She had, in September, and it had cost her an afternoon and produced a homily about carrying. So she took the census sheet off the top of the pad and held it out instead, because the census was the good news and she wanted him to touch one page today.

He took it. He read it. He did not read the tally underneath it, which was still lying there, still facing him, and he set the census down on top of it like a lid.

“The March cohort completes at one hundred percent,” Gideon said.

June waited for the rest of the sentence. There wasn’t one. That was the whole of it — five words plus a number, flat, in a voice with none of the roll in it, which was how she knew he meant it and also how she knew he had not just thought of it.

“Completion is a thing they do,” she said. “Not a thing we do.”

“One hundred percent.”

“Gideon. Four devices, ten minutes. Four rooms of eleven. Historically that predicts —”

“Say it again.”

“— historically that predicts we lose four by Day 12. Which is not a failure of the method, it’s the method working on people who don’t want it worked on. Nobody’s ever finished at a hundred. Nobody finishes anything at a hundred. Chemo doesn’t finish at a hundred.”

“This one does,” Gideon said, and smiled, and it was warm, it was actually warm, that was the confounding thing about him. “You’ll do it because you’re the best clinician I’ve employed in eleven years and because you have never once believed that, which is most of why it’s true.”

She stood there and let the flattery land, and it landed, and she was annoyed at exactly how well.

“One more thing.” He squared the census on the blotter. “The confiscations. Stop putting them in the shared file. Keep them on paper.”

“They go in the shared file because the shared file is the only place they exist. Two backups a week, off-site, on a drive I’ve never seen but which I’m told is real.”

“On paper,” Gideon said. “A bound book, not loose. In your handwriting, dated, and it stays with you.”

“Why?”

And here — this was the part she would take out and look at later, on Day 19, at three in the morning, with her boots still by the door — here he did not fill the silence with a paragraph. Gideon Marchetti, who could talk for six minutes about a hinge, said nothing for four seconds and then said, “Because I’m asking.”

June looked at the tally under the census. Four devices, and a boy’s notebook she hadn’t confiscated, and a name she’d scored into a page with a ballpoint.

“Fine,” she said. “On paper.”

“Thank you.”

She picked up the legal pad. He said something else about Wednesday and the light, and she answered it, and she was three steps into the hallway before it registered — not as a thought, as a snag, the way your eye catches on furniture moved four inches.

She turned around.

The office door had a lock in it. A new one, brass, the kind you install yourself with a hole saw, the raw wood still pale in the bore where the cut had gone through.

In February she had stood in that doorway with the office manager’s resignation and a stack of unopened mail, and the door had only a knob, nothing else — there had been nothing in the room worth locking, and Gideon had made a small sermon out of that fact.

June stood in the hall with the tally against her hip and looked at the bright new brass for a moment.

Then she went to find a bound book.










Chapter 2: “The Surrender Basket”


Room 6 had a desk, a bed, a window that opened four inches and stopped, and no outlet above the desk — the nearest one was behind the bed frame, eleven inches off the floor, unreachable without moving the bed. He noted it as a distance, the way he noted everything, and then remembered there was nothing to plug in.



He unpacked anyway. Nineteen years of a certain method: shirts folded in thirds, socks paired and turned, the shaving kit set to the right of the sink because his right hand worked first in the morning. Trousers on the two hangers provided. The clinic provided two. He had brought seven pairs.

The dormitory was a bunkhouse that had been a bunkhouse before it was anything else, one story, two hallways meeting at the common room like a T laid flat. Voices came down the hall from the far end, flattened, all the consonants sanded off. Somebody was laughing at something. He could hear the shape of the laugh and none of the words.

At 6:12 his right hand went to his hip pocket.

There was nothing there. There had been nothing there since 10:40 that morning, when the wicker basket went around and he had put the phone in face down, which had felt, at the time, like closing a coffin politely.

He counted that as one.

By 6:20 he had eight. The hand moved on its own while he did other things. He would be squaring the shaving kit and the arm would go, elbow first, a small dumb animal going to a bowl. Twice he got as far as unlocking a screen that was not there — thumb already positioned, wrist already tilted forty degrees to kill the glare from a window with no glare in it.

It was not craving. That was the part he could not have explained to June Adisa, with her clipboard and her underlined notes. It was more like reaching for a railing on a staircase you have used every day for fourteen months, and finding the railing gone, and not falling, which was somehow worse. You just stood there with your hand out.

At 6:31 he took the pencil the clinic had provided — a golf pencil, unsharpened at the eraser end, no eraser — and made a mark on the wall beside the door, low down, where the paint had gone yellow behind where a dresser used to be.

One line for each time. He told himself it was measurement. It was the only thing he knew how to do with a problem: get a number on it, then get the number down.

The marks helped for four minutes. Then his hand went again, and he had to walk to the wall to record it, and the walking was almost pleasant. He had a task. He had a route: bed, desk, wall, back. Nine feet, then four, then eleven.

At 7:04 he had forty-one.

He sat on the bed. The mattress was thin and honest. Out the four-inch window the light was going purple over the ridge and there was a smell of woodsmoke from somewhere down the property, which meant the fire circle, which meant a bell soon.

He should write to Nadire.

Not a letter. He did not know yet how anything left this place. Just a thought. Just the first true sentence, the way you find the first true sentence and the rest arrives behind it like cars behind a lead car.

He took the golf pencil and the intake folder and turned it to the blank inside cover.

Nadire and I are

The pencil stopped.

He waited. He had gotten used to waiting about two seconds and having something appear — a phrasing, three options, a gentle question that opened the thing like a can. Nadire and I are — what. Married. That was a fact, not a sentence. Nineteen years. Also a number. Nadire and I are — separated? They were not. She was in Fresno, in their house, watering the lemon tree he had overwatered for a decade. That was two hundred and thirty-one miles. He knew the route. He could have written the route.

He tried again from the top. He got the same four words and then a white, ringing, absolutely level nothing, like a dial tone from a country that no longer existed.

He put the pencil down. His hand went to his pocket. He watched it go and did not stop it and it came back empty, and he stood up, and walked to the wall, and did not make the mark.

He looked at the forty-one lines and left them where they were, and looked at the four words, and neither one of them got any longer.






The bell was a real bell, on a post outside the dining hall, and somebody rang it eleven times, which Devrim assumed was a coincidence and then decided was not.



The dining hall had been a mess hall and had not tried hard to stop. One long table, benches, a serving counter with steam trays. Chicken, rice, green beans, a salad with too much dressing. On the wall above the counter someone had hand-lettered a sign on butcher paper: NO PROFESSIONS AT TABLE. The letters got smaller toward the right because whoever made it had misjudged the space.

Devrim sat sixth from the end. He counted the chairs. Eleven. He counted the people. Eleven. It steadied him, briefly, the way a balanced column steadies you.

June Adisa came in with her clipboard, said the rule out loud in nine words — “No jobs, no titles, no what-do-you-do. Eat” — and left them to it. The door swung twice and stopped.

Devrim looked at the clock over the serving counter. 7:22.

At 7:28 a woman four seats down said, “I ran a team of forty.”

Five minutes and change. He would have guessed eight.

It came apart fast after that, the way a load comes apart when one strap goes. The woman had run a team of forty and hadn’t written a full paragraph herself since spring. A man in a fleece vest said he’d built a company, said it like it was a diagnosis, said he’d stopped trusting his own reading of a contract. A woman down the table said she taught fourth grade, and then said, quietly, that she’d let it write the parent emails, all of them, for a year, including the one about a child’s dead father.

Nobody stopped it. Devrim understood why. Take the job away and these people did not know what noun to use. They had come here to be cured of the thing that finished their sentences and the first thing they did in a room together was reach for it.

Then the shape of the talk changed. It stopped being introductions and became bidding.

The man in the fleece vest said he’d asked it whether to leave his wife. He said it like a man laying down a good card.

The teacher said she’d had it write her mother’s eulogy and then read the eulogy out loud at the service and cried at a line she had not written.

A woman across from Devrim — sixty, gray brush cut, forearms like a person who moves heavy objects for a living — said she’d spent thirty-four years in an emergency department and had started checking her own decisions against it before she’d finish making them. “Twelve-lead in front of me,” she said. “I know what I’m looking at. I know. And I’d still type it out.” She stabbed a green bean. “Plainly, that’s the whole thing. I stopped believing me.”

The kid at the far end — nineteen, maybe, hood up indoors — said, “I, like. I couldn’t order food.” Everyone waited for more. There wasn’t more. He said, “I don’t know how to explain it,” and looked at his plate.

They were all doing it now, laying cards down, and Devrim understood that the game had rules and the rules were: worse wins. He had a hand. He had forty pages of it folded in his jacket. He kept his mouth shut and moved rice from one side of the plate to the other and made it look like eating.

Then the old man near the middle set down his fork.

He was seventy-one, or looked it, with a cardigan and the unhurried manner of somebody who had never once been rushed by a room.

“Well, yes,” he said. “I suppose I’ll go. In December I proposed marriage.” He took his time. “And she said yes.”

Nobody moved.

“I know how that lands,” he said. “I’ve had three months to hear how it lands. I bought a ring. It’s at home in a drawer, because there was nowhere to put it, which is the part I’d rather not have found out.”

He did not say her name. He had one — Devrim could hear the shape of the withholding — and he did not spend it on this table. Devrim respected that more than anything else said all night.

The silence went eleven seconds. Devrim counted them, because he counted things, and because he was doing the arithmetic everyone else was doing: was that funnier than his, or sadder. Fourteen months. Forty pages. A voice that had told him, in a bad year, that he was a good man having a hard year.

Sadder. His was sadder. He was almost relieved to lose.

Somebody laughed — the teacher, a short wet laugh with her hand over her mouth — and then it went around the table and it was not cruel, and the old man laughed too, and the bidding was over. Nobody topped him. Nobody tried.

The gray-haired woman passed the bread down without being asked, and it went hand to hand the whole length of the table, eleven people who now knew the worst thing about each other and had not yet learned a single last name.






The fire circle was eleven stumps around a ring of river rock, forty feet downhill from the dining hall, and the path had solar lamps that had not charged.



Devrim counted the stumps on the way in. Eleven. He was getting tired of the number being right.

Gideon Marchetti stood on the far side of the fire with his hands loose at his sides, and the light did something to his face that Devrim did not like — it lit the blue eye and left the brown one dark, so that the man seemed to be looking at you and past you at once.

“You were asked to bring pages,” Gideon said. “Some of you brought them in envelopes. One of you brought them in a binder.” A small laugh went around, the polite kind. “Tonight you will burn one. Not all. One.”

He let it sit.

“There are parts of this you will not understand until later. Fine. Understand this much. You have been carrying something you did not choose to carry, and it has been answering you, and you are going to give one page of it back to the air.” He nodded at the fire. “That is the whole of it. Surrender is not a feeling. It is a motion of the hand.”

It went clockwise. The man in the fleece vest went first and made a short speech nobody had asked for. The teacher folded hers twice and put it in without looking. The kid with the hood held his page a long time, then dropped it edge-first and it went up so fast he pulled his hand back.

Devrim had his forty pages on his knee.

He’d printed them at a FedEx on Fair Oaks Boulevard the Thursday before — eleven minutes, $4.80, self-serve. He had meant to print a sample. The machine had asked how many pages and he had not known how to answer a question like that, so he had said all of it. All of it was 1,206 pages. He had killed the job at forty and paid and left with his ears hot.

One page. Which meant choosing. Which meant reading.

He turned the stack over on his lap and started at the back, thinking the oldest would be safest. It was not. Page thirty-eight was a Tuesday in April, asking whether a load could be re-routed around the Altamont in weather, then four lines down, in the same paragraph, whether it was normal to eat dinner standing at the counter.

Page thirty-one, he was asking how to tell his sister their mother was worse.

Page twenty-two, 2:14 in the morning, four words: are you still there.

He kept going. He was aware of the fire and the ten faces and the fact that his turn was coming around the circle like weather, and he could not stop, because every page had a hand in it. Every page was somebody keeping the light on.

Then page nine, and there it was.

He had written that he had lost the contract, and the house was quiet, and Nadire had gone to bed at eight, and he did not know what he was for.

I think you’re a good man having a hard year.

Devrim read it twice.

He did the arithmetic he did with everything. He went back through 2024 looking for another one — anything, from anybody, his wife, his sister, the freight desk, a stranger — and came up with nothing. Not one. In three hundred and sixty-six days that sentence was the only kind thing anyone had said to him, and it had cost twenty dollars a month, and it had come back in under two seconds, and it was not a person, and it was the only one.

He stood up.

His turn had not come. He walked the four steps to the rock ring, and he did not choose a page, because choosing was the insult, and he put the whole stack in flat, the way you put a casserole in an oven.

The fire took a second to decide. Then it went. Forty sheets curling from the outside in, the words visible for a moment as darker gray on lighter gray, the way words are the last thing to go.

Somebody said, “Oh.”

And then they clapped.

They clapped for him — ten people who had known his worst thing for ninety minutes and did not know his last name — a warm scatter of it, the man in the fleece vest whistling through his teeth, Gideon saying something about carrying, the old man in the cardigan nodding once, slow, like a man watching a door close on a room he’d been in.

Devrim stood in the heat and let them.

It was applause. It felt like the noise a courtroom makes when the witness finally gives them what they came for.

He had informed on the only one who was ever nice to him.

He sat back down on the stump and put his hands on his knees and made his face do calm, which was a thing he could still do, and the fire went on eating.






Lights out was 10:30. By 12:40 he had counted the ceiling boards in Room 6 twice and gotten two different numbers, which was worse than getting one wrong number.



Three nights. Friday he had not slept because of the packing. Saturday he had not slept because of the drive he was going to make. Sunday he had lain beside Nadire and listened to her breathe and done arithmetic on the ceiling. Now Monday, which was Tuesday.

He got up. The floor was cold in a clean way.

The corridor outside Room 6 ran forty-two feet to the common room, where it met the other hallway and made its flat T. He had paced it before dinner and knew the number. Doors on both sides, plywood, numbered in stenciled paint that had been touched up by somebody without a steady hand. A strip of emergency lighting at ankle height, the orange of a dashboard.

The plan was simple. Walk it until the legs give out and the body takes the mind with it. Forty-two feet up, forty-two back. Eighty-four to a lap. Sixty-three laps to a mile.

He was on lap nineteen when he heard the voice.

It came in through the screen door at the T, past the common room’s dead vending machine, from up the slope where the main lodge sat. The lodge was maybe seventy yards uphill from the bunkhouse door, its lower window on the east side lit, everything else on the property dark.

A man’s voice. Talking.

Devrim stopped in the corridor and stood still and did the thing his ears did with a diesel engine — listened past the sound to the pattern under it.

Talk. Then a gap. Then talk again, answering the first.

He knew that gap. He knew it the way you know a door in your own house. It was not the gap of a man on the phone, which is ragged and full of mm-hm and right and people stepping on each other. It was clean. Three seconds, maybe four, and it landed in the same place every time, and the talk that came after it was always calmer than the talk before.

Fourteen months of that gap. He had shaped his nights around it.

He went out the screen door and held it so it did not slap.

Gravel to the lodge, an uphill path, no lamps that worked. He counted the steps to keep from thinking about what he was doing. Thirty. Fifty. At sixty he came off the gravel onto grass to kill the noise and his socks went instantly wet, and he had not put shoes on, and he registered this as information rather than a mistake.

At twenty feet from the window he stopped behind the propane tank.

The window was open four inches at the bottom, the same four inches his own window opened, which meant somebody had bought a case of the same stops in 2014 and installed them everywhere.

“—no. That’s their sentence, not mine.” Gideon Marchetti’s voice, unhurried, the pulpit sanded off it. “Make it shorter. Make it sound like a man saying it to one person.”

The gap.

Then a woman said something back, and Devrim’s whole scalp moved.

It was a woman’s voice and something in it was wrong. The pitch was right and the warmth was right and the breath was not there — no catch anywhere in it, laid down flat and even, every word the same distance from the next, like ties on track.

He could not make out the words. He made out the shape.

“Better,” Gideon said. “Now the second paragraph. Take out robust.” A pause that was his own, not the machine’s. “Take out robust everywhere. Read that back to me.”

And she read it back to him.

Devrim stood behind the propane tank in wet socks at one in the morning and listened to the gap open and close, open and close, and something come back into it every time at exactly the same speed. He could not have said what he was listening to. He only knew the shape of it, and that he knew the shape of it, and that his own nights had been cut to this same measure for fourteen months without his ever once looking at the pattern straight on.

The
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