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If you’ve ever lived through a New England winter, you’ve experienced the phenomenon locals refer to as Fool’s Spring. Winter begins the moment the clocks are set back. Darkness arrives early and lingers late, deepening day by day until time itself feels stalled. The cold follows—first a warning, then a punishment—wind that burns skin, snow that drains color, weeks that blur into gray. By January, the holidays have worn thin, their cheer no more than a disguise for what the season has already taken.
Sometime between late January and mid-February, a day breaks that feels like a mistake. The morning is bitter, but by afternoon, as the sun rises, so does the mercury—and with it, the collective mood. Coats come off. Faces tilt skyward. The unfamiliar sound of laughter drifts through the air. Locals call it Fool’s Spring.
Your coworkers' idiotic excuses seem tolerable. The light at the same intersection turns red three times without getting through and it doesn't even register. The line at Dunkin' doesn't feel all that long. They mess up your order again and somehow it turns out to be exactly what you wanted.
It’s called Fool’s Spring, because only a fool would believe it to last. There is no definitive end of winter. Winter is sure to reassert itself, but the warmer days will return, first sporadically, then more frequent.
Over time the layers of snow melt away to reveal the tundra beneath it. The ice slowly melts giving way to the rushing river. The thaw progresses one day at a time.
Still, that brief reprieve is enough to return hope to hardened hearts. Memories of summer resurface, convincing us that maybe—just maybe—we’ll make it through another one. And the truth becomes clear: without pain, pleasure would mean nothing. That’s why summer in New England feels earned, richer than in places where temperate weather is taken for granted.
Some scoff at seasonal affective disorder, dismissing it as a manufactured diagnosis. But no one who has felt the sun on their face for the first time in months would deny the euphoria. Which raises the question: what if Fool’s Spring could be bottled? What if you could distill sunshine itself—an elixir more powerful than any prescription, a natural high with no warnings, no side effects, just warmth, light, and the quiet promise that winter always comes to an end?
One cold winter morning, a young man named Kid awoke early—not to the sound of an alarm, but to something that felt like the morning itself pulling him awake. He crept downstairs and prepared for the day. 
Once ready, Kid sat patiently by the front door, waiting for his mom to arrive. She had worked the overnight shift as a nurse at the local hospital and was due home any minute. 
The most important meeting of his life—so far—waited north of town, and Kid needed his mother’s car to reach it.
She pulled into the driveway. He was at the door before she could open it. The engine ran. He slid in, and before he could pull the door shut, she pressed a kiss to his forehead. Be careful. Drive safe.
A thin layer of snow dusted the ground as he pulled away from his small seaside Massachusetts hometown, and his mother went inside to bed.
All along the drive, his mind had outrun the car, drafting futures that once felt impossible—now suddenly within reach. He pulled in a slow breath and let the static settle, tracing the quiet chain of moments that had led him here. The feeling stayed with him—unpolished, deserved. For the first time in years, hope wasn’t a theory. It was within his grasp.
He drifted back to where it started — the kind of daydream that makes you wish the car could steer itself. You look up and realize you’re thirty miles down the road, no memory of the turns, only the steady vibration of the engine, left to wonder who had been driving.
He was twelve years old, sitting in a hospital waiting room while his mother was somewhere down a corridor he wasn’t allowed to follow. The television on the wall was showing a campaign rally. A man walked across a stage with the particular confidence of someone who had already decided he was right about something important.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, the next President of the United States of America!” The man behind the podium announced to an uproar of cheers. It carried a man with a confident swagger across the stage. Behind the podium, his double-handed wave to the crowd and let the applause run its course. He never raised a hand to quiet it. He just waited, patient and certain.
“My friends,” he began, voice steady and warm, “people keep asking if I’m here to start a revolution.”
He paused, letting the word settle across the crowd.
“But revolutions,” he said, raising a hand slightly, “revolve. That’s where the word comes from. At the beginning things seem new. New leaders, new slogans, but the same problems waiting when the dust settles. Things always come full circle and back to where it all began.”
A few heads nodded.
“I’m not here to spin the wheel again,” Oldman continued. “I’m here for something better.”
He leaned forward slightly.
“Evolution.”
The word hung in the air.
“Evolution means a country that improves — not for the powerful, but for the kid sitting at the kitchen table wondering how his family is going to afford the doctor.”
A murmur moved through the crowd.
“For the student who studies hard but still lies awake at night wondering if higher education will bury him in debt before his life even begins.”
He let the moment breathe.
“For the mother who works her whole life and deserves the peace of knowing that if she gets sick, her family won’t lose everything.”
Oldman’s voice softened, then strengthened again.
“That’s not a revolution. That’s progress.”
He spread his arms to the crowd.
“Not chaos. Not tearing everything down. Just a nation that gets a little wiser, a little fairer, a little stronger with each generation.”
He smiled.
“Not revolution.”
Another beat.
“Evolution.”
The crowd erupted.
A smile spread across his face. “My name is Richard Oldman and I’m asking for your vote for President.
Kid had been too young to vote. He was too young to understand half of what he’d heard. But he understood the feeling — that someone had looked at the way things were and decided they didn’t have to stay that way.
Oldman’s presidential bid failed. He finished out his Senate term, then returned to Elysian University — his alma mater — as a visiting professor. Every year he quietly funded one graduate scholarship, awarded not for GPA but for potential. Not for credentials but for character. The graduate earned an introduction to his Washington network upon completion. No announcement. No ceremony. Just a door, left open.
Interviews for admissions was that morning, but Kid’s future hinged on more than acceptance. Elysian’s tuition was staggering—far beyond what his family could afford. His parents earned too much to qualify for aid, and too little to cover the difference. His years in the restaurant industry hadn’t brought him anywhere near covering the one hundred thousand dollar tuition the program required.
So Kid drove north through the snow, hoping to convince Professor Oldman that he belonged—if only someone would give him the chance.
As the car left the interstate, it descended into the winding mountain roads of rural Vermont, a landscape Frost had tried to describe and nearly managed. Snow-covered fields stretched past red barns and quiet farmhouses, giving way to dense forests, ice-lipped rivers, and the occasional stir of wildlife. Though the air was well below freezing, the rising sun lent a deceptive warmth through the windshield.
Nestled in a valley, mountains rising on all sides, the town announced itself only by a church steeple peeking above snow-laden evergreens. The small center of Downtown Underwood, VT arrived almost unnoticed. Quaint in the purest New England sense. 
Three and a half hours from home. He pulled into the visitor lot with fifteen minutes to spare and cut the engine.
The campus sat still through the windshield — snow-covered quads, stone buildings the color of old bone, a sky scraped clean and pale blue by the cold. Students moved in small clusters across the paths, breath visible, heads down against the wind.
He arrived early and took a moment to wipe all the scenarios of what could be from his head. He needed to go into this interview clear headed.
He picked up his phone.
The feed was the usual blur — someone’s gym, someone’s opinion, an ad dressed as a revelation. His thumb moved without instruction. A clip loaded. Low resolution, the kind of grain that meant age rather than style. A man at a folding table in what looked like a conference room that had never been important. Dark beard. Flannel under a mismatched sport coat. He was mid-sentence, leaning forward with the flat intensity of someone who had been waiting a long time for permission to say what he was saying.
A frozen chyron sat across the bottom of the frame.
Kid’s thumb slowed.
The man on the screen said: “At what point does a civilization stop developing human beings and start producing them?”
The light around him changed.
The sun subtly performed its seasonal trick, the way it always does in February, when the sun clears the treeline and finds the angle that turns a windshield into something warmer than the season has any right to offer. It fell across the dashboard, across his hands, across the side of his face, and for a moment the cold outside the glass felt theoretical.
Kid lowered the phone.
He hadn’t meant to. His thumb hadn’t made a decision. He simply stopped, the way you stop when something reminds you that you have a body and the body is, for this one second, fine.
He tilted his face toward the glass. His skin tingled from the rays of the sun.
The campus beyond it glowed. Meltwater ran in thin lines from the rooftops. A girl on the path ahead had unzipped her coat without noticing. Somewhere out of sight, someone laughed — the loose, unguarded kind that only happens when the air temperature catches people off guard.
He sat with it for a moment that stretched longer than he intended.
Then he pocketed his phone — the clip still running, the man at the folding table still talking to an empty room about something he’d never been allowed to finish — and stepped out of the car.
The cold hit him first — sharp and clean.
On the walk from the visitor lot to Huxley Campus Center, the sun softened the wind into something almost pleasant. What had been snowbanks only days before were now collapsing into shallow puddles along the walkways.
Inside the campus center, check-in consisted of a bored student volunteer sliding a folder into his hands — crest, pen, a flat congratulations — before waving him toward the next station.
First item on the itinerary: campus tour.
Kid joined his group and drifted through campus, though his mind kept returning to one thing: Oldman.
The guide marched them through Hoffman Auditorium, Watts Research Center, and Leary Library, reciting traditions and institutional legends with practiced enthusiasm.
From the outside, Elysian looked like a cathedral of learning.
But once they stepped inside the state-of-the-art learning center, Kid couldn’t help noticing how familiar it all felt. It looked an awful lot like the one back at his state college — the same glass walls, the same rows of laptops, the same tired students hunched over glowing screens.
He followed the arrows, stopped at the checkpoints, nodded when expected.
It felt less like arriving somewhere new and more like stepping into a role that had already been cast.
Next on the itinerary: lunch.
Kid’s stomach was in knots over the coming interview. A granola bar and a bottle of water was all he’d been able to stomach all day.
The current grad students shared stories about research, fellowships, and late-night study sessions. Kid listened politely, but the conversation drifted past him.
He finished early and walked across campus, quietly giving himself a pep talk.
Arriving early earned him no advantage. He simply waited outside the conference room, nerves tightening as the minutes ticked by.
The conference room looked like it had been designed by someone who had never spilled anything in their life.
A polished walnut table stretched across the center of the room. Leather chairs lined either side. One wall was entirely glass, overlooking the quad where winter still clung stubbornly to the grass.
It was the kind of room where every voice carried a little farther than it should.
Kid sat alone on one side of the table.
Across from him sat four members of the Elysian faculty.
At the center was Professor Oldman — gray-haired, composed, hands folded with the careful stillness of someone accustomed to being listened to.
To his left sat a woman from admissions, lightly tapping a pen against a folder. Another professor scrolled through Kid’s file on a tablet. The last man leaned back in his chair with the relaxed boredom of someone who had attended a thousand versions of the same meeting.
Oldman glanced up from the folder.
“Mr. Kid,” he said calmly. “You understand that admission to the graduate program and admission to the Elysian Policy Fellowship are two separate decisions.”
Kid nodded.
“Yes sir.”
“The fellowship,” Oldman continued, “is reserved for the student we believe shows the greatest potential to shape the future of public policy.”
The bored professor smiled faintly.
“Ambitious company.”
A ripple of polite laughter moved around the table.
Kid shifted slightly in his chair.
Oldman folded his hands again.
“Tell us,” he said, “why you believe that student might be you.”
For a moment Kid said nothing.
He looked out the window toward the frozen quad.
When he spoke, his voice was steady but unpolished.
“I’m not sure I’m supposed to believe that.”
The admissions officer raised an eyebrow.
Kid continued.
“My dad runs a tavern back home.”
The professor with the tablet glanced up.
Kid shrugged.
“Not a restaurant. A tavern. The kind where the stools wobble and somebody’s uncle always owes the bartender money.”
The bored professor leaned forward slightly now, listening despite himself.
“My mom’s a nurse,” Kid said. “Or she was.”
Oldman looked up from the folder.
“Was?”
Kid nodded.
“She got cancer my sophomore year of high school.”
The room went quiet.
“Chemo kept her out of work for almost a year. My dad was running the bar twelve hours a day just trying to keep the lights on. Insurance covered some of it.”
He paused.
“Not enough.”
The admissions officer stopped tapping her pen.
“We spent the next five years digging out,” Kid continued. “Medical bills. Lost income. Interest stacking up.”
He shrugged again.
“There’s no college fund waiting for me back home.”
No one spoke.
Kid looked at Oldman.
“I know what it’s like to be middle class in this country.”
The bored professor folded his arms.
“And that makes you uniquely qualified to study policy?”
Kid shook his head.
“No sir.”
He leaned forward slightly.
“It makes me qualified to care about it.”
The room stayed quiet.
Kid continued.
“I’ve watched people in my town work harder every year just to stay in the same place.”
He nodded toward the folders on the table.
“A lot of policy gets written by people who’ve never had to check their bank account before going to the grocery store.”
A faint smile tugged at Oldman’s mouth.
Kid looked around the room.
“I’m not saying they’re bad people.”
He paused.
“They just don’t know what it feels like.”
The professor with the tablet spoke for the first time.
“And you believe that perspective would influence your work here?”
Kid nodded.
“Yes ma’am.”
“How?”
Kid thought for a moment.
“When policy gets written like a math equation, people become variables.”
He glanced at Oldman.
“But when you’ve lived it…”
He shrugged.
“…you remember the numbers are attached to families.”
The admissions officer slowly closed the folder.
Oldman studied Kid for several long seconds before leaning back in his chair.
“Tell me something, Mr. Kid.”
Kid waited.
Oldman’s voice was calm, almost curious.
“If you believe the system overlooks people like your family…”
He steepled his fingers.
“…why do you want to join the institution that writes those rules?”
The question hung in the air.
Kid didn’t hesitate.
“Because someone has to remind it who it’s writing them for.”
Oldman remained still for a moment after Kid finished speaking.
The other faculty members exchanged brief glances — the silent language of committees deciding whether someone had said something impressive or something naïve.
Oldman finally closed the folder.
“Mr. Kid,” he said calmly, “before we conclude, I have one final question.”
Kid nodded.
Oldman leaned forward slightly.
“You said something interesting a moment ago.”
He tapped the edge of the file.
“You said institutions should be reminded who they write the rules for.”
Kid nodded again.
“Yes sir.”
Oldman watched him carefully.
“And who would that be?”
Kid answered without hesitation.
“The people.”
A faint smile crossed Oldman’s face — polite, almost fatherly.
But the room had gone very quiet.
Oldman folded his hands.
“That,” he said gently, “is a very common answer.”
Kid shifted slightly in his chair.
Oldman continued.
“Tell me, Mr. Kid… how many people are there in this country?”
Kid blinked once.
“About three hundred and thirty million.”
Oldman nodded.
“And how many opinions exist within those three hundred and thirty million people?”
Kid didn’t answer.
Oldman continued in the same calm tone.
“Millions of conflicting priorities. Millions of different definitions of fairness. Millions of expectations about what government should or should not provide.”
He leaned back slightly.
“So I’ll ask again.”
Oldman’s voice softened.
“If all policy is written for ‘the people’…”
He spread his hands.
“…which people?”
The question lingered.
Kid opened his mouth, then stopped.
The bored professor leaned back with a faint smile, as if he had heard this exchange many times before.
Oldman watched patiently.
Kid finally spoke.
“The ones who need it most.”
Oldman nodded slowly.
“A noble answer.”
He paused.
“But let me offer you a thought you may encounter during your time here.”
The admissions officer glanced up.
Oldman’s voice remained steady.
“Government does not exist to represent the will of the people.”
The professor with the tablet nodded slowly.
The admissions officer made a small note in her folder.
Not disagreement. Not surprise. Just recognition.
As if Oldman had simply repeated something everyone in the room already knew.
Oldman continued.
“It exists to manage the expectations of the people.”
The sentence settled into the room like dust.
Kid said nothing.
Oldman continued calmly.
“If government truly followed the will of the public at every moment, society would swing wildly from one demand to the next.”
He gestured toward the window.
“One year the public demands safety. The next it demands freedom. Then prosperity. Then fairness.”
He folded his hands again.
“Institutions exist because they stabilize those demands.”
Kid leaned forward slightly.
“So the people don’t get what they want?”
Oldman smiled faintly.
“They get what is sustainable.”
Silence.
The professor with the tablet nodded slowly, as if this were a familiar lesson.
Kid stared at Oldman.
“And who decides what’s sustainable?”
Oldman answered without hesitation.
“The institutions.”
The words hung in the air.
For a moment no one spoke.
Then Oldman closed the folder.
“Thank you for coming today, Mr. Kid.”
Kid stood slowly.
As he turned to leave, Oldman added one last thing.
“Your story about your family was compelling.”
Kid stopped at the door.
Oldman looked at him with that same polite, measured expression.
“Just remember something as you continue your studies.”
He tapped the folder once.
“Policy cannot be written from sympathy.”
A small pause.
“It must be written from structure.”
Kid nodded in agreement.
For the first time since entering the room, he realized something unsettling.
Oldman hadn’t raised his voice. He hadn’t dismissed Kid’s argument. He had simply moved the ground underneath it.
And everyone else in the room had followed.
Outside the door, relief and regret arrived at the same time.
Kid looked down at the folder and flipped to the next item on the itinerary.
Meeting with Dr. Capaldi
Office — basement of Leary Library.
At the library’s front desk, Kid asked a student worker where he might find Dr. Capaldi.
The student frowned.
“Capaldi?”
He shook his head.
“Never heard of him.”
Then he pointed toward a stairwell.
“The basement’s down there,” he said. “But there aren’t any offices.”
The student smiled faintly.
“Let me know if you find anything.”
Down below, granite walls dated 1827 closed in. A maze of filing cabinets, shelves, and storage containers. No office. No people.
The feeling set in.
This was a joke.
Anger surged.
Screw this place. Screw them all.
He turned, already imagining the day they’d want him back—when he wouldn’t answer.
Kid searched for an exit, then noticed a warm glow spilling from a corner of the basement.
He followed it.
An office—unexpected, unmistakably deliberate.
The room was lined with heavy maple bookcases and a matching desk, all hand-built, solid enough to feel anchored to the granite itself. Maps, charts, and graphs covered the walls wherever shelves didn’t.
He scanned the books.
Philosophy from Plato to Nietzsche. Literature from Shakespeare to Henry Miller. Political theory from The Federalist Papers to The Sovereign Individual. One massive shelf held everything else: organic chemistry, mycology, cryptocurrency for beginners.
Empires rose and fell across the maps. Data bloomed and tangled across the charts.
The scope was dizzying.
Kid frowned, a new question forming.
What exactly does Dr. Capaldi teach?
A single graph drew him closer. It stretched across the wall like a fault line through time—eight thousand years compressed into one accelerating curve.
“What,” a voice said behind him, “is it about that graph that caught your attention?”
Kid turned.
A man stood in the doorway, bundled in layers as though he’d mistaken the building for the Arctic.
Kid apologized and said he was looking for Dr. Capaldi.
The man ignored it.
“Why that graph?” he asked. “Why did you feel the need to look closer?”
“The curve,” Kid said. “It rises slowly, then shoots into the stratosphere. But there’s no real downturn. Not once.”
“That’s because it charts the human population on Earth over the last eight millennia.” The man stepped beside him and traced the line with a gloved finger.
His finger followed the long, shallow climb. Then paused. “And then there’s now. Modernity. We’ve bent the curve nearly vertical.” His finger shot up to the sky. “So what does that mean to you?”
Kid studied the line. “What goes up has to come down. Growth like that can’t last forever.”
The man smiled, as if that were the first answer worth hearing.
“Well aren’t you just Sir Isaac fuckin’ Newton.” He tilted his head. “So how does it happen?”
Kid didn’t answer.
“Climate collapse? Asteroid? Plague? Famine?” He shrugged. “Aliens, if you’re feeling generous.” His voice lowered. “My money’s on us. Nuclear holocaust. Regardless of what it is, a collapse now wouldn’t reset us by millions—it would reset us by billions.”
“Unless the pattern breaks,” Kid said carefully. “Maybe this time growth leads somewhere sustainable. Something new.”
The man studied him.
“Or,” he said quietly, “to the fastest fall in history.” Kid felt the weight of that settle.
The man began peeling off layers: scarf, coat, hat.
“Rule one of surviving a Vermont winter,” he said casually. “Dress in layers. This morning required all of them. Right now? Perfect. Give it five minutes, though—we could walk into a blizzard.”
He dropped into the chair behind the desk and, for the first time, looked directly at Kid. Not assessing facts. Assessing him.
“So,” he said evenly, “what’s your deal?”
Kid hesitated. The man motioned him into the chair opposite.
There was no salesmanship in his gaze—only attention. He didn’t feel like a professor so much as a weathered local at the end of a bar: kind, rough-edged, sharp, and quietly intense.
“What are you doing here?” he pressed.
Kid stumbled through the obvious explanation but was cut off.
“I know why you’re here in this office. I scheduled the meeting!” He paused. “Why are you at Elysian?”
Relieved that the madman had at least confirmed his identity, Kid answered, “Acceptance into the Elysian graduate political science program.”
Capaldi didn’t nod. Didn’t smile.
“Political science,” he repeated. “What does politics mean to you?”
Kid answered automatically, reciting the definition he’d memorized—institutions, governance, power, decision-making.
Capaldi cut him off with a sharp exhale. “We’re in a goddamn library,” he said. “If I wanted the dictionary, I’d walk upstairs and grab one. I didn’t ask what it means. I asked what it means to you.”
He leaned closer, eyes drilling through Kid, as if the answer were already there and Kid simply hadn’t earned it yet.
Silence stretched.
Finally, Kid spoke. “I think politics is the social contract, in its simplest form. The moment humans realized that absolute freedom in the state of nature came at too high a cost. We give up certain individual rights in exchange for security, stability, and a higher standard of living.”
For a brief moment—just a flicker—Capaldi’s expression softened. Approval.
Then it vanished.
“And how,” Capaldi asked, tapping the population chart with a knuckle, “has that contract evolved?”
Kid followed his gaze.
“Each revolution rewrote the terms,” he said. “Every leap forward raised living standards, but narrowed individual autonomy in new ways.”
He paused, thinking aloud now.
“Governments became experiments. Monarchies, republics, empires, democracies—some collapsed under their own weight, others from forces beyond their control. Trial and error on a civilizational scale. The social contract keeps changing because the conditions keep changing.”
Kid looked back at Capaldi. “That’s why I’m here,” he said. “To understand how those contracts form, fail, and adapt. To study under Professor Richard Oldman.”
“Fuckin’ Oldman,” Capaldi muttered, rolling the name around like a comic-book villain whose master plan had been foiled by the same hero one too many times.
Then he stopped.
“You hope to attend?”
“Yes,” Kid said. “But I can’t afford it.”
For the first time that day, someone on the Elysian faculty actually listened instead of judged.
“That’s why I took the intern scholarship gamble,” Kid added. “I needed Oldman’s help.”
“And?” Capaldi asked flatly.
“It didn’t exactly happen the way I envisioned.”
“So what now?”
Kid exhaled. “Probably go home. Work at my dad’s restaurant. Figure something else out.”
Capaldi leaned forward. “So you’re giving up because of money? If every broke artist did that, we’d live in a dull world.”
“I’m not chasing fame nor fortune,” Kid shot back. “I want to make a change. No—I know it’s my fate to make change. But a hundred grand in loans means selling my life just to survive. I’ll find another way.”
“Destiny,” Capaldi said.
Kid blinked. “Excuse me?”
“Fate’s something delivered by a wave of a wand by your fairy fucking godmother in a bedtime story” Capaldi said. “Destiny’s a fight. Fate deals the cards. Destiny is how you play the hand.”
He stood, already shrugging back into his coat.
“So it’s your destiny to make change.”
“Lovely day for a walk. You coming?”
“A walk? What for? Where?” Kid blurted.
He checked his phone. “I’ve got a five p.m. shift to work back in Massachusetts.”
Capaldi scoffed. “Did you not just hear what I said about destiny? There are no maps. Don’t question ‘Where?’ Question whether you have the testicular fortitude to follow.”
He was already out the door.
“Now there’s no time to waste! You’ve got a shift.”
Kid’s curiosity couldn’t help but follow. The man moved with surprising speed—too much energy for someone his age—and was impossible to read: benevolent, unhinged, or both. Confusion gave way to fascination.
Capaldi paused at the granite wall etched 1827.
“They don’t tell you this on tours,” he said, launching into a story about the original library burning down in 1950 after a woodstove was left unattended. “Then they built that glass monstrosity upstairs. It was the style at the time, futuristic, space station-like. Ruined the campus feng shui,” he added, wearing his disdain openly.
He barreled up the stairs and through the library, his voice echoing through the silence and drawing stares. Kid jogged to keep up, slipping through the door just before it shut.
“Your turn,” Capaldi said.
“My turn for what?” Kid asked, breathless.
“Questions. You must have some. Ask quick, before we get there.”
Kid frowned. “There? We’re going somewhere?”
“Next question,” Capaldi barked.
Kid regrouped. “I looked at your books. I couldn’t tell—what do you actually teach?”
“My PhD is in psychology,” Capaldi said. “But nothing exists in isolation. Politics, history, culture—especially the human mind—it’s all intertwined. Devote yourself to one discipline and you become a fanatic. To change anything, you need to understand everything. Be a Renaissance man.”
Trying to ground himself, Kid asked, “Why is your office in the basement and not with the other professors?”
“Because they’re dull,” Capaldi said. “Paper-chasing Freudian pseudo-intellectuals. And because the library gives me access to knowledge.”
“What about the internet?” Kid challenged.
Capaldi smiled. “Words on a page carry the weight of where they were written. You feel that. A screen can’t give you that.”
They reached a fork in the path. Capaldi took the narrower trail.
“Everything great starts small,” he said. “The most beautiful flowers need strong roots underground. That monstrosity of a library will someday be torn down and built new, but the foundation will remain. That’s why my office is below ground.”
They reached the edge of campus. Without breaking stride, Capaldi crossed the road and headed straight for the forest.
“Well?” he called back.
Kid hesitated, nerves prickling. “Uh… are you planning to murder me and leave me for wolves?”
Capaldi laughed over his shoulder. “Wolves? Gone since the 1800s. Our forefathers clear-cut the state into oblivion back when lumber was king. By mid-century, nearly eighty percent of the land was pasture. No forests, no wolves.”
He waved vaguely at the trees. “Reforestation didn’t take off until the twentieth century. Now we’re back to eighty percent forest. But every few years a hunter emerges from his tree stand swearing he’s seen a catamount—a mountain lion. Personally?” He glanced back, smiling. “I’d rather take my chances with a wolf.”
This did nothing to reassure Kid. Still, he jogged to keep up, feeling like Charlie trailing Willy Wonka: brilliant, unsettling, and possibly dangerous.
Through the trees, a small off-grid cabin appeared.
As Capaldi pushed open the cabin door and waved him inside, Kid’s imagination spiraled—militia? bunker? FBI raid?
“Welcome to Farmer Ed’s sugar shack!”
Inside: a table, chairs, a cot, and a massive woodstove. Nothing else.
“Sugar shack?” Kid said flatly.
Capaldi recoiled. “Real syrup. Vermont maple. Nectar of the gods.”
When Kid admitted he had no idea how syrup was made, Capaldi launched into a rant—not against his generation’s intelligence, but its disconnection. They knew everything except how the world actually worked. Convenience had erased understanding. One catastrophe, he warned, and society would be helpless.
Sensing the mood darkening, Kid cut in. “So… how is maple syrup made?”
Capaldi brightened immediately. He explained sap, sugar, buckets, fire—forty gallons boiled down to one. Hours of labor for a single gallon.
“Sounds insane,” Kid said.
“No,” Capaldi snapped. “What sounds insane is high-fructose corn syrup swill masquerading as such a delicacy! This old-fashioned insanity provided sustenance during winter’s end, when there were no stores, no fuel trucks, no backups. Not that long ago, this was survival.”
He paused, softer now. “We’ve lost perspective. That’s all.”
Kid wondered if too much sugar had finally driven Wonka mad.
Hunger crept in. Done with the rant and watching the clock, Kid interrupted. “I told you—I don’t have time. I need to get back to Massachusetts for work. I can’t help you make syrup.”
Capaldi rolled his eyes. “I didn’t bring you here to make maple syrup. I brought you here to offer you a grant.”
Kid froze. “A… what?”
Capaldi folded his hands. “A full scholarship for your graduate program at Elysian. Tuition and board. With conditions of course. From there it’s up to you to win over Oldman”
Shock swallowed Kid whole. He tried to respond, stumbled, then blurted the truth. “I’m honored, but psychology isn’t my passion. I couldn’t take this from someone who truly belongs in your program.”
Capaldi burst out laughing. “Good. I don’t want you in my program. I want you in my study.”
He slid a folder across the table. “You’ll be free to pursue political science. Oldman included. Tuition paid in full.”
The terms followed quickly. A strict nondisclosure agreement. Absolute silence. A required GPA. Monthly meetings at the sugar shack, the first Saturday of every month, noon sharp.
“That’s it?” Kid asked. “Sounds a little suspicious. An old man luring a young man in with money. What’s the catch?”
Capaldi smirked. “No weird stuff. We talk. Walk. Think. I observe. You reflect. Clothes stay on… or you can go home and keep serving beers.”
“Still sounds too good to be true.” Kid signed anyway.
They shook hands.
“You’re changing my life,” Kid said.
Capaldi smiled. “You’re late for work. Remember the way back. September fifth. Noon. And not a word to anyone.”
On his way back down the trail the cold from the snow covered ground and warmth from the strengthening sun seemed to create it’s own low pressure system. Kid felt like he was floating on the breeze his entire way back to campus. 
Once to the car he turned up the music and rolled down the window, just a crack, it was still winter. He ventured south.
Passing through the center of Underwood, Kid caught the flicker of blue lights in the rearview and felt his stomach drop straight through the seat.
Shit. Fuck. Balls.
He had no idea what he’d done, nor an idea how fast he was going. A wave of panic rushed over him: My parents are going to kill me, my insurance is already barely affordable, and whatever goodwill the universe extended this morning has apparently expired.
He rolled the window down and sat up straight — the instinctive posture of someone who has done nothing wrong and is terrified anyway.
The officer took his time. Boots on asphalt. Unhurried. The pace of a man who has nowhere more important to be because everywhere important is already his.
“Where’s the fire?”
The voice is flat. Not hostile. Just economical, the way small-town authority tends to be — no performance required when everyone already knows who you are.
“I’m sorry, sir.” Kid kept his hands visible on the wheel. “I was just here to interview for the graduate program at Elysian. I’m trying to get back home before my shift starts and I — “ He stopped himself. Started over again. “I’m sorry. I don’t have a good excuse.”
He studied Kid the way people study something that doesn’t quite fit the expected category. Then his brow furrowed.
“Elysian students don’t work.”
“My dad runs the pub back home. I’ve been working there since before it was strictly legal. Didn’t have much of a choice, sir.”
 “License and registration.”
He took both without ceremony and walked back to the cruiser. Kid spent the next three minutes doing math he couldn’t afford — ticket cost, insurance hike, the conversation with his parents — and arriving at no good answers.
When he returned he leaned against the door frame, one forearm resting on the roof, and peers down at him over the top of his sunglasses with the expression of a man about to deliver a verdict he’s already enjoying.
“Another flatlander Masshole. Coming up here to my sleepy mountain village and hot-rodding down Main Street like it’s the Southeast Expressway.” He let it sit. Then his whole face broke open into a laugh that filled the car. “South Shore, huh?”
Kid blinked. “Yes, sir.”
“Grew up two towns from you.” He straightened slightly, something between nostalgia and pride crossing his face. “Came up here to Elysian same as you. Graduated top of my class. Was about a month out from starting at the FBI.”
“So you ended up just being a — “
The words left his mouth before his brain could intercept them. He heard them in real time, landing exactly as badly as they deserved to.
The temperature dropped.
“Chief.” He removed his sunglasses. “Chief Brown. And I’ll tell you something about just being a…..” He leaned back down to eye level, unhurried, voice dropping to the register of someone who has made peace with something and wants you to understand it cost him. “I was a month out from the FBI when I met my wife, a local Underwood gal.”
He held up a finger. “First — don’t ever let a girl get in the way of your hopes and dreams.” A second finger. “Second — if you’re lucky enough to find one who loves your ugly ass, smarten up and listen to her. Making my wife my wife was the best decision I ever made.”
Kid was left speechless by the riddle, but didn’t dare open his mouth again in fear of what stupid thing he may say next.
Chief Brown straightened. Reached for his pad. Began writing with the focused deliberation of someone who has made a decision and is seeing it through.
Kid watched the ticket materialize and felt the last of the day’s luck evaporating.
Then he tore it off, held it at the window, and peered at Kid one final time over the rims of his glasses.
Bursts out laughing.
“Here’s my brother in law’s number. He owns the local pub here in town. He’s always looking for help. Plus, there’s a studio apartment above the pub if you need someplace to stay while you're at school. Current resident graduates in May. I think he said it’ll be vacant come the Fall. Give him a call sooner than later if your interested.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir!”
“He stepped back from the car. “Now go home. Drive safe.” A pause. “And for the love of God, slow down in my town. People actually live here. They pay me to keep them safe.” 
Kid sat for a moment in the particular silence of someone who just got away with something and isn’t entirely sure they deserved to.
Still a couple weeks from St. Patrick’s Day and he must have a shamrock lodged somewhere deeply personal. Full scholarship. Escaped a ticket. All before the sun thought about setting.
[bookmark: _heading=h.z6xt7tk2rt4t]II. Summer of Love
In New England, summer arrives the way a held breath finally releases. Not all at once — first a morning that doesn’t require a jacket, then an afternoon warm enough to eat outside, then a week where the windows stay open and no one thinks to close them. The accumulated weight of winter — all those gray mornings, all that bracing against the cold — lifts so gradually you don’t notice it going until one day you realize your shoulders have dropped and the light is still coming through the window at seven in the evening and somewhere down the street someone is laughing without a particular reason.
That lightness is its own kind of clarity. The mind that spent months contracting around survival begins, slowly, to open. Not loudly. Confidence in New England summer isn’t the brash thing it is in warmer climates — it’s quieter than that, almost cautious, the way people who have earned something tend to hold it. But it’s real. Doors that spent all winter looking like walls begin to look like doors again. Possibility, which had been conserving itself somewhere out of sight, starts showing up in ordinary places — in a conversation at a bar, in a phone number scrawled on a piece of paper, in the particular feeling of driving south with the window cracked and the radio up, knowing something has changed.
On the trip home Kid could feel the weight melt off his shoulders. His confidence flourished.
The sedan slipped into the back lot. Kid changed his shirt and came in the back door eight minutes late. He went straight to work, he grabbed the overflowing bus bucket from under the sink and dashed off to the kitchen to empty it.
On the other side of the kitchen door Dad was waiting for him arms crossed. “You’re late,” Dad said. “Dead meat. You better have good news about school or you’re double dead meat.”
He stood blocking Kid’s path to the dish pit, continuing to stare until he noticed Kid’s arms start to tremble from the weight of the bucket. “Don’t you dare break a single plate.” As he disappeared into the dining room.
That was Dad’s way. No yelling, no coddling, just ball-busting lessons wrapped in love. Kid always knew he could screw up and still talk to him. Kid made his way back behind the bar to sling drinks.
The last customer had been gone twenty minutes by the time they finished. The dining room held that specific stillness of a place that had been full of people and wasn’t anymore — chairs upended on tables, the smell of bleach cutting through old beer, the hum of the cooler filling the silence where the noise had been.
Kid worked one side of the bar, Dad the other. They’d been closing this place together since Kid was old enough to reach the barstools. The choreography was second nature. Dad wiped down the rail. Kid lifted the stools two at a time and set them on the bar top, legs up, the way they always did. Neither of them needed to say anything.
Dad glanced at him. “So. Vermont.”
“Vermont,” Kid confirmed.
“And?”
Kid lifted another stool. “It went.”
“It went,” Dad repeated. He wrung out the bar rag into the sink. “That’s an answer a man gives when something went badly.”
“Or when something went fine and he doesn’t want to oversell it.”
“Which one is this?”
Kid set the last stool up and picked up a rag of his own. Worked the other end of the bar.
Dad let him have the silence for a moment, then circled back the way he always did — not pushing, just waiting. He had the patience of someone who had been listening to people at bar close for thirty years and knew that what they said first was never the thing.
“Listen,” he said, setting his elbows on the bar, “I’m not trying to persuade you one way or the other. But is a master’s necessary? That’s a lot of money.” He paused. “It’s still an achievement, what you’ve done. Getting the bachelor’s. Not nothing.”
Kid kept wiping.
“The main purpose of a bachelor’s in political science,” he said, “is because the world needs over-educated bartenders.”
Dad’s mouth pulled sideways. Not a laugh. The precursor to one.
“Plus,” Kid added, “a master’s isn’t expensive when you’ve got a full scholarship.”
The rag stopped moving.
Dad looked up.
Kid kept his eyes on the bar top, working a spot that was already clean.
“For real,” Dad said. Not a question. More like a word he needed to say out loud to check whether it would dissolve.
“For real.”
“You got it.” He said it again. “They made their decision. On the spot?”
Kid turned the rag in his hands. The NDA sat somewhere behind his sternum, an invisible architecture around what he could actually say. Capaldi’s terms. The first Saturday of every month. Silence in exchange for everything.
“Tuition is paid for in full,” Kid said. “I just need to cover room and board.”
It wasn’t a lie. It was the shape of the truth that fit through the door he was allowed to use.
Dad didn’t say anything for a moment.
He turned away from the bar. Stood there with his back to Kid for just long enough.
When he turned around, his eyes were wet.
Kid had seen his father move through a lot of weather. The restaurant’s worst years. His mother’s diagnosis. The long middle stretch of chemo when nobody said out loud what everybody was thinking. Not once, through any of it, had he seen his father’s eyes do this.
Dad came around the bar then — not for a hug, because that wasn’t what they did — but he put a hand on the back of Kid’s neck the way he had when Kid was small, brief and firm, the way you steady something you’re proud of.
“So you were able to charm Oldman,” he said.
Kid zipped his jacket. “Something like that.”
Dad nodded slowly, looking at nothing in particular.
Dad said, “We didn’t have money, but we gave you love. And it shows. I always knew your fate involved something bigger than this place. So you were able to charm Oldman over, huh?”
“You know,” Dad said once, looking down the bar to make sure everyone had full pints, “I was supposed to be somebody.”
Kid smiled faintly. He knew what was coming.
“Skipped college,” Dad went on. “Packed up a guitar, a duffel bag, and a head full of big plans. Thought I’d make it big with the band.  Tour, get signed, live fast.”
He laughed quietly to himself.
“Turns out dreams don’t pay for gas.”
Dad leaned back against the counter.
“Then I met your mom and you showed up. Suddenly the world got real small and real important all at once. ” He glanced at Kid. “Best thing that ever happened to me.”
Kid swallowed.
“That’s when I found the restaurant. No degree. No experience. Just a guy willing to work every shift nobody else wanted. It was the only way I could make money fast enough to keep the lights on.”
He paused.
“But somewhere along the way it became more than that. It became community. Family. A place where people looked out for each other.”
Dad smiled softly.
“We always wanted more, sure. New car. Bigger house. Easier life. But we never needed. We had food, warmth, each other.”
Then his voice lowered.
“Until your mom got sick.”
The room felt quieter in the memory.
“That’s when I learned what community really means. Folks brought meals. Covered shifts. Slipped cash into the register when they thought I wasn’t looking. Remission didn’t fix everything — medical bills don’t disappear just because you get good news — but we dug ourselves out. Together.”
Dad exhaled.
“Couldn’t have done it alone.”
A moment passed before his smile returned.
“Now,” he said, pointing at Kid, “you remember your first shift?”
Kid groaned. “Dad…”
“You were twelve. Skinniest dishwasher this place ever saw.”
“I’ve heard this story a thousand times.”
“And you’ll hear it a thousand more.”
Dad laughed.
“I told you every new employee gets initiated. Tradition. Builds character.”
Kid rolled his eyes.
“You had me in the dish pit for hours. Hands pruned. Smelling like old spaghetti.”
“Hard work builds respect,” Dad said proudly.
“Last one out of the kitchen after mopping the floor.”
Kid nodded. “And the lights were off.”
“Pitch black,” Dad said. “Couldn’t see a thing.”
“And then that stupid song started,” Kid muttered.
Dad sang the tune in the highest pitch possible. “🎵 Tiptoe… through the tulips… 🎵You ha d just watched that creepy movie, probably too young to be watching it at the time.”
“I still can’t remember the name,” Dad said, squinting like it might come back to him someday.
Kid shook his head.
“I took two steps into the dark and then—”
Dad slapped the counter. “The crackhead fry cook, Derek came flying out. He was supposed to yell, just scare you a little.”
“But he grabbed me.”
“And you—” Dad grinned wide. “—you haymakered him right in the face.”
Kid smiled despite himself.
“Dropped him like a sack of potatoes.”
“I wonder what alley he’s sleeping in right now,” Dad said, laughing. 
Dad’s laughter faded into something warmer.
“You were always so quiet. Calm. Observing. Sometimes I wondered if you even had a heartbeat you were so low-key.”
He looked at Kid with pride.
“But that night… that’s when I knew you had some fight in you…That’s when I knew you’d be alright on your own in this world.”
They finished the closing side by side, the same way they’d started. Bleach. Drain plug. Lights in sequence, the kitchen first, then the dining room, the bar going last. Outside, the parking lot was empty. The night was cold and clear, the kind of March cold that means it but can’t last much longer.
Dad locked up and stood on the step, keys in hand. He looked out at the empty street.
The next morning at breakfast, mom arrived from her overnight nursing shift. 
She looked lovingly at Kid and asked “So?”
He nodded. “Full scholarship.”
She smiled — not wide, not dramatic. Just a slow, steady smile that began in her eyes.
“I knew,” she said.
“Knew what?”
“That you’d find your way.”
She leaned against the counter and, for a moment, seemed somewhere else entirely.
“Do you remember when you first saw Oldman speak?”
Kid frowned. “In the hospital?”
She nodded.
“You had no idea how sick I was. Your father and I tried to keep it that way. But I remember coming out of my treatment room — I was nauseous, exhausted, bald under that scarf — and you were sitting in the waiting room watching that speech like it was the moon landing.”
Kid felt heat rise in his chest.
“You looked at me and said, ‘If he gets elected, everything will be okay.’”
He swallowed.
“I cried myself to sleep that night,” she continued quietly.
“Because you were scared?” he asked.
She shook her head.
“Because you were so genuine. So hopeful. You believed that one good man could fix the world.” She smiled faintly. “And I was terrified I wouldn’t live long enough to see what you would become.”
“I didn’t cry because I was dying,” she said. “I cried because I wanted to see you grow up.”
Silence filled the room.
“You getting that scholarship?” she added softly. “Knowing that someday you’d bring great things to the world is what got me through those treatments.”
Kid didn’t know what to say.
Mom reached over and squeezed his hand.
She let go.
“Just don’t let the world harden that out of you.”
Two weeks later Kid received his official acceptance letter in the mail. There was no mention of Oldman’s fellowship, but Capaldi had already alleviated that burden. 
His last responsibility before showing up the campus was to secure housing.
Kid stood in his bedroom with his phone in his hand longer than he needed to.
Thumb hovered over the number.
Officer Brown’s voice replayed in his head—“Call Craig. Tell him I sent you. He’ll take care of you… if you show up.”
Kid pressed dial before he could think twice.
The line rang.
Once.
Twice.
A click. Background noise flooded through—glass clinking, low voices, something being dropped and cursed at.
“Stamet’s.”
Craig’s voice was flat, distracted. Working.
Kid adjusted his grip on the phone. “Uh—hey. Is this Craig?”
“Depends who’s asking.”
“Officer Brown gave me your number.”
A pause.
Not long. Just enough.
“Hm.” A shift in tone. Slightly more present. “Matty still handing out favors, huh. What’d you do?”
“Speeding ticket.”
Craig gave a short laugh through the receiver. “Yeah, that tracks.”
Kid exhaled, just a little. “I’m looking for work. He said you might need help.”
“Always need help,” Craig said. Something clattered in the background. “Question is—are you help?”
“I’ll do anything.”
A beat.
“Everyone says that.”
“I mean it.”
“Yeah?” Craig said. “Experience?”
“Mopping kitchen floors since thirteen. Busboy after that. Server for years, bartending now.”
“Thirteen, huh,” Craig muttered. “Either your breaking child labor laws or it must be a Family place?”
“My dad runs it.”
Another pause.
Longer this time.
“Alright,” Craig said. “At least you won’t cry when it gets busy.”
Kid almost smiled.
“Schedule?” Craig continued.
“I’ll take whatever you’ve got.”
“Whatever?”
“Yeah.”
“Careful with that word.”
Kid hesitated. “There’s just—one thing.”
Craig didn’t respond right away. Kid could hear him pouring something. Talking to someone else—“Don’t be shaking your glass at me like it’s empty Jimmy, there’s still a third left of that drink! Nobody’s dying of thirst here, relax!” Then back to the phone.
“Go ahead.”
“First Saturday of every month, I can’t work.”
Silence.
Kid rushed to fill it. “It’s—something I already committed to. I won’t miss any other shifts. I’ll take doubles, whatever you need, just—”
“First Saturday only, huh?… you National Guard or a door-to-door Jesus guy?”
Kid stopped, the NDA loomed over him.
Craig continued on regardless, “You show up the other days, on time, not hungover, not disappearing—then we’ll call it even.”
“Chief Brown also mentioned you might have a place to stay?”
“Got a studio above the pub. Opens up start of fall semester.”
Kid straightened. “Above the pub?”
“Don’t get romantic about it,” Craig said. “It’s four walls and a bathroom. But it’s close. And you won’t miss shifts unless you fall down the stairs.”
“That’s… perfect.”
“Costs money,” Craig said.
Kid’s grip tightened on the phone. “How much?”
“Thousand a month. First month, last month, and security deposit non-negotiable.”
Kid did the math instantly.
It landed heavy.
“That’ll pretty much wipe me out,” he admitted.
“Yeah,” Craig said. No sympathy. Just fact. “That’s how it works. You’ll make it back, just keep showing up for work.”
Kid stared at the wall. Thought about his savings. Thought about school. Thought about showing up with nothing.
Then—
“Okay.”
No hesitation this time.
“Okay?” Craig repeated.
“I’ll have it.”
Another pause.
Craig wasn’t testing him with words anymore. Just listening.
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
“You empty yourself out like that,” Craig said, “you don’t get to quit when it’s inconvenient.”
“I’m not planning to.”
“Good,” Craig replied. “Because I’m not planning to chase you.”
Kid nodded, even though Craig couldn’t see it. “I’ll be there.”
“I’ll have a check.”
“I’ll have keys,” Craig replied. “And shifts.”
Kid exhaled, something settling into place.
“Alright.”
“Alright.”
The line clicked dead.
Kid lowered the phone slowly.
Savings gone.
Job secured.
A place to live.
All in one call.
With his future secured, Kid walked taller. Restaurant shifts flew by. The job wasn’t hard; it was relentless. Refill this. Extra napkins. Extra ranch dressing. Photo shoots for girls’ nights. Complaints after clean plates. None of it in the manual. The actual skill was biting your tongue. Still, there were perks. He learned to read people: executives, tradesmen, retirees, drunks, and found the dust-covered workers often tipped better than men in suits. Respect recognizes effort.
He spent his free time studying Oldman: his work, his politics, his wins and failures. He studied relentlessly, determined to arrive thinking faster, deeper, and with facts to back every idea.
The last months of undergrad had a quality Kid wouldn’t recognize until they were gone. Coursework that had once demanded something from him now moved easily, the material familiar enough that class felt less like learning and more like confirming what he already knew. He showed up, contributed when it mattered, and left without the low-grade anxiety that had followed him through his first three years. Something had loosened.
The restaurant kept him busy, which was the point. Rent wasn’t going to cover itself and Craig ran a tight operation — no slow nights, no standing around, no disappearing when the weeds came. Kid had learned early that the best way to survive a busy service was to stay ahead of it, and he’d gotten good enough at that to make it look effortless, which Craig noticed and rewarded with more shifts. The tips were reliable. The work was honest. He’d finish a double, count his cash in the parking lot, and feel the specific satisfaction of a man who has earned exactly what he has.
The bar had its regulars, and its regulars had their routines, and after enough shifts you stopped learning people and started just knowing them.
Walt came in every Thursday. Same stool, third from the end. Two Budweisers, no glass, no ice in the water. He’d done two tours in Vietnam and had a handshake that could re-set your shoulder, and he didn’t talk about either unless asked. Kid had learned early not to ask. Walt was the kind of man who’d earned the right to just sit and drink his beer, and Kid respected that the way he respected anyone who didn’t require anything from the room around them.
One Thursday in July Kid dropped the tab in front of him. Walt studied it the way a man studies a bill when he already knows the answer. He turned his wallet over once. Twice. Patted his jacket pocket. Then he set everything flat on the bar and looked straight ahead at the bottles, the way people do when they don’t want their face to show what their face is doing.
“Kid.” His voice was low. “I’m a little short tonight. And I — I don’t have enough left over to take care of you right. That’s not right. That’s not how I do things.”
Kid took the tab off the bar without looking at it and tore it in half. “Walt. You always take care of me.” He said it the same way he might say the weather was fine. Then he refilled the water glass, set it down, and moved to the other end of the bar. “Have a good night. I’ll see you next Thursday.”
Walt sat there a second. Then he picked up his jacket off the stool and left without saying anything, which was how Kid knew it had landed right.
A few weeks later, a regular named Dennis settled onto a stool near the service well. Dennis was the kind of guy who talked through his whole drink and tipped twenty percent regardless, which Kid appreciated more than the volume.
“The usual?” Kid asked, already reaching for the tap.
“Gotta switch it up.” Dennis said this like a man delivering bad news. “Doctor says my cholesterol’s up. Blood pressure too. So.” He paused with the gravity of the situation. “Light beer now, I guess.”
Kid switched handles. Dennis settled in and addressed the bar at large, the way men do when they have a grievance that deserves a wider audience.
“And it’s not just the beer. My wife’s overhauling the whole kitchen. No more bread. No more pasta. Now everything’s these —” he made air quotes, which looked strange coming from a man with hands like his — “‘ancient grains.’” He took a pull of his light beer and set it down with the expression of a man who has been wronged. “Quinoah. Sorghum. Spelt.”
“What even makes them ancient? How do we know they’re ancient? Is this what Jesus ate? Did Jesus eat spelt?”
Kid wiped down the bar without looking up. “I think Jesus was more of a couscous guy.”
The bar erupted. Dennis blinked once, then raised his light beer in Kid’s direction. “I’ll drink to that.”
Not every shift ran smooth. One slow Tuesday a man came in alone and ordered a burger and a beer, and brought the kind of silence around him that meant a bad day looking to get worse. Kid put the order in and kept his distance, which was the right call.
The burger came out overcooked. The man took one bite and put it down and looked up at Kid with the expression of a man who had been pushed past his last reasonable limit and had decided a medium-well burger was the final straw.
“This is raw,” the man said, which it wasn’t, and then kept going from there, voice rising through several floors of offense, as though Kid had cooked it himself out of personal malice.
Kid let him finish. Didn’t argue, didn’t flinch, didn’t do the thing some bartenders do where they make the customer feel guilty for complaining. He just nodded. “You’re right, that’s not what you ordered. I’ll have a new one out in under ten minutes.” He pulled a fresh pint. “And this one’s on me while you wait.”
The second burger came out right. The man ate it without complaint, which was its own kind of apology. When he asked for the check he sat with it for a moment before sliding it back.
“I had a rough day,” he said, addressing the bar top more than Kid. “Skipped lunch. Took it out on you and I shouldn’t have. You didn’t cook it.” He cleared his throat. “So. Sorry about that.”
Kid took the check. “Don’t worry about it. Being hangry is a real thing.” He said it without irony, because he meant it. “Hope the rest of your night’s better.”
The man left a tip that covered the comp. Kid pocketed it and moved on to the next thing.
This was the job. Not the drinks or the food or the transactions. The job was reading what people needed and giving it to them before they had to ask, or absorbing what they couldn’t carry and handing it back lighter. Kid had grown up watching his father do it for thirty years without once calling it a skill. He was starting to understand why.
The restaurant kept him busy, which was the point. Rent wasn’t going to cover itself and Craig ran a tight operation — no slow nights, no standing around, no disappearing when the weeds came. Kid had learned early that the best way to survive a busy service was to stay ahead of it, and he’d gotten good enough at that to make it look effortless, which Craig noticed and rewarded with more shifts. The tips were reliable. The work was honest. He’d finish a double, count his cash in the parking lot, and feel the specific satisfaction of a man who has earned exactly what he has.
The band had been rehearsing since January. Six of them, crammed into the basement of an off-campus house that smelled like old carpet and amplifier heat, working through a set list that spanned four decades without apology — some nights Petty, some nights Springsteen, one disastrous attempt at Steely Dan that they quietly retired by February. Kid played guitar and sang, which had surprised everyone including himself the first time he’d stepped up to the mic, and then surprised no one after that. He had the kind of voice that didn’t announce itself — it just settled into a room and made people stop talking.
They had a gig. The college bar, last Friday of March, nine o’clock. Not a big deal by any objective measure — a sticky-floored room that held two hundred people, most of whom would be there for the cheap pitchers regardless of who was on stage. But it was a stage, and it was theirs, and they’d been building toward it long enough that it had taken on a significance none of them admitted out loud.
Kid’s favorite in the set was the closer. His dad had suggested it months ago, offhandedly, the way he offered most of his best advice — “You know Traffic? Dear Mr. Fantasy? Learn that one. Trust me.” Dad called himself a music historian, which was his way of saying he’d spent a significant portion of the 1980s in a van. Kid had pulled it up that night, listened twice, and understood immediately. It wasn’t a song you covered to show off. It was a song you covered because you meant it.
The bar was already three-deep by the time they finished soundcheck.
Kid stood at the side of the stage and watched the room fill in the way bars fill on a Friday — not all at once but steadily, in groups of three and four, coats piling up on chairs, the noise level climbing one conversation at a time until the whole place had a low continuous hum underneath it. Most of them weren’t there for the band. That was fine. That was always how it was.
They opened with Petty. Safe, familiar, the kind of song that makes a room feel like it already knows you. A few heads turned. Most didn’t. The bartenders kept moving.
People angled themselves toward the stage without deciding to. Conversations paused mid-sentence and didn’t resume. Kid felt it the way you feel a change in weather before you can name it, something in the air pressure of the room rearranging itself.
They worked through the set. Springsteen. A Stones song they’d nearly cut. Something off Rumours that the bassist had lobbied for and turned out to be right about. Kid sang and played and tried not to think about any of it too hard, because the times he thought about it were the times it showed.
Then the closer.
He stepped up to the mic and let the opening bars breathe — that rolling, unhurried guitar figure that sounds like it was written on a porch somewhere in no particular hurry to get anywhere. The room didn’t go quiet exactly, but the texture of the noise changed. Something in the melody reached people before the words did.
Dear Mister Fantasy, play us a tune — something to make us all happy.
He wasn’t sure when he closed his eyes. Somewhere in the second verse, probably. He could feel the song the way his dad had described it once, not as something you perform but something you carry for a few minutes on behalf of everyone in the room who needed it carried.
When it ended the applause came up fast and genuine, the kind that means the room surprised itself. Someone whistled — sharp, cutting through the clapping — and Kid opened his eyes.
Front row. She was the only person in the room still completely still, fingers to her mouth, watching him with the focused attention of someone who had come specifically for this and gotten exactly what they came for. She wasn’t performing enthusiasm the way the people around her were. She just looked — present. Like the song had done something to her she wasn’t going to pretend it hadn’t.
He couldn’t look away.
Then someone handed Kid a beer, and the moment passed the way moments do — not ending so much as getting covered over by the next thing.
Good instinct — the smaller, more intimate setting makes the conversation feel earned rather than accidental. Here’s the revision:

The bar called last call at one and the night didn’t argue. The band’s guitarist lived ten minutes off campus in a split-level rental that had been hosting after-hours since September, and by one-thirty a loose procession of maybe thirty people had made their way there — the band, their girlfriends and roommates, a handful of regulars from the bar who’d latched on at closing, and a few faces Kid didn’t recognize who seemed to know someone who knew someone. The kind of crowd that assembles itself without being organized.
The living room had a couch that fit four and approximately twelve people on it. Someone had connected a phone to a Bluetooth speaker and was cycling through a playlist with the careful attention of a person who takes this responsibility seriously. The kitchen had two cases of beer and a bottle of whiskey that was already halfway gone by the time Kid arrived. Nobody was performing anymore. The night had moved into its second, quieter act.
Kid helped carry the gear in from the van, then grabbed a beer and found a corner of the back porch that wasn’t occupied. The air had dropped ten degrees since the set ended. He could see his breath. He didn’t mind — after two hours under stage lights the cold felt like something earned.
He’d been out there maybe ten minutes when the sliding door opened behind him.
Not tentatively. She didn’t look like someone working up to something. She just arrived, red cup in hand, and said without preamble —
“That last song.”
Kid looked at her. Up close she had the kind of face that was hard to stop looking at, not because of any single feature but because of the quality of attention in it — like she was genuinely interested in whatever came next.
“Traffic,” he said.
“I know who it is.” A small smile. Not unkind. “I mean — why that one? You could have closed with Springsteen. Everyone would have gone home happy.”
“Everyone went home happy anyway.”
“They went home satisfied,” she said. “That’s different.”
“You’re Kid, right? Graduating senior. Political science.”
“You did your research.”
“I’m a journalist.” She leaned against the railing. “So. Why that song.”
Kid turned his beer in his hands. “My dad suggested it. He has strong opinions about music.”
“Most dads with good taste do.” She tilted her head slightly. “But that’s not why you played it like that.”
He didn’t answer right away.
“It means something,” he said finally. “The idea of it. Someone whose whole purpose is to make people feel less alone for a few minutes. Play us a tune, make us all happy, do what you can.” He shrugged. “There’s worse things to be.”
Pressley was quiet for a moment. Behind them through the glass the party continued its low indifferent business — playlist, the couch,.
Then came the interruption. A debate started the way all debates did: accidentally. “So let’s settle it,” a stoner announced, leaning back in his chair like a moderator who’d always wanted the job. “Greatest rock and roll artist of all time. One answer.”
Groans, laughter, someone yelling that’s impossible. “Talking Heads,” a girl said immediately. No hesitation. “They took punk energy and made it intellectual. Art school rock. You can dance to it, but you can also think to it. That’s evolution.” A few nods. Someone else chimed in, “Yeah, and Byrne was basically predicting the internet before the internet.”
Joey scoffed loudly from the cooler he was rummaging through. “You’re all wrong. It’s the Ramones.” His answer was met by, “Joey, you just like them because your ADD can’t handle more than three chords in a song.” “That’s not true,” Joey snapped. “Blitzkrieg Bop has four.”
Laughter rippled through the group. Joey waved it off, already distracted by a bag of ice that had become more interesting than defending his point. The conversation continued around the fire pit.
“Zeppelin,” someone said. “Overplayed,” another countered. “Stones.” “Overrated.” “Nirvana.” “Depressing.” “The Kinks!” Everyone agreed, way underrated, but not the best of all time. “Jimi.” “Died too soon.”
The answers stacked up, each one knocking the previous down, until the whole thing started to feel like a game nobody was winning.
Kid hadn’t said anything. He quiet attention upon Pressley. She’d stayed quiet, legs crossed, cup resting loosely in her hands, listening, not waiting for her turn, just listening. When someone finally asked, “Pressley, what about you?” she didn’t answer right away.
She thought. “The Beatles,” she said finally. A few groans. Someone rolled their eyes. “That’s the obvious answer.” “Yeah,” another said. “Everyone says that.” Pressley smiled, unbothered. “Everyone says it because it’s true.”
““Most artists have a signature,” she continued. “You know a Stones song the moment Keith Richards plays the first chord. That’s genius too. But the Beatles — album by album there’s no fixed sound. Just the constant willingness to go further.” She shrugged. “Nobody else did that. Not at that scale, not with that consistency.”
“They sold out stadiums,” someone offered. “Doesn’t that make them commercial by definition?”
“They started as bubble-gum pop,” she said. “Simple love songs. Clean haircuts. Hand-holding music. And then”—she paused, searching for the right word—“they evolved. In real time. While the world was changing.” No one interrupted her. That surprised Kid.
“They didn’t just make rock and roll,” she went on. “They expanded it. Folk. Psychedelic. Eastern philosophy. Studio experimentation. Politics. Introspection. You can hear them learning who they are.”
“Commercial and compromised aren’t the same thing. They were enormous and they were still taking real risks. Sgt. Pepper wasn’t a safe record. Neither was The White Album.” She paused. “The question isn’t whether they were popular. It’s whether the popularity changed what they were willing to do. And for most of their run — it didn’t.”
The room was quiet for a moment.
Kid felt something that wasn’t about the argument. She wasn’t ranking bands to win the conversation. She was tracing a lineage, following a thread because she genuinely wanted to see where it led. She cared about why things mattered before they became famous. About the original intention underneath the institution.
Pressley leaned back again, the moment passing, conversation already drifting elsewhere. But Kid stayed where he was, watching her, thinking, not for the first time, that the way she understood music felt like the way he wanted to understand the world. 
A few weeks later the weather broke straight into summer. The plan was to skip classes for the day, it was tha close to the end of the semester. They were supposed to meet friends at the beach, but plans dissolved the way summer plans always did: texts unanswered, cars rerouted, someone’s parents needing something last minute. By the time Kid and Pressley figured it out, the sun was already tipping west, the day half-spent.
“So,” Pressley said, kicking off her sandals, “guess it’s just us.” Kid shrugged. “Happens.” They walked anyway. The smell of sunscreen and salt hanging in the air. Pressley carried her shoes in one hand, her camera in the other, stopping every few steps to crouch, frame something, discard.
“What are you even looking for?” Kid asked. “I don’t know yet,” she said. “That’s usually when it shows up.” They sat on the sand a little ways from the water, knees drawn up, watching the tide roll in and out like it had all the time in the world. Pressley brushed sand from her legs, absentminded, and leaned back on her hands. They fell quiet. Not awkward. Just… open.
“That’s the thing about this place,” she said. “It’s beautiful. But nothing happens here.” She turned the camera over in her hands. “I don’t know what I’m looking for yet. But I know it’s not going to show up in this town.” She looked out at the horizon — the particular flatness of it, the way it just ended. “Boston is where things happen. Real things. Stories that matter. People who are actually making decisions.” She paused. “That’s why I’m transferring. I figure if I put myself somewhere things are moving, eventually something worth finding will find me.”
Kid looked at her. “So you’re chasing something you can’t name yet.”
She considered that for a second.
“Yeah,” she said. “Exactly that.”
At some point, she laughed, sharp and unguarded, and leaned into him without thinking. Her shoulder rested against his arm, warm from the sun. It felt natural. Unremarkable.
And then it wasn’t. Kid felt it all at once, like missing a step you didn’t know was there: it wasn’t desire, it wasn’t excitement, it was the sudden, terrifying understanding that this mattered. That the way she saw the world—curious, unsentimental, alive—had quietly become something he measured things against. That her absence already felt heavier than it should. That the thought of her leaving in the fall wasn’t abstract anymore; it was a weight.
The sun slipped lower, turning the water metallic. “You okay?” she asked finally, noticing his silence. “Yeah,” he said. And then, honest but careful: “Just thinking.” She nudged him with her shoulder. “Dangerous habit.”
Pressley took out a preroll and lit it. The joint made its second pass and Pressley held the smoke longer than necessary, staring out at the sunset. 
“You ever feel like you’re not actually living your life?” she said finally. Not confessional. Just curious, the way she got when something had been sitting with her long enough to say out loud. “Like you’re in a movie, except nobody gave you a real part. You’re just — “ she gestured vaguely at the middle distance — “an extra in the background. Fully present, technically. Moving through every scene. But watching it happen at the same time. Like the camera’s always slightly behind your eyes instead of in them.”
She passed it back.
“Not sad about it,” she added. “Just aware of it. Like being a really engaged extra.” She looked over at him. “You ever feel like that? Or am I just — “ a small laugh — “completely insane?”
Kid looked at her for a long moment. The kind of look that isn’t searching for an answer because it already has one and is just deciding whether to give it.
“Truer words,” he said quietly, “have never been spoken.”
She nodded once, satisfied in the way people are when something they’ve never said out loud survives the saying. They sat with it for a while, the way you sit with something that suddenly has company.
As August narrowed toward September, everyone had something to say about it. Well-meaning uncles at cookouts, older cousins who’d been through it, friends who’d read about it somewhere—they all offered the same gentle warning, unsolicited and unanimous: long distance never works. Kid and Pressley smiled and nodded and let it go in one ear and out the other. Boston was three hours by bus, less if someone felt like driving. They had their phones, FaceTime, texting—the whole architecture of modern connection at their fingertips. It wasn’t like it used to be, writing letters and waiting weeks for a response, hoping the other person hadn’t moved on by the time the envelope arrived. This was different. They were different. What they had was real, and real things didn’t just dissolve because of geography.
The last weekend before she left they didn’t talk about her leaving. They didn’t need to. Everything that needed saying had already been said, and everything that hadn’t didn’t have words yet anyway. He helped her load the last boxes into her mom’s car on a Sunday morning and she hugged him longer than usual and then she was gone, and the town immediately felt like a different place — same streets, same restaurant, same view of the water, just with something removed from it that he hadn’t known was holding everything else in place.
He told himself it was fine. It was fine. Boston was three hours away.
[bookmark: _heading=h.214l8pe9rgmy] III. Back to School
September in Vermont holds two seasons at once. Summer still lingers in the afternoon heat, but the moment the sun drops, everything shifts — cooler air, sharper light, an edge that wasn’t there before. Not summer. Not fall. A threshold.
Your body feels it before your mind does. The steady rhythm of summer begins to loosen, replaced by something unnamed. Not dread — electricity. Like the cool air after a hot day: not loss, but relief. Space opening.
Routine promises sameness. Beneath it, something older pulls — toward the unknown. The same force that once pushed ships past the horizon.
Some choose it. Others are pushed. Either way, the test is the same: step forward or pull back.
Those butterflies — the tightened chest, the quickened breath — aren’t warnings. They’re proof. Fear and excitement, braided together, written into our DNA, reminding us we were never meant to stay still.
Kid felt them the entire drive north.
He stared ahead, imagining every possible future, while his parents reminisced in the front seat. From their view, a chapter was ending. From his, everything was just beginning.
Stamet’s Pub sat downtown between a laundromat and a coffee shop. Kid stepped out of the car, butterflies still fluttering, knowing routine had officially been left behind.
Dad reached for the door. It swung open on its own.
Out trotted a black lab like he owned the place, staring them down as if they were intruding. A disheveled old man followed, and Kid’s stomach dropped.
Dr. Capaldi.
Kid snapped his eyes away like a guilty teenager glancing at a crush a few seconds too long, suddenly fascinated by the trim on the old town hall across the street—as if he were an architecture major.
“Welcome to our little village of Underwood!” Capaldi boomed. Words loose with drink. “Parents of a new Elysian student, I presume?”
Mom blinked. “How did you know?”
“Because if you were locals, we’d already be acquainted—or related.”
Dad chuckled. Capaldi’s gaze landed on Kid. Kid froze, remembering the NDA. Dad, of course, barreled ahead.
“My boy’s here in the graduate program on a full scholarship,” he bragged. “Studying under Oldman. Maybe president someday.”
“Oldman schmoldman.” Capaldi snorted. “Enjoy your meal, Mr. Future President. And savor these years—the rest goes faster than a flushed turd.”
He whistled. “Come on, Louie.” And they were gone.
The door to Stamet’s opened into noise and motion.
Not loud—controlled chaos.
Glasses clinking. Low laughter. Orders being called. The hum of a place that never really stopped, just shifted gears.
As I approached the bar, I spotted him immediately.
The bartender moved back and forth behind the wood faster than a felt ball at Wimbledon. Hands full of dirty glasses one direction, hands full of full glasses on the return. Menus tucked under one arm, a strip of drink tickets clenched between his fingers, another order half-mumbled around the pen in his mouth. And somehow—impossibly—a smile stayed fixed on his face the entire time.
I hovered a few steps back, trying not to clog the lane. Servers cut through tight gaps like they’d rehearsed it. Customers leaned in, money ready, eyes hopeful. The bartender didn’t miss a beat—pouring, turning, ringing, sliding drinks down the bar with practiced precision.
Head on a swivel.
Taking an order while pouring a beer. Pouring another while punching keys into the register. Never stopping. Never still.
I saw him notice me in his peripheral.
But he kept moving. Finished his line. Dropped off two drinks at the far end.
Then turned—and came straight for me.
He grabbed two bottles on the way, flipping them into his hands like second nature. Started pouring before he even stopped moving. Eyes locked on mine.
“Whaddaya need, kid?”
I swallowed, stepped in.
“Craig?”
“That depends.”
“Officer Brown gave me your number. I called earlier.”
Recognition flickered. Just for a second.
“Ah. Speeding ticket,” he said, already sliding a finished drink to someone without looking. “You’re the one.”
I nodded and pulled the envelope from my jacket. “I’ve got the check.”
Craig didn’t stop moving. Took it, glanced at the amount mid-pour, then tucked it somewhere behind the bar without breaking rhythm.
“Good,” he said. “You came prepared.”
He reached under the counter, came back up with a small set of keys, and slid them across the bar to me.
“Back hallway,” he said, nodding over my shoulder. “Door by the bathrooms. Stairs go up. Apartment’s yours.”
I picked up the keys. He was already turning away.
“Make yourself at home,” he added. “I’ll give you the first week to get familiar with your surroundings.”
And just like that, he was gone again—absorbed back into the current.
It took longer for him to circle back this time.
When he did, it was the same—no wasted motion. He planted himself in front of me, grabbing another glass, another bottle.
“Be here no later than four p.m. this Friday afternoon,” he said, eyes up. “Bring an ID. I’ll have paperwork for you.”
I nodded. “I’ll be here.”
He smirked slightly.
“Let me guess—you want to be the Friday night bartender? Get your buddies drinks for free, take home drunk girls after?”
I didn’t answer.
“Don’t get your hopes too high,” he continued. “Sorry, bud. That’s only how it works in the movies.”
He finished the pour, set the glass down, and finally stopped moving—just for a second.
“I’m Craig,” he said, extending his hand across the bar. “And it’ll be a pleasure to work with you.”
I took it.
His grip was firm. Grounded.
“I’ll work hard,” I said. “I promise. Thank you for the opportunity.”
Craig held my gaze for a beat, like he was measuring something.
Then he nodded once.
“Good,” he said, already turning back into motion. “Because we don’t carry dead weight.”
And just like that, he was gone again—back into the blur of glass, orders, and momentum.
I stood there a second longer, keys in hand.
Move in passage
Kid rushed in and, like an eager idiot, took the front-and-center seat. Students trickled in, heads down in their phones, until the room erupted.
Oldman didn’t raise his voice when he entered.
He didn’t need to.
The room adjusted around him—conversations tapering off, chairs shifting, screens dimming. By the time he reached the podium, the class had already settled.
He set his notes down but didn’t look at them.
“Before we begin,” he said, “I want to ask a simple question.”
A pause.
“What is the purpose of the Constitution?”
A few students glanced at each other. No one rushed.
Oldman let the silence stretch just long enough to become uncomfortable.
Then—
“Mr. Booker.”
Stetson looked up from the back row, relaxed.
“Framework for government,” he said. “Defines powers. Limits them.”
Oldman nodded once.
“Good. Functional answer.”
He stepped away from the podium, slow, deliberate.
“But not the original one.”
He turned to the board and wrote a single word:
MADISON
“If you read the Federalist Papers closely,” Oldman said, “you’ll notice something uncomfortable.”
He faced the class again.
“James Madison did not design this system because he trusted people.”
A few students shifted.
“He designed it because he didn’t.”
Now he began pacing.
“Not kings.”
“Not majorities.”
“Not institutions.”
A beat.
“Not even himself.”
Kid felt that one land.
“The Constitution is not a document of ambition,” Oldman continued. “It is a document of restraint.”
He tapped the board lightly.
“Power divided.”
“Branches in tension.”
“Process slowed intentionally.”
“What you call inefficiency…”
“Madison called protection.”
Silence settled deeper now—not confusion, but focus.
“So here is the premise of this course,” Oldman said.
He erased the board and wrote:
OUTDATED?
Then beneath it:
OR FUNCTIONING AS INTENDED?
“This nation is approaching two hundred and fifty years of continuous governance.”
“That’s long enough to evaluate a system.”
He turned back to them.
“Over the next semester, you will make a case.”
He gestured lightly across the room.
“Has the Constitution kept pace with the country it governs?”
“Or has the country outgrown the system designed to contain it?”
Kid sat forward.
“You may argue that it needs revision.”
“You may argue that it needs preservation.”
“Or—”
“that we have already altered it in ways we no longer recognize.”
That lingered.
Oldman scanned the room, then nodded once.
“Mr.—”
His eyes landed on Kid.
“You look like you have an answer.”
Kid hesitated only briefly.
“I think it still works,” he said.
A few heads turned.
“It was designed to adapt,” he continued. “Amendments exist for a reason. You don’t rewrite the system—you adjust it.”
Oldman watched him carefully.
“So your position,” he said, “is preservation through amendment.”
“Yes.”
A small nod.
“A common and defensible starting point.”
Not praise. Not dismissal.
Just placement.
Oldman turned back to the room.
“You’ll find most of you begin there.”
A few quiet reactions—agreement, recognition.
“The question,” he continued,
“is whether you end there.”
That shifted something.
Oldman returned to the podium.
“This will not be a lecture course.”
He clasped his hands.
“It will function as a working government.”
Now the room leaned in.
“You will form legislative groups.”
“You will propose policy.”
“You will negotiate, compromise, and fail.”
A faint smile.
“I will serve as the executive.”
“The administration will serve as the judiciary. If you disagree with your grade, you’re welcome to appeal it.”
A few quiet laughs.
“Your grade,” Oldman added,
“will reflect not just what you believe…”
“but how well you navigate disagreement.”
He stepped back.
“Groups of five. Choose carefully.”
The room moved immediately.
Chairs shifted. Conversations sparked. Clusters formed with quiet efficiency—the kind that suggested they’d already been decided.
Kid turned, scanning.
Too late.
Every group had closed.
Oldman appeared beside him.
Not intrusive. Just… there.
“Mr. Booker has room,” he said quietly.
Kid followed his gaze.
Back row.
Already settled.
“Join them.”
Kid nodded and made his way over.
They barely paused when he arrived.
Just enough acknowledgment to include him.
“We’ll keep this simple,” Oldman said. “Name, where you’re from, and your background—work, internships, whatever you’ve actually done. Then one thing you’d change if you held power.”
No one scrambled. They were ready.
Booker started.
“Stetson Booker. Underwood. Worked in admissions here—my grandfather’s the dean. I’m focused on education policy. Access and cost.”
He said it flat, like it was standard.
Chaz went next.
“Charles Vanguard. Pennsylvania. Interned at my father’s investment firm over the summer. Retirement systems—long-term sustainability.”
Kelly didn’t hesitate.
“Kelly Williams. Austin. I worked at my mom’s real estate brokerage—administrative side. Housing. Entry-level ownership.”
Johnson followed.
“John Johnson Jr. New Jersey. Shadowed my dad in pharmaceutical sales. Healthcare access.”
Each one clean. Polished. Aligned.
Then Booker glanced at Kid.
“Your turn.”
Kid kept it simple.
“Massachusetts. Hospitality.”
A beat.
“My dad runs a restaurant.”
He shrugged slightly.
“I think most of what you said matters…”
“…it just has to be affordable to the people actually living with it.”
Silence—brief, but noticeable.
Not disagreement.
Just… recalibration.
Oldman’s voice cut across the room.
“Your first assignment.”
The class settled again.
“A midterm concept paper.”
He let it sit.
“How does your background shape your political beliefs?”
He looked around the room.
“Don’t go looking for ideas in books you haven’t lived.”
“Look at your own life.”
“The paper you’re meant to write is already unfolding around you—your job is simply to notice it, question it, and have the courage to put it into words.”
A few students began typing.
“The purpose of this exercise isn’t just to introduce yourselves,” Oldman continued.
“It’s to understand how you define yourselves.”
He glanced at the groups.
“Take whatever you used to answer that question—and formalize it.”
He gathered his notes.
“Due mid-October.”
A pause.
“Class dismissed.”
As everyone collected their belongings Booker mentioned to Kid “Hey, Chaz is hosting a mixer at the suite tonight. You can stop by if you want. Get to know everyone more than just these generic ice breakers.” 
Kid acknowledge the invitation “Thanks. I’ll definitely stop by. Where is the suite?”
Johnson cut in as if the answer was obvious “Grad housing is by the president’s house. We’re in suite 1A. Starts at 9. Don’t be early, don’t be late.”
Later that afternoon Kid and Pressley compared their first impressions of grad school. Kid shared his first impression of Oldman, she shared hers.
Pressley arrived in Boston with a notebook she hadn’t written in yet.
Not because she didn’t have thoughts — she had too many — but because she didn’t want the first page wasted on something ordinary. The city felt like it deserved intention.
Her journalism building stood on Commonwealth Avenue, brick and glass, all straight lines and urgency. Inside, everything moved faster than Vermont had. Students didn’t drift between classes; they cut through hallways like commuters catching trains.
Her first class was “Foundations of Modern Journalism.”
She sat in the second row.
Front felt eager. Back felt invisible. Second row felt like she meant it.
The professor entered without ceremony — mid-forties, rolled sleeves, no tie, voice already warmed up before he spoke.
“Welcome,” he said. “You’re here because you believe journalism matters.”
Heads nodded.
“Good. It does.”
He paced once across the front of the room.
“But let’s clear something up before we romanticize ourselves. You are not here to write truth,” he said.
Silence.
“You are here to write stories people will read.”
He clicked a remote. Headlines flashed across the screen — bold fonts, dramatic phrasing.
“Exposure,” he said, underlining the word. “If no one sees it, it doesn’t exist.”
A hand went up in the back. “Shouldn’t it exist regardless?”
The professor smiled thinly. “That’s for philosophy class.”
A few nervous laughs.
Pressley raised her hand.
“Yes?” he said.
“I thought journalism was about holding power accountable,” she said carefully. “About accuracy. Integrity.”
“It is,” he said. “Ideally.”
He leaned against the desk.
“But accuracy without audience is a diary entry. Integrity without impact is self-congratulation.”
He turned back to the screen.
“Here’s the rule you’ll learn quickly,” he continued. “Never let the truth get in the way of a good story.”
The room buzzed — half amused, half unsure if he was joking.
Pressley didn’t laugh.
“Now,” he added, “before you misunderstand me — I’m not telling you to lie. I’m telling you that framing is everything. You decide the angle. You decide what’s emphasized. You decide what gets cut.”
He tapped the remote again. The same event, three different headlines.
“Facts are raw material,” he said. “Story is product.”
Pressley wrote that down, then paused, staring at it.
Raw material.
Product.
Her whole life she’d imagined journalism as excavation — digging toward something solid, something buried but real.
This felt more like architecture.
Build something tall enough, dramatic enough, and people will look up.
After class, students clustered in the hallway, already debating internships and bylines.
Pressley lingered in her seat.
The professor gathered his notes and glanced her way.
“You had a question?” he asked.
She hesitated.
“Do you ever worry about… distortion?” she asked.
He shrugged lightly. “Reality is messy. Readers aren’t.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I know,” he said. “But here’s the thing. If you don’t tell the story in a way people can digest, someone else will. And they won’t care about distortion.”
He slung his bag over his shoulder.
“Get exposure first,” he said. “Then you can afford principles.”
He left.
Pressley sat there a moment longer, notebook open on her lap. She had come to Boston to tell the truth. Now she wasn’t sure whether truth was something you discovered…or something you packaged. Pressley closed her notebook and stood. 
It wasn’t the professor she was uneasy with. It was the recognition. Now she was being taught that it was a product. Not by a corrupt man, but by a practical one. The institution hadn’t turned cynical overnight. It had drifted, one reasonable compromise at a time, until the original promise was too far back to see clearly.
On her walk back to the dorm, she passed a group of students huddled around a phone, reacting in real time to a clip she couldn’t see. Whatever it was, it had already done its job. She felt the familiar pull—curiosity, reflex—and resisted it, just for a moment longer than usual.
She wasn’t abandoning the idea of truth. She was just beginning to understand that in this city, it had competition.
Kid turned back to his laptop.
Midterm Concept Paper — Background and Political Belief
The cursor blinked.
He typed a sentence. Stopped. Deleted it.
Tried again. Started an outline format:
I. Hospitality background…
Backspace.
He leaned back, staring at the ceiling.
It wasn’t that he had nothing to say.
It was that it didn’t feel like enough.
Everyone else had something sharper—clearer. Causes. Systems. Big ideas.
What did he have?
A restaurant. Long nights. Bills that came whether you were ready or not.
He looked back at the page.
Still blank.
The cursor kept blinking.
Waiting for something that felt worth writing down.
It didn’t come.
Kid closed the laptop and sat there a moment longer, the thought lingering—
Maybe there just wasn’t anything remarkable about where he came from.
He stood in front of the mirror longer than he meant to.
Changed shirts once. Then back again.
Settled on something neutral—interested, not eager. Like he belonged there already.
This was how it works, he told himself. You show up and mingle a bit. You figure it out from there.
The suite door was propped open with a shoe.
Kid stepped inside.
The smell hit first—beer, sweat, something sweet and artificial. Bodies packed tighter than the space allowed. Phones already out. Laughter too loud, too quick.
This wasn’t what he expected.
Not a mixer.
Not even close. A curated list of undergrads were in attendance. Looks like the party had begun shortly after class, not the prompt 9pm start Johnson had instructed.
Furniture had been pushed aside, but the room still collapsed inward—same small circles, same loud centers. Chaz stood near the window, drink in hand, holding attention without trying. Booker beside him, already at ease.
Kid hovered near the kitchen counter. Grabbed a cup. Took a sip.
Too strong.
Didn’t react.
Someone knocked into him, sloshing their drink onto the floor.
“Ah, whatever,” the guy said, already reaching for another.
No one looked down. No one cleaned it up.
Conversations drifted past him in fragments.
“…my dad set it up—”
“…we should do Miami instead—”
“…wait, do it again, I didn’t get it—”
A group nearby laughed.
“We’ve got class tomorrow, right?”
“Yeah.”
A shrug.
“Alright—one more then.”
Kid tried to step into a circle near the couch.
Internships. Connections. Who knew who.
Names dropped casually, like they carried weight on their own.
“Going back to the firm after this,” someone said.
“Same,” another replied. “Might bounce around for a year, but it’s lined up.”
No follow-up. No questions.
It wasn’t news.
Just… how things worked.
Kid nodded when there was space to nod. Added something when there was space to speak.
No one disagreed.
No one picked it up either.
The conversation moved on without him, like it had already decided where it was going.
A girl handed him her phone without asking.
“Hold this.”
He did.
She adjusted her hair, found her angle, smiled at herself. Took the phone back without looking at him.
Someone clapped him on the shoulder.
“You live above Stamet’s, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Nice. Easy access.”
The guy was gone before Kid could ask what that meant.
Near the window, voices rose again.
“Worst case?” someone laughed. “I go work with my uncle for a year.”
A few people smiled.
Not because it was funny.
Because it made sense.
Kid stepped back, just slightly.
Enough to see it.
This wasn’t about meeting people.
It wasn’t about ideas.
It was about being seen.
Captured.
Replayed.
Laughter restarted on cue.
Stories repeated until they landed right.
Phones lifted before anything happened—not after.
Kid caught his reflection in the dark window.
Cup in hand. Expression fixed.
He looked… rehearsed.
Someone bumped into him.
“Careful, man.”
“Sorry,” Kid said.
The word came out automatically.
Didn’t feel like it belonged to anything.
He set the drink down and moved toward the door.
No one stopped him.
No one noticed.
Kid kept walking.
On the way back to his apartment a thought surfaced, steady and unwelcome:
No one here seemed to be preparing for anything.
They were just… passing time until it started.
Back at the apartment he closed his door behind him.
Sat on the edge of the bed.
Kid stared at the blank wall.
Waiting for something to settle.
Nothing did.
Just the feeling—
he’d shown up expecting something different
and left knowing exactly what this was.
The first week went by in a flash, Kid walked to Stamet’s for his first shift—early, of course. Craig tossed him paperwork. One rule: no eating during the dinner rush, wait until close.” Then, “You’ll be in the kitchen tonight. Dishes. Don’t let them intimidate you.”
The kitchen hit like a wall: heat, metal music, tattooed cooks moving like machines.
Someone yelled, “Chef! We got a greenhorn!”
The chef emerged—huge, bearded, grim.
“You know how to wash dishes?”
“Yes, Chef.” Kid answered.
Kid stood there thinking about how he had already paid his dues. He had worked his way up at the pub back home from dishwasher to server. He sulked over the demotion.
“Well then what the fuck are you waiting for? This ain’t Fantasia.” Chef grunted.
Kid’s pity party was over as soon as he put his head down and worked. He didn’t try to charm them; he kept up. Pots cleared. Prep tools cleaned and returned where they belonged. When the chef saw an empty dish pit before the first ticket, his jaw dropped.
“Take out the barrels,” he snapped. Then, softer, “You know how to cut romaine?”
“Yes, Chef.”
Near close, someone yelled, “New guy, what do you want to eat?”
Kid asked for a cheeseburger and got a monstrous bacon double with fries. Nobody dare say it out loud, but it was a sign that the kitchen appreciated him.
Then came the dishwasher’s cruel finale, just when the dish pit was clear; the breakdown avalanche—every utensil, basket, bowl, and pan used during the entire dinner rush piled in front of him.
Kid cleaned it all anyway.
He clocked out, stepped into crisp mountain air, and walked back under a sky black enough to show every star. For the first time since arriving, he slept like a rock.
He lingered over breakfast and coffee, enjoying the rare calm: nothing due, no dishes to scrub. Until the time had come to meet with his eccentric professor in the woods.
Kid arrived to a quiet campus. Saturday morning thinned the crowds—joggers, football players heading to lockers, a few walk-of-shames drifting home. September had brought a bite to the air.
He crossed campus toward the trail to the cabin, slipping out of sight easily. Friday night hadn’t produced many Saturday hikers.
The sugar shack seemed empty when he arrived.
He let himself in and was immediately ambushed by Louie, the black lab, tail wagging so hard it threw his whole body sideways. Kid laughed and scratched his head until Louie melted into it.
Dr. Capaldi sat at a small table with a notebook and a cooler. He looked ready for a safari—bucket hat, boots, pants rolled to the knee.
“HELLO,” Capaldi shouted. “Sit.”
Then, abruptly stern: “Your phone.”
He powered it off and pocketed it. “No outside interference.”
Capaldi fixed Kid with wild, unblinking eyes and began interrogating him—not with anything profound, but with the most ordinary questions imaginable.
“How are you today?”
“Good?” Kid answered uncertainly as Capaldi scribbled it down.
The questions came fast.
“How did you sleep last night?”
“Good.”
“Feel well-rested?”
“Yes.”
“What’d you have for breakfast?”
“Eggs.”
“Anything to drink?”
“Coffee.”
At that, Capaldi set down his pen, reached into the cooler, and produced a water bottle.
“How about a nice, cold drink?” he said, handing it over. “Do you know the human body is mostly water? Survival depends on it. And do you know how many people on this planet don’t have access to clean drinking water?”
He gestured vaguely toward the mountains. “We’re lucky. Some of the purest water in the world—filtered through limestone and the Green Mountains themselves.”
Capaldi watched closely as Kid took a sip.
“And lastly,” he said, voice suddenly softer, “be honest. This has absolutely no bearing on our deal.”
He paused.
“Are you happy?”
The question caught Kid off guard. No one had asked him that since he was a child. He realized he hadn’t even considered it in years.
Still, without thinking, he answered, “Yes. Of course.”
Capaldi grinned. “Gooooood. No, no—that’s great.”
He clicked his pen and closed the notebook.
Capaldi reached into the small pocket of his bucket hat, produced a capsule, and set it gently on the table.
“Now take this,” he said, “and wash it down with the water.”
Kid froze.
Stranger wasn’t even the word anymore. He leaned back. “Hold on. What the hell is that?”
Capaldi sat across from him, unimpressed by the resistance. “That,” he said calmly, “is the study you volunteered for—the one paying your college tuition.”
He let the silence sit.
“If you’d rather not participate,” he added, “I’m sure you can still make it back in time for your busboy shift.”
Kid’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t say I wasn’t taking it. I’m asking what it is.”
He met Capaldi’s stare, making it clear he wasn’t about to be bullied into compliance.
Capaldi nodded. “Fair enough. Honest answer? I don’t know. Double-blind study—can’t reveal the terms without affecting the outcome. What I can tell you is it’s organic. Non-GMO, gluten-free. Think of it like a supplement, but instead of protein for your muscles, this one is for your brain.”
Kid picked up the capsule and turned it between his fingers. No markings. Just a plain gelatin shell. He accepted Capaldi’s description, swallowed it, and chased it with water.
“Well!” Capaldi said brightly, already standing. “Lovely day for a walk. Care to join me?”
He slung the cooler strap over his shoulder and headed for the cabin door. Louie bolted ahead the moment it cracked open.
They hiked uphill through dense trees, chatting lightly. As the incline steepened, Capaldi said “You know The Wizard of Oz was popular long before you idiots started syncing it with Dark Side of the Moon. It’s an allegory. Dorothy gets swept from Kansas into Oz—short for ounces—the gold standard the dollar was tied to back then. She’s the common person, just trying to get home to her family and dog. Toto’s there because every good story needs a dog.
“She follows the yellow brick road—gold again—to the Emerald City, Washington, D.C., to meet the Wizard, the president. Along the way she meets the Scarecrow, lacking brains like unorganized farmers; the Tin Man, a factory worker turned into a machine, searching for a heart; and the Lion, all roar and no courage, just like politicians of the time.
“The Wizard appears powerful but sends them to defeat the Wicked Witch of the West—capitalists, bankers, the western elite—because he’s powerless himself. When Dorothy finally stands up, the witch melts with something as simple as water. That’s the point: the elite are nothing without workers, just too afraid to be challenged.
“When they return, the Wizard is exposed as a feeble man with no real power, drifting away in a balloon. The others realize they had what they needed all along, and Dorothy wakes up knowing all she wanted was home.”
Capaldi paused.
“That’s why there are no more masterpieces,” he finished. “You don’t read between the lines anymore. Everything has to be spelled out. All your generation wants is explosions and sex. Allegory’s dead, replaced by memorization and recitation.”
They climbed beneath a ceiling of maple, pine, and birch until, without warning, the forest fell away and opened onto a vast meadow. It crowned one of the tallest peaks for miles. They stepped out into it and stopped.
In every direction—three hundred and sixty degrees—the land rolled outward until sight itself gave up. Louie tore through the tall grass, his body hidden, only the whip of his tail betraying his path.
It was the most luminous view Kid had ever seen, set on the most perfect day he could remember. Somewhere along the climb, he had begun to feel… different, though he hadn’t noticed when it started. Now, standing in the open, the sun struck him full on, and each wave of light made every cell tingling as if each particle of sunlight had traveled ninety-two million miles just to caress his skin.
A soft breeze slid across the meadow, bending the fescue in gentle ripples, brushing his legs and arms as it passed. The hairs rose. Goosebumps. The air pushed back just enough that it felt like moving through something thicker than air, lighter than water—buoyant, almost.
He looked down into the valley below, and everything snapped into impossible clarity. Life—which had always felt like an old VHS tape, grainy, muted, secondhand—was suddenly rendered in the sharpest resolution imaginable. Beyond high definition. Beyond anything he knew how to name. The sky was the bluest blue. The grass, an impossible green. No painter, no camera, no CGI could have captured it.
He stood there, suspended in what might have been the most uplifting feeling of his life. Birds wheeled overhead. Grasshoppers buzzed through the field. Butterflies drifted lightly across the tips of the grass.
And then it struck him—the strangest sensation of all.
Until now, his life had felt like watching a character in a film from a distance: always aware of the story, never fully inside it. But here, on the mountain, the perspective shifted.
I wasn’t watching anymore. I was here.
Seeing through my own eyes. Living in the first person at last.
Louie snapped me out of it when he trotted back and sat at my side.
Capaldi called out from across the meadow. As I approached, I saw him sitting on a split log. Capaldi tossed the water bottle.
“Hydration,” he reminded me.
Then, casually: “You hungry?”
Capaldi lifted jar containing murky substance.
“History has a flavor,” he said. “Eat.”
I leaned in and recoiled. “That smells like regret.”
“Pickled eggs,” he said calmly. “Sustained dockworkers. Factory hands. Soldiers.”
“I’ll take my chances starving.”
Capaldi slightly offended said with a mouth full of mashed pickled egg. “Fine. Now that the fable’s done, let’s talk politics. That’s your thing, right?”
I smiled and began my argument. “Trump—”
Before I could say another word, Capaldi groaned—loud, wordless—shaking his head like a toddler mid-meltdown. When it passed, he muttered, “Big picture, young calf. I didn’t say U.S. politics. I said politics.”
He leaned in. “You Americans rush straight to donkeys and elephants. A Renaissance mind needs history. Context. Breadth. Whatever mistake you’re about to make, someone already made it. History’s the only thing that remembers.”
“Let’s go beyond modern times. Close your eyes,” Capaldi said, as he started to frame the scene.
As Capaldi spoke of conditions of an age not that long ago my perspective shifted. As if some sort of ancestral déjà vu, that was embedded in my DNA had awoken. It wasn’t a dream or a vision. All six senses felt it. It was completely immersive.
The fresh air of the meadow thickened. Dense. Stagnant. The pleasant warmth of the sun grew oppressive.
Sound came first. A low hum. Then rhythm. Clank. Turn. Clank. Turn. It didn’t echo. It repeated.
The meadow was gone. My boots stood on hard, oily floor. Brick walls rose high enough to erase the sky. Windows sat too far up to matter. Light filtered through smoke, not clouds.
Coal. Iron. Crowded sweat.
“What do you see? What are you doing?” Capaldi asked.
Hundreds of us. Eyes down. Hands moving. Lift. Place. Turn. Release. Again and again..
“How long?”
The same repition continued for hours on end. Then the whistle cut through everything. Bodies straightened in unison. Lunch was bread against a wall. No laughter. No lingering. Then it was back to the line.
The rhythm quickened. Clank. Turn. Clank. My hands ached. The line didn’t slow. Someone stumbled. Another body stepped in.
“If you stop?”
“I’m replaced.”
The machines belonged to the floor. The floor belonged to someone else. The whistle sounded again ending the day. Not the sun. Someone else’s decision.
Outside, smokestacks towered where trees should’ve been. Children ran through soot. Water crawled black between buildings. We spilled into the street identical — coats, faces, fatigue — brick stacked on brick, sky reduced to a narrow strip between smoke and flags.
“Look again,” he said.
I did.
The coats were different in size but the same in cut. The caps tilted the same way. The lunch pails swung at the same rhythm. Smoke rose above us, but so did flags — stitched symbols hanging over brick and soot.
“What do you feel?” he asked.
I searched past the ache in my hands.
Not joy.
Not freedom.
But something steady.
We woke to the same whistle.
We broke at the same hour.
We earned the same envelope of pay.
It wasn’t abundance. The bread was thin. The air was foul. The rooms waiting for us would be cramped and coughing with children.
But there was a wage and necessities sufficed.
There was a roof. There was heat. There was predictability.
Rail lines ran out of the city like veins. Trade routes braided towns together. The same newspapers arrived in distant places. The same headlines. The same language tightening into uniformity.
Accents softened.
Similar ingredients yielded the same recipes. Meals repeated daily, weekly, annually.
Songs spread.
Stories synchronized.
Boundaries weren’t carved by rivers or mountains here.
They were lines drawn in agreement — defended not only by soldiers, but by shared belief.
“Do you see it?” Capaldi pressed.
I watched the crowd moving as one organism.
Factories didn’t just produce steel or textiles.
They produced similarity.
The same hours.
The same grievances.
The same pride.
Even the suffering felt communal.
It was filthy.
It was loud.
It was overcrowded.
But it was collective.
The machine had done more than multiply output.
It multiplied identity.
And for the first time, belonging didn’t depend on who your father was or how much land you tilled.
It depended on shared rhythm.
Shared labor.
Shared culture.
The whistle replaced isolation with cohesion.
And from smoke and repetition, a new thing emerged:
Nation.
Not born of nature—but of industry.
Not protected by mountains—but by meaning.
For the first time in history, belonging wasn’t determined by bloodlines or birthright.
Not by kings.
Not by land passed down through names no one questioned.
It wasn’t inherited.
It was chosen.
You could arrive with nothing—no title, no lineage, no claim—and still belong.
Not because of who your father was…
but because of what you believed.
I felt it then.
We weren’t just workers.
We were citizens.
Not bound to a ruler—but to an idea.
United under the construct that we were free.
Free to choose where we live.
Free to decide how we make a living.
Free to have a voice in who governs us.
We worked because we weren’t forced to.
Because we could walk away.
Because participation wasn’t obedience—it was choice.
That was the difference.
That was democracy.
Give them a flag to salute, An anthem to sing. A pledge to recite.
Not as commands—as reminders.
Children stood in classrooms, hands over hearts.
“I pledge allegiance…”
The words echoed.
The chants grew louder
“USA USA USA!”
Then an enemy is declared.
“They hate our freedom. They want to impose their way of life on us. They don’t share our values. They envy what we’ve built. They want to take it.”
“When wages shrink,” I said slowly, “you say sacrifice strengthens the nation. When conditions are harsh, you say industry builds greatness. When war comes, you say defend the homeland.”
The crowd roared.
Uniforms replaced work aprons.
Factories that once made tools now made weapons.
“The enemy isn’t the factory owner anymore,” I said. “It’s the foreigner.”
Capaldi nodded faintly.
“Nationalism binds strangers,” he said. “It turns millions into a single body.”
“And it redirects anger,” I added.
He let that hang.
The vision deepened.
Parades marched down wide boulevards. Flags waved from every window. Politicians stood beneath banners promising prosperity and pride.
“If production slows,” I said, “blame another nation. If jobs disappear, blame outsiders. If inequality grows, wrap it in patriotism.”
The anthem rose louder.
“Country becomes sacred,” I whispered. “Criticizing the system starts to look like betrayal.”
The fire cracked sharply.
“And why does that work?” Capaldi asked.
I watched children memorize maps. Borders colored bright. Lines drawn in ink thicker than blood.
“Because identity is powerful,” I said. “People will endure for something they feel part of.”
“And what does nationalism secure?” he pressed.
“Order,” I answered.
Capaldi stood brushing grass from his pants like we’d only paused for a minute.
“Let’s head back,” he said calmly. “No rush.”
My body felt like it had lived centuries.
He shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care. You’ve got nowhere to be.” Then, smiling as he turned toward the trail, he added, “Enjoy the view. Worry about time on Monday.”
Louie appeared instantly at my side, sensing Capaldi’s movement. I fell behind again and hurried to catch up. The sun sat low but not setting, late-summer light still lingering. Once we slipped under the trees, it dimmed fast. Six—maybe seven.
The capsule was further behind him now. An hour maybe. The perceptual intensity had long since passed, leaving only its residue — a clarity that felt borrowed, like a room still warm from a fire that had gone out.
He and Capaldi were below the treeline, the hard pitch of the upper trail behind them, the path widening toward the softer ground near the base. The afternoon light fell at its November angle, thin and slanted, illuminating nothing dramatically.
“I keep coming back to the same thing,” Kid said.
“You should write it down.”
“I’m saying it now.” He moved up alongside him. “The industrial revolution wasn’t just capitalism. It created democracy. The middle class didn’t exist before the factory. You can’t have universal suffrage without a population that has enough stability to form political opinions.”
Capaldi gave him the silence that meant go on.
“So the economic system and the political system rose together. You can’t separate them. Condemning industrial capitalism is condemning the conditions that made democratic participation possible for more than just landowners.”
Capaldi walked without responding for long enough that Kid wondered if he’d simply been dismissed.
Then: “You’re not wrong.”
Kid blinked. “I know.”
“You’re also not finished.” Capaldi’s coat was buttoned to the throat, hands deep in his pockets. “The industrial revolution democratized participation, yes. But what did it do to the participant?”
“Raised living standards.”
“Eventually. After seventy years of child labor, fourteen-hour shifts, and company towns where your wages came back as rent and your food came from the company store.” He said it without heat. Just inventory. “The standard of living rose for the children of the people it destroyed first.”
“That’s the transition cost,” Kid said. “Every revolution has one.”
“And who pays it?”
“The generation that lives through the transition.”
“And who decides the cost is acceptable?”
Kid caught himself before answering too quickly.
“The ones who benefit,” he said.
Capaldi didn’t confirm it. He didn’t need to.
A root caught Kid’s boot and he stumbled, caught himself on a pine trunk, bark rough against his palm. The cold of the trunk registered sharply — the last of the capsule’s soft attenuation finally gone. He was back inside his own nerve endings entirely.
“The machine created the middle class,” Kid said, steadying. “I’ll give you that it also created the conditions that are dismantling it now. But you can’t pretend the baseline it lifted people from wasn’t worse.”
“I never said it was,” Capaldi replied. “I said we stopped asking what we were building toward and started calling the building itself the point.”
“Because the building was the point. For the first time in human history, ordinary people could accumulate something. Could move. Could own. The factory was a brutal instrument that happened to produce the first genuine mass middle class the species had ever seen.”
“And now the factory is leaving,” Capaldi said simply. “What replaces it?”
The trail flattened. They were close now — Kid could see the edge of the clearing where the shack sat, the thin line of woodsmoke still threading upward from the stovepipe.
“Something else,” Kid said.
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s not a question I’m supposed to have the answer to yet.”
Capaldi almost smiled. The closest thing to it.
“No,” he agreed. “But it’s the one worth sitting with.”
They crossed the clearing without speaking. The shack door was the same as they’d left it. Louie was already there, having come around through some route of his own, sitting at the threshold with the patient self-sufficiency of an animal who knows the difference between important and urgent.
Capaldi pulled the door open and looked back at Kid.
“You pushed back better today.”
“I’ve been thinking about it since the last session.”
“I know.” He held the door. “That’s why I gave you the argument in the first place.”
Back at the sugar shack, he sat me at the table and launched into another checkup: nausea, dizziness, anxiety. All no’s. Each question made me more confused than concerned.
Then he powered on a Bluetooth speaker and played some music softly in the background. A playlist of songs I had never heard before.
Then he slid a blank notebook across the table. “Write,” he said. 
“Write what?” I asked. “Anything. A story. A poem. Whatever your thoughts are.”
I froze. Nothing came. I turned my attention to the music, and something strange happened — rather than hearing the song as a whole, each instrument split apart and reached me separately, all at once. Still, nothing came.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
I doodled circles, killing time, until the blue ink reminded me of the sky on the mountain—how vivid everything had been. That cracked it open.
I wrote about the day: the light, the air, the questions, the feeling of clarity. The experience I had as a worker. Despite the dismal standard of living, the pride that churned within me, patriotism, nationalism. The fatigue didn’t feel heavy when there was something to defend.
At some point, I noticed Capaldi sipping from a flask, nodding approval, waving me on. When I finally ran dry, he took the notebook without looking. “Thank you.”
He handed back my phone and gave his final instructions: stay the night. Sleeping bag in the corner. Food and water in the cooler. Coffee in the morning. Don’t wander. Louie would stay.
“You keep an eye on him,” Capaldi told the dog. Louie sat at attention, as if he understood the command.
Capaldi vanished into the dark.
Alone in the shack, I realized I finally had a concept for Oldman’s paper.
I grabbed my phone to jot notes and saw the time for the first time all day.
Almost eleven p.m.
I’d lost time again.
I turned my phone fully on to a flood of texts from Pressley.
Hey! Hey! I’m coming to VT!!!
Do you know where Lake Elmore is? Haley’s NYC friend has a cabin there—party October 6th!
I wrote back: No idea where it is, but I’ll find it. I’m in.
I ate, rolled out the sleeping bag, and exhaustion hit hard. Louie curled up at my feet. I stared at the ceiling once, then dropped straight into sleep.
Kid woke to more texts.
He lay still for a moment, blinking at the ceiling of the sugar shack, waiting for his eyes to focus back to the clarity that didn’t come. The clarity of the day before had left the way a dream leaves — not all at once, but in the way you reach for it and find only the shape of where it was. He remembered everything. Felt almost none of it.
His head wasn’t painful. It was simply tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep — the particular exhaustion of a mind that had been worked past its usual limits and was now presenting the invoice. Like the morning after an exam that had asked more of him than he knew he had. Everything functioned. Nothing was quite sharp.
He sat up slowly and checked his phone out of habit, which felt like the first fully automatic thing he’d done in twenty-four hours.
Outside the shack, Louie lingered at the tree line, glancing back once, then trotted up the trail like he had somewhere more important to be. Kid watched him go without following.
He turned toward campus and walked alone, hands in his pockets, a little quieter inside than he’d been this time yesterday — and not entirely sure whether that was loss, or just the ordinary weight of being himself again.
Scrolling through his messages as he walked, he searched Lake Elmore first. An hour away. No buses. No car. He’d have to find a way.
Then he checked his calendar.
October 6th. The first Saturday of the month.
He was obligated to meet with Capaldi that day—no getting out of that one.
Then he remembered the idea from yesterday. The paper. He shelved the panic. He had an entire month to figure it out. Kid got back to his apartment and began typing:
My father has spent his life managing restaurants. Although he never attended an elite university or studied political theory formally, he developed a practical philosophy of community, responsibility, and governance through decades of experience in the service industry. He often explained that in old European towns, homes were small and private space was limited. As a result, each neighborhood revolved around a public house, a shared living room where strangers became acquaintances and acquaintances became family. In his view, a functioning community required such a space, and those who ran it bore a responsibility not merely to serve food, but to cultivate trust and cohesion.
From this perspective, my father believed restaurants to be one of the purest expressions of a free-market system. Regardless of concept or cuisine, success depends on balancing quality, efficiency, and volume in a way that attracts the right clientele and keeps them returning. Excellence is not accidental; it emerges from a system in which multiple roles operate independently but remain accountable to one another. In this way, a well-run restaurant mirrors the structure of the United States government, particularly its system of checks and balances among three branches.
The country is the restaurant. The customers live there. The workers depend on it. Everyone has a stake in whether it thrives — and everyone has different ideas about what thriving means.
The servers are the legislature. They face the customer directly, take the order, and carry it back. They decide what gets communicated and how. A good server knows the menu well enough to push back when something can’t be made, and well enough to protect a customer from an order that might hurt them. When they do their job, trust builds. When they start promising things the kitchen can’t deliver — because it plays better at the table — the whole system backs up.
The kitchen is the judiciary. Nobody out front sees what happens back there, but it determines the quality of everything that leaves the pass. The chef doesn’t take requests from the dining room directly. He interprets the menu, enforces standards, and decides whether the execution matches the intent of the dish. If the same plate comes out differently depending on who ordered it, people notice. You don’t have to understand the kitchen to feel when it’s stopped being consistent.
Management is the executive. It sets the tone, makes the final call when the servers and the kitchen disagree, and answers to ownership when the numbers come in. Management that ignores its staff produces a floor that resents it. Management that caves to every complaint from the dining room produces a kitchen that stops respecting the menu. The authority only holds if it stays connected to the people actually doing the work.
When those three parts stay inside their roles, the place runs. The problems start when they don’t. Servers make promises the kitchen can’t honor. The kitchen starts cutting corners because nobody out front seems to notice. Management starts making decisions for the room instead of for the restaurant. And slowly, without any single catastrophic event, a place that worked stops working — not because anything broke, but because the small agreements that held it together were quietly abandoned one by one.
The Constitution was designed on the same logic. Three departments. Separate functions. Each one capable of checking the others. No one role was meant to accumulate more than its share of authority, because the men who designed it had watched what happened when one did. They weren’t idealists. They were experienced enough to distrust themselves.
But a restaurant that stops facing competition stops having to earn anything. It can let the servers overpromise, the kitchen cut corners, and management run up the tab — and the customers keep coming because there’s nowhere else to go. Government is the only restaurant in town. The accountability that markets provide to every other institution has to come from inside, and inside is exactly where the pressure to expand always originates.
The servers have learned that promising more wins more tables. The kitchen has learned that consistency is harder to sell than spectacle. Management has learned that the room rewards boldness over restraint. And ownership — the lobbying interests, the campaign money, the media cycle — demands returns on a timeline that has nothing to do with the long-term health of the place.
What was designed to limit power has become the address where unlimited power applies for permits. That is not a failure of the original design. It is what happens to any system when it is no longer required to compete for the right to keep running.
	He knew it was only a draft. He closed the laptop smiling and spent the rest of September expanding his notes.
In Poli Sci, Oldman began class by instructing everyone to deliver the final drafts of their midterm papers to their groups. Not present—delivered. Refined enough to stand on their own, even if they weren’t finished.
Chaz went first.
He didn’t read so much as present—measured, confident, already structured like something that could be defended beyond the classroom.
He framed tax shelters and retirement accounts as a system that rewarded workers while strengthening the broader economy. Incentivize participation, defer taxation, let capital compound.
“People invest in their own future,” he said, “and in doing so, they fuel growth for everyone else.”
He didn’t pause to check if anyone was following. He assumed they were.
“A win for the worker,” he finished, “and a win for the country.”
A few nods. Light taps on the table.
Clean.
Stetson followed.
He leaned forward slightly, more conversational but just as composed.
“Federal student loans expand access,” he said. “Education becomes an investment, not a barrier. Higher earning potential offsets the initial cost.”
He spoke like someone who had already rehearsed objections.
“You increase the number of skilled workers, raise productivity, increase tax revenue long-term.”
He sat back.
“A win for the student,” he said, “and a win for the nation.”
More nodding. A few murmured agreements.
John went next.
Less polished, but grounded.
“Healthcare is too expensive to be treated individually,” he said. “Programs like Medicare and Medicaid distribute that burden across the population.”
He spoke in terms of risk, cost-sharing, stability.
“You don’t go bankrupt because you got sick,” he added. “The system absorbs the shock.”
He gave a small shrug.
“A win for the patient,” he said, “and a win for the country.”
Kelly closed it out.
She spoke clearly, efficiently—like she’d already explained this to people who needed convincing.
“Section 8 housing provides stability where the market fails,” she said. “If people have a place to live, everything else becomes possible—work, education, upward movement.”
She framed it as foundation, not charity.
“It protects the most vulnerable while maintaining broader housing demand.”
She ended the same way the others had.
“A win for the homeowner,” she said, “and a win for the country.”
The group nodded again.
A rhythm had formed—problem, solution, alignment. Each one landing in the same place.
After each presentation, they acknowledged one another. Not exaggerated. Just enough to signal agreement.
Kid remained mostly silent.
He listened.
Not to what they were saying—but how easily it all fit together.
Each system solved something.
Each solution justified itself.
Each one ended the same way.
A win.
For someone.
For something larger.
No one asked what it cost to keep those wins in place.
No one asked what happened when they overlapped.
Oldman moved through the room, not stopping long enough to interfere. Just listening. Letting it unfold.
Then he paused near their group.
“Last one,” he said, nodding toward Kid.
Kid glanced down at his paper.
It didn’t read like theirs.
No structure. No policy lever. No clear endpoint.
He started anyway.
“I didn’t focus on a specific program,” he said. “I tried to look at how the system itself is supposed to function.”
The group shifted slightly—not uncomfortable, just adjusting.
“The Constitution wasn’t written to solve problems directly,” Kid continued. “It was written to manage power. To limit it. To divide it.”
He looked up briefly, then back down.
“So instead of asking what government should do,” he said, “I started with what it’s supposed to be.”
A pause.
“What happens,” he continued, “when the system designed to restrain power becomes the place where every solution has to come from?”
No one interrupted.
Chaz leaned back slightly, listening now.
Kid kept going.
“If every problem—housing, healthcare, education, retirement—gets routed through the same central authority… then that authority doesn’t just manage power anymore.”
“It accumulates it.”
He hesitated.
Not because he didn’t believe it.
Because it didn’t land cleanly.
“There’s no win-win at the end of that,” he added. “At least… not in the way we’re framing it.”
Silence.
Not rejection.
Not agreement.
Just… absence.
Booker tapped his pen lightly against the desk, thinking.
Kelly glanced at Chaz, then back at Kid.
John shifted in his seat.
Chaz spoke first.
“So what’s your solution?” he asked.
Kid looked down at the page.
Then back up.
“I don’t think I have one yet.”
Another pause.
Chaz nodded slowly, not dismissive—just unconvinced.
“That’s the difference,” he said. “We’re trying to fix things.”
Kid held his gaze.
“I think that might be the problem.”
That sat there.
Oldman broke the silence. “Take the feedback. You’ve only got a couple weeks to refine. Enjoy the fall weather. It’s alumni weekend. A lot of important people visiting campus. Make sure to get out and make yourself visible. Remember politics is all about networking!” Class dismissed.
A week later, peak foliage crept in. It was Kid’s day off when Craig called in a panic. A server had called out sick. Kid was downstairs at the pub in no time, thrown straight onto the back section. He barely looked up until eleven, ringing higher sales than most of the floor. When Craig tallied the receipts, he grinned. “We’ve been wasting you. More serving shifts soon.”
The tips were more than enough for bus fare to Boston and money left over to take Pressley out properly. Before leaving, Kid ducked into the kitchen to thank the crew. That’s when he noticed the new dishwasher at the pit — he recognized him from Chaz’s suite part but hadn’t officially met yet, buried in a mountain of plates, working in the methodical, unhurried way of someone who’d done harder things.
Kid grabbed an apron off the hook and fell in beside him.
The guy glanced sideways. “You don’t have to do that.”
“I know,” Kid said, and picked up a sheet pan.
They worked in silence for a few minutes, the way people do when the work itself is communication enough. The rhythm of it — spray, scrub, rack, repeat — had a kind of dull momentum that required just enough attention to crowd out everything else. Like a long drive, Kid thought. You weren’t exactly tired, but you weren’t exactly there either.
“Sam,” the guy said, without stopping.
“Kid.”
Sam looked at him sideways. “That your actual name?”
“Long story, my dad had a thing for Westerns. His funny way of naming me after a cowboy.”
“You look familiar” Sam inferred.
“You too, did I see you at Chaz’s suite party?”
“Yeah, I’m in the suite next to him. Getting my MBA.”
Kid replied “That’s cool. What business are you in?”
He answered “None yet, I’ll figure it out after I graduate.”
They kept working.
By the time the pit was clear and their aprons were hanging back on the hook, the kitchen crew was already switching off the hoods. Outside, the September air had gone sharp.
“You headed back?” Kid asked.
“Eventually.”
“You want a beer? I got a six-pack I’ve been ignoring.”
Sam looked at him for a second, like he was checking whether there was a catch. “Yeah, alright. My other option was Chaz’s thing, and I don’t have the mental capacity for that right now.”
“There’s a party?”
“There’s always a party.” Sam shrugged. “Either I go and have to be on, or I lay in my room listening to the bass come through the wall all night. After a shift like that it’s basically torture either way.”
At Kid’s apartment he cracked two beers and handed one over. Sam dropped into the room’s only chair without ceremony.
“So what’s it actually like?” Kid asked. “Hanging out with those guys.”
Sam took a pull. “They’re not bad guys.”
“That’s a diplomatic answer.”
“It’s an honest one.” Sam turned the bottle in his hands. “They’re not sitting around being evil or whatever. They just — they don’t have any frame of reference. They’ve never had to figure something out that money couldn’t fix. So they think that’s just how it works for everyone.”
“It bothers you.”
“Sometimes. Less than it used to.” He paused. “It’s like being annoyed at a golden retriever for not knowing what it’s like to be cold. It’s not the dog’s fault.”
Kid smiled. “So you just hang around anyway.”
“Look,” Sam said, sitting forward, “I’m not gonna pretend I’m above it. I’m trying to get into that circle. Network, whatever the word is. I burned through everything I made this summer inside of a month just keeping up — concerts, tabs, weekend trips. I figured it was investment.”
“I worked all summer to save up. Construction, framing, mostly. And some demo work. It’s not bad. You can actually see what you did at the end of the day.” He leaned back. “My parents think I should get my MBA to get ahead.”
“What do you think?”
Sam made a face. “I think middle management sounds like what happens to you when you stop having ideas.”
Kid laughed. “So you’re trying to earn your way into the inner circle.”
“Trying to get close enough that some of it rubs off. Connections. Introductions. Something.”
“You think they’ll ever really let you in? Without the money?”
Sam was quiet for a moment. He looked at the label on his bottle like the answer might be there. “I don’t know. I guess I figure I’ll need to make the money first to find out.”
“That’s a long game.”
“Everything’s a long game.” He shrugged. “That’s just the way it is. You can’t beat ’em, you join ‘em. Or you don’t, and you stay outside.”
Kid stared at the window. The parking lot below had emptied out, just the orange glow of a streetlamp laying itself flat across the asphalt. It wasn’t that he disagreed with Sam. It was that he couldn’t tell yet whether Sam was being pragmatic or whether something in him had already started to close.
“My mom got sick,” Kid said, not sure why he said it right then. “Cancer. She’s in remission now, but — even if none of that had happened, even if we’d never seen a single hospital bill, we still wouldn’t be anywhere near where those guys are starting from.”
Sam nodded slowly. “No.”
“So what’s the play for people like us? Just try to earn our way in and hope they see us as more than useful?”
“Man, I don’t know.” Sam set his beer down. “But I don’t know what the alternative is either. Work twice as hard, get half the credit, and feel righteous about it?” He shook his head. “At least this way there’s a chance.”
Kid didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure Sam was wrong. That was the part that bothered him.
They talked for another hour. Sam had grown up in a mill town in western Massachusetts, played hockey until his knees gave out junior year, had a younger sister he was quietly trying to be an example for. Kid talked about his dad’s restaurant, the way it had functioned as the center of gravity for their whole neighborhood — people who came in for the food and stayed because someone remembered their name. Two different kinds of nowhere. Enough in common to make the conversation easy.
By the time Sam stood to leave, the radiator had stopped clanging and the street outside was silent. He pulled on his jacket and paused at the door.
“Thanks for the beer.”
“Thanks for the dishes.”
Sam laughed — a real one, short and unguarded — and left.
It was the first time since arriving that a conversation had felt like an actual conversation. Not a performance, not a pitch, not two people angling for position. Just two guys who’d spent eight hours serving and washing other people’s dishes, sitting in a meager room, being honest in the dark.
[bookmark: _heading=h.vp9zmxq4svpz]IV. Harvest Moon
Joy never arrives the way you expect it to.
It doesn’t announce itself. It doesn’t tell you, this is the part you’ll miss. It hides inside ordinary things — warm afternoons, easy laughter, breath moving steady in cool air. It feels like background. Like something that will always be there.
We’re always leaning forward. Toward a better season, a better version, a life just out ahead. So the present becomes something we pass through, not something we keep.
Harvest is like that. When you’re in it, it doesn’t feel full. It feels like work. Repetition. Another day that looks like the last.
Only after the frost comes do you see it clearly — how much was there. How alive it all was. How loud life sounded before it went quiet.
Fall’s Harvest Moon, rises bright enough to hold the light a little longer. It was never there to be admired. It was there to help gather — to make sure nothing good was left behind.
They understood something we forget: you don’t recognize joy while you’re living inside it.
You recognize it when it’s gone.
Sam found Kid between classes, falling into step beside him without preamble.
“You doing anything Saturday?” Sam asked.
“Working,” Kid said.
“After?”
“Sleeping.”
Sam made a sound of dismissal. “Chaz’s got a thing. Some of the alumni are coming through. Older guys, his dad’s friends, couple of them work in finance down in the city.” He said finance the way people say it when they mean it as a destination rather than a description. “Booker’s already in. It’s the kind of room where you shake the right hand and things happen.”
Kid glanced at him. “What kind of things?”
“Internships. Introductions. You know how it works.”
“I don’t, actually.”
Sam stopped walking. “Come on. You’re in Oldman’s class. You’re telling me you don’t understand how this stuff operates?”
“I understand it fine,” Kid said. “I’m just not sure I want to spend my Saturday performing for strangers.”
Sam looked at him with the patient exasperation of someone explaining something obvious to someone smart enough to know better. “It’s not performing. It’s how it works. You think these guys got where they are sitting in their rooms being authentic?”
Kid didn’t answer.
“My dad worked construction for twenty-two years,” Sam said, and his voice shifted slightly — not harder, just more precise, the way a voice gets when it’s pulling from somewhere real. “Good at it too. Best framer in the county, his foreman used to say. You know what that got him?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Bad knees and a foreman who got promoted over him because the foreman’s brother-in-law owned the company.”
They stood at the intersection of two paths. The dining hall one way, the dorms the other.
“I’m not my dad,” Sam said. Not bitterly. Just factually, the way you’d state a coordinate. “I’m going to know the brother-in-law.”
Kid looked at him for a moment. There was nothing naive in Sam’s face. He knew exactly what the game was. That was the thing about Sam that Kid kept turning over — the clarity of the calculation, the absolute absence of illusion about what he was doing and why. It wasn’t innocence. It was a different kind of bet.
“I’ll think about it,” Kid said.
He didn’t go. Sam did. Monday morning Sam wore the weekend lightly, dropped a name into conversation with the ease of someone testing a new tool, watched to see if it had weight.
It did, a little.
Enough to keep going.
That Friday was slammed, the pub a buzz with students and alumni. Mid-shift, Chef snapped. “Why is all this food in the window? Where are all the servers? Kid, get that food out!” Kid sprang into action — apron off, arms loaded — and ran plates like Frogger through the dining room.
He finally broke through the noise and reached table thirty-five.
“Who had the buffalo wings with blue cheese?”
He looked up.
Everyone was drunk from the football game that afternoon. Chaz sat at the head like a trustee-in-training, his crew spread around him, older alumni mixed in men with thinning hair and loosened collars, laughing a little too loudly, trying to stretch the feeling of being twenty-one. They were halfway between nostalgia and self-congratulation. Phones out. Watches expensive. Voices carrying.
No one acknowledged him.
“Buffalo wings with blue cheese,” Kid repeated, louder.
The whole table blinked at him at once, as if he’d interrupted something important.
“Anyone order buffalo wings with blue cheese?”
“I ordered buffalo with ranch,” one of the alumni said slowly, like he was remembering a detail from a board meeting fifteen minutes ago.
Kid’s arms were starting to burn. He set the wings down anyway.
“I’ll grab ranch.”
“Jamaican jerk,” he called out, shifting the remaining plates.
A gray-templed alum squinted at him. “Hey, what’d you call me?”
The table roared. Big laugh. Alumni laugh. The kind that congratulates itself.
“Jamaican jerk,” Kid repeated, voice flat now, adjusting the weight of the plates digging into his forearms.
Chaz finally raised a hand — not to help, just to signal ownership of the plate — without looking up from his phone.
The table was chaos. Half-full glasses sweating into paper coasters. Silverware scattered. Side plates abandoned after one bite. It looked less like a meal and more like a meeting that had run too long.
Sam was the only one who noticed and shifted a couple empty glasses just enough to create a landing zone, as if clearing airspace.
Kid set the remainder of the plates down.
“Can I get anyone anything else right now?” he asked, because that was the script.
“Actually,” one of them said, holding up a hand mid-conversation, “we’re gonna need a picture.”
They didn’t look at him when they said it.
“Yeah, get us all in it,” Chaz added. “And make sure you get the banner in the back. And the wine. Make it look… you know.”
“Iconic,” one of the older guys finished.
Kid nodded.
He took the phone — heavy, gold-edged — and stepped back. They rearranged themselves immediately. Arms around shoulders. Watches angled outward. Chaz leaned slightly forward, alumni flanking him like mentors in a brochure.
“Everyone look like you’re having the time of your life,” someone said.
They grinned.
Kid snapped three.
“Wait, one more,” an alum said. “This time candid.”
They burst into staged laughter.
Kid handed the phone back.
“Hey, Kid,” Chaz called as he turned to leave, “grab me some ranch too?”
A month into classes and they still hadn’t learned his name.
He went back to the kitchen. The dish pit had doubled in his absence.
He returned with ranch.
“Anything else?” he asked.
Johnson, face streaked with sauce, didn’t look up. “Napkins.”
Kid waited a second, just in case.
Nothing.
He moved again.
When he came back, Booker drained his soda with a theatrical slurp and rattled the ice in his glass.
“Another sarsaparilla, old sport.”
Kid took the empty, returned with a full.
“Kid,” Chaz called again, “what do you have for dessert?”
“I’m not sure,” Kid said evenly. “I’ll send your server.”
He walked away before they could answer.
Behind him he heard Chaz say, genuinely confused, “Wait — he wasn’t our waitress?”
The table erupted.
They went back to their phones, back to their stories about internships and markets and deals their fathers once made, assigning him small errands to stay occupied, keeping him moving but never productive. Busy work passed off as hierarchy.
Kid returned to what he’d suspected all along: a Mount Everest of dishes. “Where the hell are my sauté pans?” Chef barked from the line. “You can’t keep up, Greenhorn? Or you too busy yuckin’ it up with your college buddies? Don’t leave that dish pit again.” It wasn’t worth explaining. He lowered his head, plunged his hands back into the sink, and went to work knowing, once again, that no good deed goes unpunished.
It wasn’t that he disliked people. Back home he’d spent half his adolescence in a bar, watching the full human spectrum come through a door — the working crowd, the lonely crowd, the celebrating crowd — and he’d liked most of them. Bars had never intimidated him. It was the ritual that seemed like a waste: the same circuit of the same rooms, the same conversations running on fumes, the same morning-after inventory of nothing accomplished. Chaz and the rest could get after it every night if they wanted to. Kid didn’t judge it. He just couldn’t make himself care about it enough to show up.
He’d built his own routine instead. Morning runs before the campus filled in. The gym, which he liked for the same reason he liked dish pits — there was always something left to do. Afternoons in the library or his apartment with whatever he was working through that week: economics, history, philosophy, whatever subject had snagged his attention and refused to let go. He didn’t have a curriculum. He just followed what was interesting and trusted that it connected somewhere further down the road. Most of it did.
What he actually missed, though, was the band. He missed the Tuesday rehearsals in a way that showed up at odd moments. He missed the specific feeling of five people working toward the same thing, the way a song would slowly stop being a collection of parts and become something that breathed on its own. 
He’d brought his acoustic. It lived against the wall by the window and he played it most evenings after dinner, just working through things — old songs he knew by heart, new ones he was learning, sometimes nothing in particular, just the habit of his hands moving. It was the closest thing in his new life that felt like the old one.
Work at the pub was one thing from  his old routine that easily transferred to the new. One night the kitchen had settled into cleanup—heat still hanging in the air, the rush reduced to stacks of plates and the steady hiss of water.
Kid scraped a tray into the bin while Sam worked the sink beside him. Sam rinsed, slid a rack through.
“He’s running a fund out of that suite.”
Kid glanced over. “A fund?”
“Undergrads line up every week,” Sam said. “Cash in hand. No orders, no preferences. They just contribute.”
“For what?”
Sam shrugged. “Booze.”
He kept moving.
“Chaz pools it. Buys supply. But he doesn’t just hand it out evenly—he controls the flow.”
Kid frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Some weeks are bigger,” Sam said. “Game weekends, parties, whatever. He knows when demand’s coming. So he holds back early in the week, then releases more later.”
Kid leaned against the counter.
“So people think it’s running low…”
“Then it suddenly isn’t,” Sam said. “Keeps everyone coming back. Keeps the pressure on.”
Kid shook his head slightly.
“And if there’s extra?”
“He rolls it forward,” Sam said. “Adds to the next week. Or the end of the month when things really pick up.”
Kid stared at the sink.
“So they’re not getting what they paid for.”
“They’re getting what he decides they get,” Sam corrected.
A pan hit the sink harder than it needed to.
“Some kid complained last week,” Sam added. “Said he got shorted.”
“What happened?”
Sam didn’t look up.
“Chaz told him tough luck.”
Kid let out a breath.
“And he still pays next week?”
Sam gave a small shrug.
“They all do.”
Water kept running.
“He takes a cut too.”
Sam almost smiled.
“Calls it managing the operation.”
Kid nodded slowly.
“Controls the money. Controls the supply.”
“Exactly.”
“And if someone blows the whistle?” Kid asked. “Underage, distribution—whole thing?”
Sam shut off the faucet for a second, then turned it back on.
“He’s not worried,” he said.
Kid looked at him.
“His dad’ll write a check before anything sticks,” Sam said. “School gets a donation, problem disappears.”
Kid stared at the stack of dishes in front of him.
Money in first.
Supply later.
Controlled the whole way through.
“He’s not selling booze,” Kid said quietly.
Sam rinsed another plate.
“No.”
Kid watched the water run.
“He’s controlling the game.”
Kid worked beside him for a while without saying anything.
“You know what gets me,” Sam said eventually, his voice dropping under the noise of the kitchen, “is it’s not even that they’re bad guys. Chaz isn’t a bad guy. Booker’s actually pretty funny when he’s not working an angle.” He set the pot in the rack. “They just don’t see it.”
“See what?”
“The gap.” He reached for the next thing in the stack. “Like, we’re standing in the same room, going to the same school, and they think that means we’re the same. But they’ve got a floor under them and I’ve got — “ he looked at his hands briefly — “this.”
Kid nodded.
“The thing is,” Sam said, and here his voice shifted into something more careful, “they’re useful. I’m not saying they’re not useful. You know Chaz’s dad’s firm has a summer analyst program? Twelve weeks, paid. Most of the spots go to referrals.” He looked at Kid directly for the first time. “I’m a referral now. Chaz told his dad about me last weekend.”
Kid looked at him. “What did he say about you?”
Sam smiled, small and complicated. “Said I was hungry.”
The word landed strangely in the steam of the kitchen.
“He meant it as a compliment,” Sam added.
“I know,” Kid said.
They finished the shift in the easy rhythm of people who understood work the same way — heads down, no shortcuts, the job done right because the job was the thing that couldn’t be taken. When they clocked out and walked out to the cold, Sam talked about the analyst program with the specificity of someone who had researched it thoroughly and returned to it often. Hours, pay rate, which desks had the best conversion to full-time offers. He knew the numbers the way Kid’s father knew table turnover rates.
Kid listened and thought about what Sam’s father’s foreman’s brother-in-law had cost them both.
Post shift, he tried FaceTiming Pressley. No answer. He sent messages anyway, understanding she was busy, making friends, living her life. He was happy for her, just missed her. Lake Elmore still loomed; no cars, no buses, no Uber, yet Kid still insisted he’d make it somehow even if it had to be Sunday morning. He fell asleep before hearing back.
Boston didn’t function the way Vermont did. It didn’t pause. It didn’t open up. It moved. Constantly. Sidewalks surged like currents, and Pressley learned quickly that standing still would only get you washed down stream. She adjusted by instinct: walking faster, speaking louder, deciding sooner.
Her dorm room sat six floors above the avenue, high enough that the traffic blurred into white noise. She liked the noise. It sounded like momentum. 
Haley returned to the dorm room.
Haley didn’t just enter rooms. She arrived in them.
Three garment bags hung from the closet door. Shoes lined the wall like they’d been curated, not unpacked.
“You’re back early,” Pressley said. “You’re coming tonight,” Haley said, tossing a glossy invitation onto her bed. 
“Beacon Hill. Real one. Not some freshman dorm circus.”
Pressley hesitated. “I’ve got reading.”
Haley raised an eyebrow. “Exposure, babe.” Haley added casually, already halfway through her makeup. “Writers don’t matter if no one knows their name”.
Pressley told herself she was observing. Studying culture. Gathering material. She went.
Beacon Hill wasn’t loud the way dorm parties were loud. It was curated loud — deliberate laughter, controlled chaos, champagne flutes instead of Solo cups.
People introduced themselves by internships and made up LinkedIn resume titles:
“Policy fellow.”
“Assistant to.”
“Summer placement at.”
Pressley found herself answering differently than she would have a few weeks earlier.
“I’m in journalism,” she said.
Not: I want to hold power accountable.
Not: I want to tell the truth.
Just: “I’m in journalism.”
Someone’s eyes lit up.
“You should talk to Nathaniel,” a girl said. “He runs a digital media startup. They blow up stories fast.”
Blow up stories.
Pressley made a mental note.
Back on campus, classes continued.
Headline autopsies. Ethics debates. Source verification drills.
She still loved the mechanics of it. The way framing could be dissected. The invisible hand behind a paragraph revealed.
But she noticed something shifting.
When the professor asked, “Who benefits from this framing?”
She began asking herself:
How many people will see it?
Haley’s world expanded quickly. Fundraisers. Gallery openings. “Networking dinners” that felt suspiciously like auditions.
Pressley told herself she was collecting scenes.
She started bringing her phone out more often.
Not for selfies — not at first.
For “content.”
A quote overheard.
A snapshot of a skyline.
A quick interview clip.
She created a small public account. Nothing flashy. Just commentary. Observations. Clean captions.
The first time a post crossed a thousand views, she felt it physically.
Not pride.
Charge.
She still called Kid most nights those first weeks.
Long calls. Laughing ones.
She told him about Haley’s closet that looked like a boutique. About a professor who dismantled a headline in twelve ruthless minutes. About how Boston made Vermont feel fictional.
They joked about trading places.
Neither meant it.
By the second week, the calls shortened.
Not intentionally.
Just…
Boston filled faster.
Conversations overlapped. Plans stacked. Haley always knew somewhere better to be.
Pressley noticed something else.
At parties, the loudest person wasn’t the most interesting.
They were the most visible.
One night, walking back from a rooftop gathering, Haley nudged her.
“You’re too quiet,” Haley said. “You have thoughts. Use them.”
“I do,” Pressley said.
“Not out loud.”
Pressley didn’t argue.
The next gathering, she tried something different.
When someone mentioned a city council scandal, she jumped in — sharp, concise, framed.
Not investigative.
Impactful.
The group leaned in.
Someone asked for her handle.
Exposure.
She realized quickly: the people who controlled narrative weren’t the loudest.
They were the most connected.
That night, Haley dragged her to a charity gala “for optics.” Pressley wore something borrowed. Halfway through the evening, she noticed she wasn’t observing anymore. She was participating. Positioning herself for conversations. Choosing where to stand when photos were taken. Calculating which comments would travel.
Later, alone in their dorm, city lights flickering in the window reflection, she opened her notebook. On the first page she’d left blank weeks ago, she finally wrote something. Not a headline. Not a hook. Just a question.
At what point does telling the story become becoming the story?
She stared at it a long time. The papers she'd idolized growing up—the reporters who had broken Watergate, exposed cigarette companies, held war architects to account—they hadn't built their reputations on reach. They had built them on refusal. The willingness to be slow, to be thorough, to be unpopular with the people they covered. She wondered when that had become quaint. Whether it had been a slow erosion or a decision someone made in a boardroom, trading principle for clicks, then clicks for revenue, until the mission statement was the only place the original promise still existed.
Her phone buzzed. Three new followers. A message from Nathaniel asking if she’d consider contributing to a digital series. Exposure first, the professor had said. Principles later.
She closed the notebook. Tomorrow she had an eight a.m. class and an ethics lecture to pretend to believe in. Tonight, Boston kept moving.
In Vermont Kid moved at a different pace. After a solid night’s sleep, Kid fell back into his familiar Saturday routine: breakfast, coffee, and scrolling the internet, delaying the inevitable until he accepted he wouldn’t make it to the lake party. Back at the dorm, he called Pressley to break the news. Without Capaldi as an excuse, he chose something simpler: foliage was at its peak, all hands were needed at the pub. He said he’d just been reminded. It wasn’t entirely true. He hated lying, almost as much as he hated disappointing her.
The FaceTime call connected on the third ring.
Pressley’s face filled the screen, soft light from a desk lamp warming the edges of her room. She smiled the second she saw him.
“There he is.”
Kid leaned back against his pillow, phone propped against his knee. “You look tired.”
“So do you,” she shot back, grinning. “Midterms will do that.”
There was a brief pause—comfortable, but thinner than it used to be.
Kid rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know, Press… something’s been bothering me.”
Her expression shifted. “What?”
“It’s Oldman.” He exhaled, searching for the words. “I thought this class was going to be about… I don’t know—rethinking things. Change. But it’s not. It’s like… everything just loops back to preserving what’s already there.”
Pressley tilted her head slightly, listening.
“He frames everything like it’s open for debate,” Kid continued, “but it’s not. Not really. It always lands in the same place. Like the system already decided what the answer is—and we’re just working backwards to justify it.”
He paused, then added quieter, “It feels like the system tells people what to want… instead of people deciding how the system should work.”
Pressley sat with that for a moment.
“Maybe,” she said slowly, “Oldman isn’t the course of action you’re supposed to take.”
Kid looked up at the screen. “What do you mean?”
She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I mean… maybe you’re not supposed to fight it from inside a classroom.”
Kid’s brow furrowed. “So what, then?”
She shrugged lightly. “First you get attention. Then you push the agenda.” A small smile crept in. “You know… exposure, babe.”
Kid squinted at her. “What are you talking about? That doesn’t sound like something you’d say.”
She laughed softly. “It’s just something I’ve been learning. Journalism stuff. First you build a voice—like, a brand. Then people actually listen when you say something.”
Kid didn’t respond right away.
Pressley leaned closer to the camera. “I’m serious. Maybe you just need to think outside the box. Do something grassroots. That’s how revolutions start.”
Kid let out a short breath through his nose. “Yeah… well the French Revolution started grassroots too.” He shifted slightly. “Pretty bloody. Ended with Napoleon Bonaparte taking over. Not really my style.”
Pressley rolled her eyes, smiling despite herself. “Thanks for the lesson, Professor History.”
Kid smirked faintly.
She softened again. “Either way… I can’t wait to see you next week at the lake.”
There it was.
Kid hesitated—just for a second.
Long enough to feel it.
He looked back at her, forcing something easy into his voice. “Yeah. Weather’s supposed to be perfect. Leaves are already starting to change here.”
Pressley’s eyes lit up. “I miss that.”
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “It’s… nice.”
They drifted into easier conversation after that—small things, familiar rhythms. Stories that didn’t ask too much of either of them. The kind of talk that fills space without fixing what’s underneath.
Time blurred the way it always did with her. As noon approach Kid had to end the call, apologizing that he really had to get back to his midterm paper. In reality he had to get to the sugar shack.
Kid packed a hoodie and jeans for the evening chill, though the day still called for shorts and a T-shirt. Backpack slung over his shoulder, he crossed the road and headed for the shack, keeping an eye out. Campus was a buzz with alumni weekend affairs, the crowd drifting toward the football game was too self-involved. They didn’t pay any mind to Kid crossing the street and heading up the path away from campus.
The shack was empty when he arrived, exactly as he’d left it. Noon. First Saturday. He propped the door open for light and air, sat on the cot, and tucked his phone away, hoping to sneak a message to Pressley later.
Louie burst in moments later, tail whipping, nosed Kid’s leg, then turned expectantly to the door. Capaldi appeared as a silhouette in the autumn sun, still dressed for safari. “Let’s move. We haven’t got all day.”
They climbed the same mountain path as before. Capaldi ran his checklist: sleep, food, water, clothes, happiness. Kid answered yes to everything, keeping pace. “One more thing,” Capaldi said, holding out his hand. “Your phone.” “Oh darn, I left it in my bag at the shack,” Kid pretended his disappointment. Capaldi didn’t argue. He handed Kid a bottle of water and a capsule, just as he had last visit. Kid swallowed it without hesitation and followed him uphill.
Halfway up the mountain, Capaldi finally spoke. “Let’s clear the air. There’s an age-old debate everyone thinks they’ve solved.” Kid braced himself: life, justice, morality. All he heard in return was “M.J. is the GOAT.” Kid stopped. “Excuse me?” Capaldi kept walking. “MJ, ya know. His Airness. Twenty-three. Michael AIR Jordan. Greatest to ever do it.”
Kid fired back: LeBron’s points, championships, MVPs. Capaldi swatted each argument aside: Bill Russell had more rings, Kareem more MVPs, stats miss the point. “Then what’s your criteria?” Kid scoffed.
Capaldi turned. “You’re thinking too small. Jordan’s the GOAT because he changed the game. Same rules, same hoop; but he outgrew it. He moved faster, jumped higher, decided in midair. Nobody had ever thought like that before, never mind completed such feats. The league didn’t know how to stop him.”
He paced, worked up now. “After Jordan, everyone trained to play like him. Kobe perfected it. LeBron’s just a monster, like he was built in a laboratory. They’re incredible, but they arrived when everyone else had caught up. That’s not their fault. Had they been born an era before, it’d be them.”
Capaldi stopped again. “Legends don’t just win. They redefine what winning looks like. If you want to be the GOAT at anything, you don’t play the game better. You need to change how the game is played.” He nodded toward the trail ahead. “You know the rules. Now think outside them.”
They reached the peak, and the view was staggering: rolling mountains drenched in peak foliage. Magenta dogwoods, fiery orange maples, deep evergreen conifers—every shade scattered like a living mosaic. Capaldi broke the silence. “The trees are giving up on us.”
“That’s a pessimistic way to look at all this splendor,” Kid said gently. Capaldi smiled. “Only if you stop at the ending.”
He gestured to the canopy around them. “The summer sun feeds the trees in their earliest stages, driving photosynthesis and filling each leaf with chlorophyll, painting the world green. That green is strength, growth, uniformity. It’s survival. But when the sun begins its retreat from the sky, the trees are forced to reckon with change. The green fades, and what was always there beneath it finally shows through. The leaves reveal their true colors not in abundance, but in scarcity.”
He paused, letting the wind move through the branches. “They fall, yes, but they do not vanish. They return to the earth, breaking down into carbon and nitrogen, nourishing the roots through the harshest months of winter. What appears to be an ending is really preparation. Those fallen leaves become the nutrients that allow the next spring to arrive stronger than the last.”
Capaldi turned back to Kid. “Human lives follow the same rhythm. We begin as fragile buds, shaped by the DNA of our families and circumstances. Society paints us green: work, responsibility, conformity. Different shapes, different sizes, but the same expectation: grow, produce, endure. It’s only when the sun lowers, when time becomes finite, that many of us finally ask who we are beneath the surface.” He smiled. “That’s why they’re called the golden years. Not because life is ending, but because truth is finally visible.”
Another pause. “The tragedy isn’t that the leaves fall,” he continued. “It’s that we forget what they leave behind. Wisdom. Experience. Fertility for what comes next. Every generation feeds the soil of the future, whether it knows it or not.” The two men stood in silence, surrounded by color, not as a symbol of decay, but as proof that nothing meaningful is ever wasted.
The distance he usually kept between himself and everything else quietly closed.
The gap between watching and being — the one he’d carried so long he’d stopped noticing its weight — narrowed to nothing.
He felt the familiar sensation of the observer stepping back, and someone else — more honest, less careful — stepping forward to take his place.
 Capaldi, smiled and said, “So, what is orange, then?” “The fruit?” I answered. Capaldi raised an eyebrow. “You’re not clever enough to be Abbot or Costello so quit the bullshit.”
“Fine. Orange is a color between red and green on the light spectrum. How else would you describe it?” Capaldi nodded. “That’s how the eye receives it. But how does the mind experience it?”
“How do we know,” Capaldi continued, “that what you see as orange is what I see as orange? The sky is blue, so we agree, but what if my brain experiences that same sky the way yours would experience green? Or red? Wouldn’t that reshape how we feel, how we act, how we move through the world?”
He smiled, not darkly, but curiously. “Imagine growing up beneath a red sky. Do you think you’d carry the same calm as someone raised beneath green?” I leaned in. “So you’re saying color isn’t just a place on the spectrum—it’s the brain’s interpretation of the chemical signal. And there’s no way to prove that two people experience that signal the same way.”
“I’m saying there’s a chance,” Capaldi replied softly. “And if there’s a chance, there’s wonder in it.” He gestured toward the trees. “A leaf appears green due to chlorophyll and photosynthesis, but its true color has always been orange. Genetics decide its shape and size. Environment decides what color it shows. And perception decides how others see it. But the leaf itself always knows what it is.”
Capaldi’s voice lowered, almost reverent. “Most leaves don’t reveal that truth until the end of their cycle. Some do early: at blossom, by not conforming to chlorophyll, we call them flowers. Beautiful, but delicate. They still need nourishment from their roots. But revelation isn’t the end. It’s the moment meaning becomes transferable.” He turned to me. “What matters isn’t when we self-actualize, but what we leave behind when we do. Knowledge. Insight. Possibility. The next generation decides what to make of it.”
Capaldi broke the silence by reaching into his pack.
“Eat,” he said, handing me a small cloth bundle.
Inside were rough grains, dried fruit, a hunk of coarse bread, olives, a strip of salted meat. Nothing sweet. Nothing indulgent. Food that asked to be chewed.
“This,” Capaldi said, “is what history tastes like.”
I chewed. Slowly. The food sat heavy and honest in his mouth, unfamiliar but grounding. As he swallowed, the meadow shifted again—not abruptly, but like a long exhale.
“Do you remember where we left off?” Capaldi asked.
“Yes,” I nodded. “Industrial Revolution. Factories. Specialization. Democracy rising out of it.”
“Good,” Capaldi said. “Now step backward. What allowed for that to happen.”
“The Gutenberg Press?” I offered in confidence. “Spread of information. Reformation. Literacy.”
Capaldi shook his head slightly and began to reframe the scene. “Let’s go back prior to the printing press.”
It didn’t arrive as language. It was gravity.
My hands were in soil.
Cold. Wet. Irish earth packed beneath his nails, pressing potatoes into furrows carved by hand. The wind came hard off the Atlantic. The sky felt close. Every seed was a wager against rot. Every cloud a threat.
If the crop failed, there was nothing behind it.
No supply chain.
No backup.
No shipment from elsewhere.
Famine.
The scene folded.
Now the hills were dry and pale. He walked them barefoot, staff in hand, sheep fanning out across Greek slopes. He counted them at dusk. Each animal was wealth. Each one could be stolen in a night. He slept lightly. Dogs barked at shadows.
Fences were rare.
Trust was thinner.
The world shifted again.
The Nile flooded at his feet. Dark silt spread wide and generous. He bent and planted grain in Egyptian soil that promised abundance. Sun burned hot. Water receded. Stalks rose thick and tall.
This time there was more than enough.
Surplus.
Granaries filled.
Clay jars stacked.
Food saved for winter.
Kid felt the difference immediately.
When food could be stored, life rooted itself.
Shelters stopped moving.
Fires burned in the same place each night.
Paths hardened into roads.
Villages grew.
“What changed?” Capaldi’s voice asked from somewhere just beyond the riverbank.
“We stayed,” Kid said quietly. “We stopped moving.”
“And what do you call land you don’t leave?”
Kid felt it before he spoke it.
“Property.”
With property came something new.
Fear.
Fear of losing.
He saw it clearly now — grain behind walls, sheep penned inside stone, fields marked by boundary lines. What could be saved could also be taken.
Raiders appeared at the edges of fields. Ships along coastlines. Men who had not planted, who had not waited, but who desired what had been stored.
“When another people want what you have grown,” Capaldi asked, “what happens?”
Kid felt the answers unfold naturally.
You bargain.
You trade.
You fortify.
You strike first.
You submit.
Or you choose someone to stand in front.
The crowd parted.
Not out of reverence.
Out of necessity.
A man stepped forward — armored, guarded, elevated above the rest.
A king.
The scene shifted again — not one crown, but many.
An Irish chieftain guarding grain stores.
A Greek basileus standing between shepherds and raiders.
An Egyptian pharaoh overseeing irrigation and soldiers at the border.
Different lands.
Same function.
“Consider what he provides,” Capaldi said.
Kid watched roads patrolled. River routes guarded. Markets kept open. Thieves punished publicly. Soldiers stationed at borders so farmers could bend over fields without glancing over their shoulders every few seconds.
The monarch wasn’t reciting philosophy.
He was securing order.
“So long as borders hold,” Capaldi continued, “so long as granaries remain full and trade routes stay open, people tolerate the crown.”
Kid understood it now.
The point of a king was not enlightenment.
It was protection.
Protection from invasion.
Protection from piracy.
Protection from theft in the marketplace.
Protection from losing everything overnight.
Without that order, no one plants.
No one stores.
No one builds.
“And what is exchanged?” Capaldi asked.
“Obedience,” Kid said.
Taxes.
Labor.
Allegiance.
“Monarchy,” Capaldi replied calmly, “is fear organized. Another contract. Protection in exchange for submission.”
Kid watched what happened when protection failed.
Granaries emptied.
Walls breached.
Markets burned.
Crowns ripped from heads.
Power ended the same way it began.
With force.
The riverbanks dissolved.
The sheep scattered.
The Irish wind went quiet.
The mountain returned.
Cold air. Pine. Distant wood smoke.
But something remained.
Civilization had not begun with justice.
It began with surplus.
With walls.
With soldiers.
With someone willing to stand between abundance and desperate hands so farmers could farm and traders could trade without looking over their shoulders every moment of the day.
Order first.
Philosophy later.
The sun dropped fast now. Fall had shortened the day. Colors deepened. Capaldi offered another capsule. Kid took it.
The trail down was easier on the legs and harder on the head.
The effects hadn’t left so much as receded — the way a tide doesn’t disappear, it just stops advancing. Kid could feel the ordinary world reassembling around him, its textures ordinary again, its proportions manageable. The visionary had cooled back into the analytical, and the analytical was already picking at the seams.
He caught up to Capaldi on the switchback where the hemlocks thickened and the light went grey.
“I’ve been thinking,” Kid said.
“Dangerous.” Capaldi didn’t break stride.
“Not all agricultural societies were monarchies.”
Capaldi said nothing. His boots found the trail’s root system with the ease of someone who had descended this particular mountain many times more than he’d been asked about it.
“Greece,” Kid said. “Athens. Democratic governance. And they were agrarian.”
“City-states,” Capaldi said.
“Still agricultural.”
“Different conditions entirely.” Capaldi stepped over a run of meltwater crossing the path. “The Athenian climate was generous. Grain, olive oil, wine — reliable surpluses. The Aegean coast wasn’t fending off four months of frozen ground. You don’t need a strongman to manage abundance. You need him to manage scarcity.”
“So it was weather?”
“Weather. Topography. The city-states shared defense obligations. No city-state stood alone long enough to need a tyrant. They had each other.”
Kid thought about that. The trail widened briefly and he drew level with him.
“Rome, then. Republican Rome. Senators. Consuls. Checks on power.”
“Checks on power among the landowning class,” Capaldi said, mildly. “The grain dole fed the city. The legions secured the grain routes. It was a republic the way a company is a democracy — everyone votes, not everyone’s a shareholder.”
“That’s a dodge.”
“That’s a distinction.” He glanced sideways at Kid. “Rome held because of geography, climate, and military reach. The Mediterranean gave them food. The Alps and the sea gave them time. Threats were manageable from a distance before they arrived at the door. That’s not a democracy. That’s a defended surplus.”
Kid was quiet for a few steps.
“Early America,” he said.
Capaldi paused. Not to collect himself — to concede.
“Now you’re onto something.”
“No monarchy. Agricultural. Democratic from the start.”
“You’re right.” He resumed walking. “The monarchy was overthrown. The colonists had seen what the crown extracted from a surplus and decided the surplus was theirs.”
“So monarchy wasn’t inevitable.”
“No,” Capaldi said. “But look at the conditions. The Atlantic to the east — three thousand miles of natural border. The Pacific to the west once they got there. The continent itself provided what most civilizations had to build armies to secure. Timber. Farmland. Climate that rotated crops. No existential invasion threat on either flank. The neighbors were either allied tribes or the ocean.”
He stopped at a flat boulder where the trail bent south and turned to face Kid.
“What they built was extraordinary,” he said, and for once there was no irony in it. “But it wasn’t built in a vacuum. It was built inside a fortress that geography constructed for them. Take away the Atlantic. Put them on the Hungarian plain with three competing empires on the doorstep. See how long the republic lasts before someone decides a strong hand is the only way to keep the granary from burning.”
Kid leaned against the boulder. The cold seeped through his jacket.
“So you’re saying democracy is a luxury.”
“I’m saying democracy is a condition,” Capaldi said. “Like a garden. It grows where the soil allows. What the founders understood — and what gets lost in every civics class I’ve ever suffered through — is that they weren’t inventing freedom. They were institutionalizing conditions that already existed. The land made it possible. The document made it durable.”
He started walking again.
“For a while,” he added, quieter.
Kid pushed off the boulder and followed. Below them, through the bare trees, the valley floor was visible — the town’s white steeple, the dark thread of the river, smoke rising from a chimney somewhere out of sight. The ordinary world, waiting for them to return to it.
“So Greece and Rome were exceptions,” Kid said.
“Anomalies,” Capaldi said. “Beautiful ones. Worth studying. Worth building on. But anomalies don’t disprove the pattern. They describe the conditions required to survive outside it.”
The trail narrowed again. They walked single file, Capaldi ahead, the hemlock boughs brushing their shoulders.
“And when the conditions change?” Kid asked.
Capaldi didn’t answer for a long moment.
“That,” he said finally, “is a different session.”
While the two men spoke about the evolution of politics, on the opposite side of the Green Mountain National Forest Pressley was arriving at a party on Lake Elmore.
The lake was modest in size but large enough for boating, fishing, and swimming. Roughly two-thirds of the shoreline had been divided into narrow parcels, each hosting the largest lakehouse conservation laws would allow, pressed as close to the water as possible. The remaining third was left untouched, woods and wetlands preserved against development. Each house faced the lake with a wall of glass and a staircase leading down to a private dock. During the summer, nearly every dock held a pontoon or ski boat, but by early October most had already been pulled from the water. The lake sat quiet, save for the noise spilling from one property.
Nathaniel’s house.
He had grown up in the same affluent Connecticut suburb as Haley, who had extended the invitation. Before dawn that Saturday, dozens of classmates packed themselves into SUVs and caravanned north. Nathaniel’s older brother, home from another New England university, invited his own friends, nearly doubling the crowd.
The party began the moment they arrived.
Hard seltzers and sweet vodka drinks flowed freely. Weed, pills, and whatever else could be scavenged made their way through the crowd. Music blared through the expensive sound system Nathaniel’s parents had installed, echoing across the water. Shouts of laughter rose as guys attempted reckless stunts for attention. There was skinny-dipping off the dock, brief and ill-advised, cut short by the shock of frigid water. It was the familiar chaos of an unsupervised college party: loud, indulgent, and unrestrained.
Pressley spent most of the afternoon with her roommate Haley and a few other girls, drinking casually around the firepit. As dusk settled in, Nathaniel descended the stairs with his three closest friends and approached the group, keys jingling in his hand.
“Anyone want to take a loop around the lake on the pontoon?” his attention directed at Pressley, Haley, and two other girls. “Only room for eight.” With nothing else to do and nowhere else to go, Pressley joined them.
They boarded quietly. The boat slipped from the dock and began its slow circuit along the shoreline.
Drinks passed from hand to hand, a spliff followed, and the lake reflected the moon in soft ripples. Steam hovered above the water, warm against the sharp autumn air. Halfway around the lake, Nathaniel cut the engine near an old, neglected dock.
“Looks like we’re out of gas,” he said casually. “I’ll text my brother; he’ll bring some over.” The boat slowly floated towards shore. His friends jumped onto the dock, nearly sending it collapsing beneath their weight, and tied the boat off. They suggested exploring while they waited. Nathaniel pointed up the hill toward a darkened shack, barely visible through the trees.
Despite the “No Trespassing” signs, the girls followed. Being alone on the boat in the dark felt worse. They climbed the path using their phone lights, the moon obscured by tall pines, until they reached a rundown summer cabin. Nathaniel kicked the door open and scanned for animals before waving everyone inside. He told the story as if he’d rehearsed it.
A hippie couple from Boston. Met at Woodstock. Left the city to live off the land. Until one night in the ’70s, when the husband took too much acid and killed his wife inside the cabin. He fled into the woods, naked and screaming, never to be seen again. Legend had it his spirit still wandered the forest, mimicking Jimi Hendrix guitar riffs on full moon nights.
“We should split up,” Nathaniel said. “See if we can find him.” He took Pressley by the hand and led her away from the cabin. A short distance from the others, he stopped suddenly. “Did you hear that?” Pressley shook her head. “You’re not getting me with this.”
As if on cue, a pair of loons cried out, their calls echoing across the hills. Pressley dropped her drink and jumped into his arms. Nathaniel kissed her without hesitation. The sound sent the others scrambling. One girl bolted for the dock, which partially collapsed beneath her. Panic followed. Nathaniel’s friends shouted that they had to leave before the boat drifted away.
They returned to the boat.
Pressley sat beside Nathaniel as they motored back across the lake, exchanging glances in the glow of the dashboard lights. By the time they reached the house, the party was still raging.
Back at the shack, the sun set, and fire lit. Capaldi had prepared something without saying a word.
Across the firepit, two acoustic six-strings rested against carved log benches — one on each side of the flames, their polished wood catching the firelight like amber.
“Pick your seat,” he said. “Get comfortable.”
I settled onto the warm log, the fire popping and breathing between us, and lifted the guitar into my lap. The wood was still warm from the day’s sun. I brushed the strings with my thumb.
A sound bloomed.
Not a chord — a pulse.
I wandered into a loose melody, nothing planned, just letting my fingers fall where they wanted. Across the fire, Capaldi answered with a harmony, soft at first, then fuller, wrapping around my notes like smoke curling around flame.
What began as simple strumming grew into something alive.
I wasn’t choosing notes anymore.
The guitar was.
Or maybe I was, but from somewhere beneath thought.
Each string vibrated straight into my bones. I saw the frequency of the note reverberate through the strings. That frequency traveled through the air then through me. I could feel sound — feel it ripple up my arms, across my chest, into my teeth. Frequencies hummed through me like electricity. Every pluck landed exactly where it needed to, as if the melody already existed and my hands were only uncovering it.
I stared into the fire, watching sparks lift from the blaze, each trailing light behind it like a comet cutting across the night, like I could see the energy releasing, the electrons being shot out from the nucleus. The flames themselves felt both chaotic and deliberate, energy and void braided together, moving as if two dancers followed the same unseen rhythm. Oxygen fed the embers below, which pulsed and glowed like lungs inhaling and exhaling with every breath.
Firelight washed over the autumn leaves of the towering maple overhead, setting them aflame with color. The rising heat stirred the branches, lifting and lowering them like a stadium crowd caught in a single wave. Beyond the canopy, the sky opened completely. Stars crowded the darkness, bright and endless, twinkling like moonlight scattered across ocean swells, close enough to touch, yet separated by unfathomable distance.
The sensation grew intense. Edges softened. Forms began folding into repeating patterns, the world tessellating in on itself. Just as it threatened to pull Kid fully under, Capaldi grounded him again, extending a bottle of water and quietly bringing him back to Earth.
“When harvests are strong,” Capaldi said, staring into the fire, “order feels natural.”
The warmth on my face almost made it believable.
“But what happens,” he continued, “when the rain doesn’t come? When it comes too hard? When fields rot or split and people wake hungry?”
Soil cracked. Corn stalks hung limp. A mother scraped the bottom of an empty bowl. The air felt brittle.
“How does a ruler keep control then?” he asked.
“You send soldiers,” I said immediately.
He shook his head.
“That works only while the soldiers are fed.”
The image shifted — armored men staring into empty stores. Anger rising. Loyalty thinning.
“When nature turns,” Capaldi said softly, “who does the farmer blame?”
The answer felt dangerous.
“The king.”
“Exactly.”
The fire popped.
“A drought isn’t political,” he said. “But hunger becomes political very quickly.”
The burned fields trembled in my mind.
“So what does a ruler do when he cannot control the sky?” Capaldi asked.
I sat with it.
Then I felt it.
“You move the sky,” I said slowly. “Or at least the story of it.”
Capaldi glanced toward me.
“Go on.”
“You create something bigger than the king,” I said. “An authority above him. Something no one can question.”
The sky darkened in the vision.
“The gods.”
The word didn’t feel symbolic. It felt strategic.
“When crops fail,” I continued, “you say the gods are testing us. When floods come, it’s punishment. When plague spreads, it’s judgment.”
The people knelt.
Not because rain stopped.
But because fear found direction.
“Now the drought isn’t the king’s fault,” I said. “It’s divine will.”
Capaldi nodded once.
“An institution,” he said. “Outside the crown.”
The scene shifted again.
Stone temples rising beside palaces. Priests speaking in language the farmers didn’t understand. Rituals explaining what weather could not.
“The ruler doesn’t claim to be a god anymore,” I said slowly. “He claims to serve one.”
“Which changes what?” Capaldi asked.
“Blame,” I answered.
If harvests succeed — the gods are pleased.
If harvests fail — the people lacked faith.
Either way, the crown stands.
The vision moved forward.
Crosses.
Crescents.
Cathedrals and minarets rising over crowded cities.
Monotheism tightened the structure.
One God above all.
One moral order.
One explanation for chaos.
“The king rules land,” I said. “God rules meaning.”
“And the people?” Capaldi asked.
“They endure,” I said.
Sermons poured over starving crowds.
Suffering reframed as virtue.
Obedience reframed as righteousness.
Death reframed as passage.
“When war comes,” I said quietly, “it’s no longer politics. It’s holy.”
The fire cracked loudly.
“And when taxes rise?” Capaldi pressed.
The scene darkened.
Tax collectors rode through villages already struggling. Families multiplied even when fields shrank. Surplus disappeared.
“You say it’s necessary,” I said. “For defense. For God’s will. For the kingdom.”
“And if someone resists?”
I didn’t hesitate.
“They’re not just traitors.”
I swallowed.
“They’re heretics.”
Capaldi’s eyes reflected the flames.
“Religion,” he said, “was not only belief. It was insulation.”
The word settled heavy.
“When a ruler cannot control famine, plague, or invasion,” he continued, “he can control the explanation.”
The meadow faded.
The mountain returned.
Smoke drifted upward, unbothered by theology.
“So monarchies learned,” Capaldi said quietly. “You don’t just build walls of stone.”
“You build walls of story,” I said.
He nodded.
“Nationalism would come later,” he added. “Flags. Industry. Progress. Different language. Same instinct.”
To deflect.
To unify.
To redirect fear outward instead of upward.
The fire collapsed inward.
“Institutions don’t appear out of purity,” Capaldi said. “They appear under pressure.”
The embers glowed red.
“And the ones that survive,” he finished, “are the ones that know where to send the blame.”
The vision dissolved. The fire was just a fire again. Capaldi studied Kid for a long moment, then stood, brushing ash from his coat. “Come on. Let’s get inside.” Kid stayed by the fire a moment longer, watching the embers fade, wondering how many kingdoms had burned the same way: slowly, quietly, before anyone noticed the light was gone.
Inside the shack, Capaldi once again handed him a notebook. Words poured out: mountains, firelight, history folding in on itself. When the page finally emptied, Kid collapsed onto the cot, Louie at his feet.
At dawn, Kid woke to a forgotten 6 a.m. alarm. Capaldi was gone. Unsure why he’d set it, Kid brewed coffee, stepped into the morning, and walked back toward campus.
Still foggy, Kid realized he hadn’t checked his phone all day. He called Pressley, no answer. He texted. Nothing. He told himself it was spotty reception at the lake and waited.
She finally called late Sunday night, already back in Boston. Kid apologized again and again, promising he’d make it down soon. Pressley brushed it off: said the party was mellow, just a quiet night by the fire. She was tired, had class in the morning. They said goodnight. Kid hung up unconvinced, sensing the disappointment beneath her calm, and resolved to see her as soon as he could.
That week of classes dragged the way weeks drag when your mind is somewhere else entirely. He sat in lectures and heard words without sentences. He worked his Friday shift watching the clock with the particular agony of a man who has somewhere better to be and knows exactly how many hours stand between him and it. The clock, he was certain, ticked backwards.
He’d begged Craig for the weekend. Called in every favor he had, offered doubles on both sides of it, whatever it took. Craig had grumbled through the negotiation the way Craig grumbled through everything — not because he was going to say no, but because making it easy wasn’t his style. The schedule got rearranged. Kid was free from Saturday morning through Sunday night.
He booked the earliest bus south.
The ride gave him two hours and forty minutes, which he’d planned to spend finishing Oldman’s midterm. He opened his laptop, read the same paragraph four times, and gave up. He watched Vermont go past the window instead — the maples burning gold and red in the early morning light, the kind of foliage that made people drive up from the city with cameras and cider and a general willingness to pay twelve dollars for a candle. He watched it thin and change as the miles passed, the Vermont color giving way to New Hampshire, New Hampshire softening into Massachusetts green, and by the time the highway widened into the outskirts of Boston it felt, improbably, like summer again. Like he’d driven back through the seasons into something warmer.
South Station in the mid-morning. He took the T to Commonwealth Avenue and walked the last few blocks with his bag over one shoulder and his hands out of his pockets because it was genuinely warm, or warm enough, the city holding its heat in the particular way cities do when the rest of the world has already started letting go.
At the front desk of her building an RA stopped him. No sign-ins. No exceptions. Policy. Kid smiled, said no problem, and went back outside to the quad.
He found a bench in the sun and texted her.
Hey!
He sat back. Watched the Saturday crowd move through the courtyard — students with coffee, someone throwing a frisbee, a group of girls leaving together in the particular formation of people who have already decided where they’re going. He wasn’t impatient. He had all day. He was already picturing her face when she came through the door and found him sitting there, the specific second between confusion and recognition.
The text showed as read.
No response came.
He waited. Checked his phone. Put it away. Checked it again. Told himself she was in the shower, or her ringer was off, or she’d seen it and was already on her way down.
Then the door opened.
Pressley came through it at full speed — not rushing exactly, just moving the way she moved when something good was waiting for her on the other side of wherever she was. Her coat open despite the chill, her camera bag swinging off one shoulder. She was already smiling before she cleared the doorway.
Behind her, a tall guy held the door.
She turned back to him and walked straight into him — arms up and around, pulling him into her, kissing him the way you kiss someone when you’ve been thinking about it since you woke up. Then she took his hand and pulled him across the quad, leading him somewhere, laughing at something he said, completely and entirely somewhere else.
Kid sat on the bench and watched them go.
The rage came first — fast, white, a full-body thing that lasted maybe four seconds before it collapsed under its own weight. Because she was the one pulling him. That was the detail that hollowed everything out. Not that it had happened. That she was leading.
The world around him went very quiet and a little gray at the edges.
He sat there for a while after they’d gone. He wasn’t sure how long. Long enough that the frisbee game ended and the girls came back through the courtyard without the urgency they’d left with. He looked at his phone once. Put it away without opening it.
Then he picked up his bag and walked back toward the T.
North Station was chaos — leaf peepers, every bus sold out, the departures board a wall of full and delayed. He tried three hotels. The rates were insane, the rooms gone. Calling home meant explaining things he didn’t have words for yet. He walked instead.
He found a pub on a side street and sat at the bar for two hours nursing root beer while a college football game played on the television above the bottles. The bartender left him alone, which was the right call. He watched the game without following it. He thought about things and then stopped thinking about them and then started again.
By late afternoon the sky had closed over and a cold rain started, not gently, the way Boston rain doesn’t start gently, and he walked through it for a while before giving up and going back to the bus station. He found a seat in the corner of the waiting area, put his bag behind his head, and fell asleep to the sound of the announcement board clicking through departures.
The first bus north left before dawn under a nor’easter.
He had a window seat. He put his forehead against the glass and watched Boston dissolve into highway, highway into the flat grey of the Massachusetts border, and then gradually, mile by mile, the world outside the window began its reversal. Massachusetts green fading back to New Hampshire. New Hampshire giving way to the first bare branches. By the time the bus crossed into Vermont the foliage was gone entirely — not faded, not turning, just gone, stripped back to wood and sky, the hills reduced to their skeletons. Stick season. The most honest month.
He watched it and understood that he’d been looking out the window on the way down at all that gold and thinking it was waiting for him when he got back.
It wasn’t waiting.
It was already over.
He rode the rest of the way in silence, forehead against the glass, and by the time the bus pulled into Underwood the midterm paper that had felt almost finished a week ago felt like something written by someone he no longer was.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jr706olnzkuv]V. November Rain
There’s a stretch of time in New England the postcards skip. Locals call it Stick Season — the narrow corridor between the last flare of autumn and the first real snow. The leaves are gone, the hills drained to gray and brown, the trees reduced to their outlines. Nothing dramatic enough to prepare for. No storms to rally against, no color left to admire. Just the quiet arrival of cold, the days shortening past reason, darkness settling in midafternoon like something final. The world isn’t ruined. It’s just been emptied.
Depression moves the same way. Not as a moment, but as a climate. You don’t feel it arrive because it can’t be forecasted. Breathing grows shallow, and you forget there was ever a deeper way to fill your lungs. It might start small — something left undone, a conversation that lingers wrong, eventually piling up— or it might follow something that splits the ground beneath you, a betrayal you didn’t think possible. The mind fills with noise while the body grows heavy, and the energy that once filled the available space drains away and leaves something that isn’t quite silence. It’s closer to static.
That’s why it’s hard to name from the inside. The trees don’t recognize their own bareness. The doors aren’t locked. But nothing in you reaches for the handle, because you already know what waits on the other side.
The rest of October passed with Kid in a near-catatonic haze. The world had lost its color entirely—sky, trees, everything reduced to a uniform gray. Nothing seemed to matter.
Kid typed out messages a hundred different ways.
Each version softer than the last.
Each one deleted just as quickly.
He never hit send.
Finally, the FaceTime call came through—the moment he had been both waiting for and avoiding. He’d rehearsed a dozen versions of what he’d say, turned the words over until they felt right. But as the screen lit up, they all slipped away, and he was left with nothing.
He stared at it.
Let it ring once. Twice.
Then answered.
Pressley’s face popped onto the screen, already in motion—walking, adjusting her hair, the camera shaking slightly as she moved through her dorm.
She stopped when she saw him.
“Jesus,” she said, squinting. “It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Kid blinked once. “Just tired.”
She studied him for half a second longer, like she might ask something else—
—but didn’t.
“Hey,” she said quickly, shifting gears. “I’m sorry, I’ve been awful.”
Kid gave a small smile. “I’m sure you’ve been busy. So have I.”
She laughed, breathless, relieved to accept the answer. “Yeah. Busy is one word.”
She dropped onto her bed and propped the phone up. The screen steadied. Her eyes were bright—lit from somewhere internal.
“I owe you an explanation,” she said. “Hold on.”
The camera flipped.
Now her laptop filled the frame—tabs stacked, thumbnails frozen mid-expression, captions bold and urgent.
“Look,” she said. “Just look.”
Numbers ticked upward in the corner of the screen.
“That one’s at nine thousand,” she said. “Just posted this one within the hour and it  just cracked a thousand. And it’s—” she zoomed in, smiling, “still climbing.”
Kid watched.
“…that’s a lot of people.”
“I know,” she said, almost laughing. “It doesn’t even feel real. I post something and my phone just—” she grabbed it, shook it lightly, buzzing—“won’t shut up.”
Kid nodded.
“Yeah.”
He meant it.
He just didn’t feel it.
He shifted slightly against the pillow. “I thought you hated that stuff.”
Pressley paused, then shrugged. “I hated bad versions of it.”
Kid tilted his head. “You went to school for journalism. To be creative. To make a difference. Not to make viral videos.”
“I am being creative,” she said, quick, practiced. “Just compressed. I’m using what they’re teaching us—hooks, timing, framing. It’s the same language, just faster.”
Kid watched her.
“That’s not how you used to talk about it.”
Her smile tightened—just a little.
“That was before I realized nobody waits around for slow burns anymore.”
Silence stretched for a second.
“You used to say the story was worth waiting for.”
She looked at him.
Something flickered—recognition, maybe—but it passed just as quickly.
“Yeah,” she said. “Well.”
Her phone buzzed in her hand.
She glanced down.
Back up.
“So you’re chasing viral now?” Kid asked.
“I’m chasing reach,” she corrected. “Credibility. If I can prove I can pull attention, I get more control later. I get options.”
Kid nodded slowly.
“Right.”
Another buzz.
This time she didn’t hide it as well.
“Well,” he said after a moment, voice even, “you look happy.”
She exhaled, shoulders dropping slightly. “I am. I think.”
“I guess that’s all I need to know,” Kid said.
He shifted, eyes drifting off-screen for a second before coming back.
Her phone buzzed again.
She glanced down, then back up, a little sheepish.
“I’m sorry, it’s just—”
“I know,” Kid said, smiling. “You’re busy.”
She smiled back—genuine this time.
“Thank you for not making this a thing.”
“Yeah.”
Another pause.
Neither of them said what was sitting there.
She gave a small wave, already half-turned toward whatever was lighting up her screen.
“Text me later?”
“Yeah.”
The call ended.
Kid sat there a second longer, his own reflection staring back at him in the black screen.
He skipped meals unless the shakes forced him to eat, skipped classes without hesitation, and abandoned working out altogether. Most of all, his guitar sat lonely and silent, collecting dust in the apartment. Work at the pub was the only constant, out of loyalty to Craig, though even that dulled. He no longer went above and beyond; he cleared the tables in front of him and nothing more.
Kid stopped by the pub early one Friday afternoon to pick up his paycheck—not because he needed the money, but because the four walls of his apartment were closing in on him.
The bar was quiet, and Craig pulled him aside.
“What’s going on with you? You’re not the same guy from a month ago. You look like someone died—or you’re on heroin. It’s not heroin, is it?”
“No. No way,” Kid said.
“Well, you’re pale, skinny, and that spark you had is gone. So what is it?”
Kid hesitated, then admitted, “I caught my girlfriend with another guy.”
A grizzled drunk at the end of the bar didn’t miss his cue, “If it floats, flies, or fucks, rent it. Save yourself a fortune!”
Craig shot him a glare. “You’ve been divorced five times, Joe. Sit this one out.”
Turning back to Kid, Craig softened. He offered the clichés—long distance rarely works, high school sweethearts seldom last—but said the only real answer was to focus on himself.
“Don’t waste away,” Craig said. “Hit the gym. Chase that internship. Better yourself. Your accomplishments will carry you forward, and by the time you get there, you probably won’t even want her back.”
As Kid walked back to campus, cold and quiet, he realized it was the first time he’d said any of it out loud. The advice helped, but Pressley still haunted his thoughts.
He drifted through Elysian University under bright skies that felt colorless. Everyone else seemed certain and unburdened, and he barely remembered what that felt like.
One afternoon, crossing the quad with his head down, Kid nearly ran into Sam. Sam looked him over, “Damn, man. You look like shit.”
Kid nodded. He didn’t have the energy to deny it. Kid then confided in Sam about Pressley.
“That’s brutal,” Sam said, without pity—just fact. Then, like he was changing subjects but wasn’t really, he added, “Chaz and the guys are throwing a party tonight. I know it’s not your thing, but… swing by. You need something.”
Kid managed the smallest lift in his voice. “Yeah. Maybe I will.”
He knew he wouldn’t last long watching Chaz get wasted and talk numbers, but the invitation alone felt like something—proof he still existed outside his room.
Later, a knock sounded on Kid’s apartment door. Before Kid could answer, the door opened. Sam stood there already smiling, already moving.
“Nope. Come on. You’re done sulking.” Sam grabbed his sleeve and hauled him down the stairs, then down the street to the suites. 
They followed the noise to Chaz’s suite. The place was already loud. Not packed—never packed—but curated. People drifted in and out like satellites, drawn by alcohol they hadn’t paid for and furniture they didn’t own. The lights were dimmed even though it was barely ten. Music thumped from a speaker perched too close to the edge of a marble counter.
Chaz held court near the couch, red Solo cup in one hand, phone in the other.
“I’m telling you,” he said, tapping the screen, “the S&P’s up like twelve percent in six months. Twelve. If you didn’t make money this year, that’s on you.”
John leaned over his shoulder. “Show me.”
Chaz turned the phone outward like a priest presenting a relic. Green numbers glowed.
“I moved a chunk into tech after the dip,” Chaz continued. “Easy money. My dad says we’re basically in a soft-landing scenario.”
Kelly nodded, already half bored. “My portfolio’s boring. All ETFs. But whatever. It’s steady.”
Stetson raised his glass. “Steady is underrated.”
Kid hovered near the doorway, beer untouched, listening. He didn’t have money for trading accounts. Or interest in pretending he did.
John shook his head. “I should’ve stayed heavier in equities. I got spooked when everyone was talking recession.”
“Recession talk is for poor people,” Chaz said without irony. “Fear is priced in.”
They laughed.
Someone turned the music up. The bass thudded through the floor like a second heartbeat.
Chaz’s phone buzzed. He froze, then grinned. “Oh shit. Okay. Okay. This is it.”
“What?” John asked.
“My parlay,” Chaz said, eyes glued to the screen. “Eight-leg. I’m seven for seven.”
Kelly perked up. “Eight-leg? That’s insane.”
“That’s how you hit big,” Chaz said. “You don’t nickel-and-dime life.”
Stetson leaned in. “What’s the last leg?”
“West Coast game,” Chaz said. “Late tip. Lakers moneyline. They just need to close.”
“How much?” John asked.
Chaz finally looked up, savoring it. “If it hits? Mid five figures.”
Kelly whistled. “Jesus.”
“House money anyway,” Chaz added. “Honestly, it’s more about the rush.”
Kid shifted his weight. “What happens if it doesn’t hit?”
Chaz blinked, like the question didn’t compute. “Then it doesn’t hit.”
“That’s it?”
He shrugged. “Yeah. I’ll reload.”
John laughed. “That’s gambling.”
Chaz smiled. “No. That’s confidence.”
Someone spilled a drink near the kitchen island. Nobody rushed to clean it. Someone else would.
Kelly scrolled her phone. “Markets closed green again today. It’s wild how people are still complaining.”
“People love to complain,” Stetson said. “Victimhood is trending.”
“Seriously,” Kelly added. “If things are so bad, why are restaurants still full?”
Kid thought of his dad’s place. The packed dining room. The empty bank account.
A shout cut through the room, someone bursting in with news. “My cousin’s coming through Vermont!” a guy announced. “Road-tripping from L.A. He just wrapped a job on The Walking Dead. Makeup artist.”
The group erupted.
“He’s bringing his gear,” the guy continued. “Said he’ll do costumes for the barn party.”
Seltzers cracked. Cheers went up. Halloween plans exploded instantly—who’d go bloodier, who’d win hottest costume, who’d leave with who. An upperclassman had rented a barn off campus. That alone made it legendary.
Chaz checked his phone again. His jaw tightened. “Hold up.”
The room leaned toward him, like the outcome might bend under their attention.
“They’re down at halftime,” he said. Then quickly, “But it’s fine. Second-half team.”
Kelly frowned. “You’re stressed.”
“I’m not stressed,” Chaz said. “I just don’t like inefficiency.”
John laughed. “Says the guy waiting on a basketball game to decide his night.”
“Big money,” Chaz muttered. “Big money.”
Stetson glanced at Kid. “You into trading at all?”
Kid shook his head. “Not really.”
“You should be,” Stetson said. “It’s how you get ahead.”
Kid didn’t answer.
Around them, complaints floated—professors being unreasonable, midterms exhausting, internships unpaid but “demeaning.” Someone joked about being broke until their trust reset. Someone else groaned about expectations.
Chaz stared at his phone, jaw tight now. “Come on,” he muttered. “Don’t fuck this up.”
Kelly laughed nervously. “Relax. It’s just money.”
Chaz didn’t laugh back.
Kid watched them, watched how risk only felt thrilling when the floor was padded, how losing never meant falling—only delaying. Their problems rose and fell on screens, solvable with refresh buttons and transfers from accounts that never hit zero.
By the end of the semester, Kid understood something that had once confused him: they weren’t malicious. They weren’t cruel. They didn’t wake up intending to exploit anyone.
They were worse.
They were insulated.
Money had solved their hardest problems so early and so consistently that inconvenience registered as suffering. Discomfort felt like oppression. Any obstacle that couldn’t be bypassed with a phone call felt unjust. They talked about changing the world the way people talked about redecorating—important, abstract, and best handled by professionals.
A week later after their shift Kid couldn’t keep his thoughts to himself any longer. They were halfway across campus, hands in pockets, breath clouding in the cold, when Kid just asked it.
“Why do you work so hard to keep up with those guys?”
Sam didn’t answer right away. His boots scuffed the frozen path.
“They’re fun sometimes,” he tried. “It’s good to know people.”
“You hear back from Chaz’s dad yet?” Kid asked.
Something shifted in Sam’s face — not much, just a tightening around the eyes. “Not yet. Chaz said he’d follow up.” He said it evenly. “It’s a busy time of year for them. End of quarter stuff.”
“Right.”
“It’ll happen,” Sam said. The certainty in his voice was the same as always, but Kid noticed for the first time the effort underneath it — the way Sam carried the belief the way you carry something heavy, not effortlessly but without complaint, because putting it down wasn’t an option he’d allowed himself.
They stopped outside Sam’s building. Inside, bass thudded through the concrete from Chaz’s floor.
“You know what I keep thinking about?” Sam said. He was looking at the building, not at Kid. “My dad used to say the guys who make it are the ones who show up. Just show up, every day, do the work, don’t complain. That’s it.” He paused. “He showed up for twenty-two years.”
Kid didn’t say anything.
“I’m not saying he was wrong,” Sam said quickly. “I’m just saying maybe showing up isn’t enough anymore. Maybe you gotta show up to the right place.” He turned back toward the door. “That’s all I’m doing. Finding the right place to show up.”
He went inside.
Kid stood in the cold for a moment, listening to the bass from the party above. He thought about what it cost to keep believing something that was slowly revealing itself to be insufficient — not wrong, exactly, just no longer equal to the task. He thought about how Sam held that belief the way his father must have held the knowledge that he was the best framer in the county.
With both hands.
Because it was the only thing he had that was entirely his.
Kid barely trudged through the first week of November without breaking, when Friday’s last class delivered the final blow.
“Good morning,” Oldman said warmly. “Or as warm as it gets this close to finals.”
Scattered laughter.
“I want to talk today about progress.” He paused, letting the word settle. “Specifically, why it’s slower than you think—and faster than you fear.”
He paced, hands folded behind his back.
“Every generation believes it’s living through unprecedented chaos. Rome thought it. The French thought it. The sixties certainly thought it.” A knowing smile. “History, as it turns out, is a series of people panicking while institutions quietly adapt.”
A few students nodded, relieved.
“You’ve spent the semester learning about dysfunction,” he continued. “Gridlock. Polarization. Inequality. And yes—those are real. But the mistake young idealists make”—he said idealists gently, indulgently—“is assuming dysfunction means failure.”
He clicked to a slide: a familiar timeline of American reforms.
“The truth is, our system is designed to move slowly. That isn’t a bug. It’s a feature. Rapid change feels exciting, but it destabilizes markets, alliances, norms. Stability, even imperfect stability, is what keeps nations alive.”
Kid felt something tighten in his chest.
Oldman gestured broadly. “Take healthcare. Education. Housing. Everyone agrees reform is needed. But reform that lasts requires consensus. Consensus requires compromise. Compromise requires patience.”
He smiled again. “Which brings me to a hard truth: no one ever gets exactly the country they want.”
Soft laughter. A few students clapped reflexively.
“That,” Oldman said, “is democracy.”
He leaned against the podium, lowering his voice, as if confiding something earned through experience.
“When I was in the Senate, I learned something invaluable. Change doesn’t come from burning everything down. It comes from showing up. From building coalitions. From understanding that progress happens in inches, not leaps.”
Kid glanced around the room. Pens scribbled. Screens glowed.
Oldman continued. “Your job, should you choose public service, is not to be right. It’s to be effective. Ideology without pragmatism is just performance.”
Nobody caught it.
“And yes,” he added, anticipating dissent, “that means sometimes working with people you disagree with. Sometimes passing imperfect legislation. Sometimes waiting longer than feels just.”
He spread his hands. “That’s adulthood.”
A pause. A practiced one.
“So as you head into Thanksgiving,” he said warmly, “sit at those dinner tables. Argue if you must. But remember—despite what cable news tells you—the system is holding. It always has.”
He nodded, satisfied.
“Any questions?”
Silence.
Not thoughtful silence. Finished silence.
“Good,” he said. “Enjoy the break. We’ll pick up with simulations when you return.”
Students stood. Applause followed him out, polite and automatic.
Kid remained seated.
He understood it now.
Oldman hadn’t said anything wrong.
He hadn’t said anything at all.
No risk.
No vision.
No urgency.
Just reassurance carefully calibrated to sound like wisdom.
For the rest of class Kid sat half listening as Oldman droned through the textbook before announcing the return of the midterms. Oldman moved methodically through the room, praising some students, singling out others. When he reached Kid, he set the paper face down without a word and kept walking.
Kid flipped it over to see the red F staring back at him.
As he scanned the pages, everything looked solid until the final two. There, scrawled in thick red ink across both pages, was Oldman’s verdict:
CONSPIRACY THEORY NONSENSE.
There are several ways a restaurant destroys itself. One is sacrificing quality to boost profits, customers notice immediately and take their business elsewhere. Another is allowing mass-produced brands to edge out local, handcrafted products in exchange for trivial perks, leaving patrons with generic offerings and fewer reasons to return. The most damaging flaw, though, is when an owner treats the restaurant like a personal clubhouse. Tabs pile up for friends and family, staff are ordered around by drunken regulars, morale collapses, and employees leave one by one. When the accountant finally sounds the alarm, the owner is stunned: the place was “packed every night.” What they refuse to see is that they gave the profits away. By then, it’s usually too late.
The same failures echo in American government. The Constitution imposes limits on the executive branch, but none on the legislative, a structure shaped in 1789 when life expectancy was barely thirty-five. Another weakness emerges when competition disappears. Restaurants survive because competition is relentless; poor service, bad food, or arrogant ownership guarantees failure. Government, however, does not have any competition. Bureaucracy grows with little oversight or limitation. Checks and balances starve as all branches have been overtaken by a two-party system nowhere mentioned in the Constitution and explicitly warned against by Madison. Elections have become exercises in blind loyalty rather than accountability, and party politics now threaten the nation’s health.
The Constitution was meant to define a limited federal government, strong enough to defend the nation and regulate interstate commerce, but restrained enough to preserve state autonomy. “Love it or leave it” once applied to states, not the country as a whole. If citizens disliked policy in Massachusetts, they could move elsewhere and start fresh. Today, federal overreach has erased that balance. Issues like abortion, gun control, taxation, and welfare were intended to be decided at the state level, yet they dominate national elections. In expanding far beyond its original mandate, the federal government has distorted the Constitution’s intent, and in doing so, risks its own collapse.
Oldman wished everyone a safe and happy Halloween and dismissed the class. Kid knew his only hope was to meet with Oldman privately in his office.
As the room emptied, Kid realized something colder than disappointment had settled in.
Oldman’s office looked exactly like Kid expected: framed campaign photos, shelves of hardcovers no one ever opened, a window angled just right to catch the afternoon light. 
Oldman glanced up and smiled on instinct.
“Good afternoon. Come in.”
“Thank you for seeing me, Professor Oldman,” Kid said.
“Of course,” Oldman replied, already gesturing toward the chair. “And you are…?”
“Kid. I’m in your American Government class.”
“Right,” Oldman said easily, though nothing in his expression suggested recognition. “What can I do for you?”
Kid placed the graded midterm on the desk. “I’m hoping for an opportunity to revise it.”
Oldman looked at the cover page, not the notes. “Midterms are designed to assess comprehension at a fixed point in time,” he said calmly. “They’re not typically revisited.”
“I understand,” Kid said. “I’m not asking for leniency. Just a chance to resubmit. I feel I misunderstood what you were looking for as a concept to the paper. I know have a better understanding of what the assignment is.”
Oldman nodded, considering the request the way one considers a policy exception. “If revisions were standard,” he said, “they would be in the syllabus.”
“Yes, sir.”
A brief pause. Oldman checked his calendar.
“I can allow a rewrite,” he said, as if granting a clerical override. “On one condition.”
Kid straightened. “Of course.”
“Submit the revised paper by noon on Sunday,” Oldman said. “Not Monday. Not end of day. Noon. That ensures fairness to the rest of the class.”
Kid hesitated. “You want an entire midterm paper by this Sunday?”
Oldman smiled faintly. “Yes. I assume you’ll at least need the weekend.”
“Yes, sir.”
“If it’s submitted on time,” Oldman continued, “I’ll reassess the grade. If it isn’t, the original stands. No partial credit for effort.”
“I understand,” Kid said.
“Good,” Oldman replied, already standing. “Initiative is admirable when paired with discipline.”
Kid gathered the paper. “Thank you for your time.”
Oldman nodded, reaching for the next folder. “Best of luck this semester… Kid, was it?”
“Yes, sir.”
Oldman smiled again, pleasantly, as Kid stepped into the hall, aware that the meeting hadn’t been personal—but the cost of the opportunity very much was.
Friday was October 31st. Saturday, November 1st, meant his meeting with Capaldi. There was no time.
Kid rushed back to his apartment and started writing in a panic, choosing a topic that required minimal research. Coffee became useless long before the night was over. On a trip to the bathroom, he paused to check his phone. Sam had sent a Snapchat of Chaz’s suite. Everyone in full professional makeup—hanging flesh, exposed wounds, an eyeball dangling loose. He gazed out 5he window as the sun set, he imagined everyone heading out for the barn party. For a moment, he wished he were going too. Then he returned to his desk.
He typed through the night, stopping only to check sources and keep the facts straight. At dawn, he poured one last cup of coffee and proofread, correcting what errors he could through the fog. He debated waiting until Sunday to submit, then remembered Capaldi and how late he’d slept in last time. Sending it now felt safer, even if it looked rushed.
Somewhere in that back-and-forth, Kid collapsed forward and fell asleep face down at his desk.
He jolted awake at 11:30 and froze. There was no time left to think. He attached the PDF and emailed it to Oldman, then pulled on a sweatshirt and ran for the sugar shack.
As raced to campus, a V of geese cut across the sky, heading south—nature’s quiet announcement that autumn was finished. Squirrels scattered as he passed, clutching acorns. He checked the time when he arrived: noon exactly.
Capaldi studied him as he stumbled inside, breathless and disheveled. A fire burned in the boiler furnace, the shack warm and calm. Kid sat where he was told.
“Hand over the phone.”
Capaldi shut it off and pocketed it, then began the routine.
How are you? Good.
Did you sleep? Fine.
Eat breakfast? Yup.
Hydrated? Yes—his biggest lie, dry as dust after a night of coffee.
“And are you happy?”
The question nearly broke him. Happy felt unreachable; normal would’ve been a victory. He swallowed.
“Of course.”
Capaldi produced the familiar capsule. Kid took it without asking and washed it down with his first sip of water in nearly a day, hoping it might lift the fog like it had before.
“One more thing,” Capaldi said. “No jacket? It’s November.”
“I’ll be fine,” Kid replied. “I always wear a hoodie.”
Capaldi accepted it, unconvinced, and they headed up the trail.
The maples were bare now, the ground slick, the trail exposed—boulders and ledge where leaves once hid them. Halfway up, mist rolled in. Kid’s cotton sweatshirt soaked through as the north wind cut against near-freezing air. Cold and miserable, he counted the minutes until they could return to the warmth of the shack.
Capaldi launched into one of his winding tangents.
Capaldi asked, “Ever hear the fable of the bull and the calf?”
“Fable?” Kid said. “Like Mother Goose? Aren’t those for children?”
“Not this one,” Capaldi replied. “So there’s an elder bull and his young calf standing atop a hill on a beautiful summer day—much like today—overlooking their pasture, filled with heifers. The young calf turns to his father and says, ‘Hey Dad, I’m gonna run down there and fuck one of the cows.’”
Before the calf could take one hoof down the hill, the father bull grabbed him by the tail and pulled him back. Then he passed down generations of wisdom to his offspring.
“Listen to me, son. We’re going to walk down there and fuck them all.”
The end.
“So,” Capaldi said, “what’s the moral?”
I guessed something about getting laid as much as possible.
Capaldi snorted. “No. You’re missing the point. Bulls have one job—and one job only. Regardless of whether that job is to get laid, they know their purpose. Once you figure that out, there’s no need to rush into it. Find your purpose first. Then determine everything on your own terms.”
We returned to our usual place of conversation, a low firepit ringed with wet stone. The flames struggled against the drizzle, casting more smoke than warmth. The trees were bare, leaving the view that once was stunning, now a wasteland.
The gap between watching and being narrowed to nothing.
He felt the familiar sensation of the observer stepping back, and someone else — more honest, less careful — stepping forward to take his place.
The drizzle never committed to rain. It just lingered — cold, fine, relentless. The kind that seeps into fabric and stays there.
Capaldi stood at the edge of the meadow, collar turned up, Louie pacing in widening circles. The sky hung low and colorless.
“So,” Capaldi asked, “we’ve spoken of history  — industrial society and the nation state, agrarian society and the feudal system. ” “but, what was the first form of politics?”
My brain reached for marble.
“The Greeks. Democracy.”
He waved it away without looking at me. “Greek democracy survived due to abundance of necessities and lack of threats. Eventually time caught up with them.”
Stone temples rose.
“Egypt, no, Mesopotamia. Kings. Law. Hammurabi’s code.”
“Still Later. What allowed for monarchs to rise?”
“Before agriculture. You think cavemen voted?” I asked.
“Not voted, but there was an order. Obey or exile. Tyranny.”
He leaned forward slightly. “Archaeologists have found a femur—broken, splinted, and fully healed—dating back nearly fifteen thousand years, long before humans sowed fields. Think about what that means. A hunter-gatherer with a broken leg couldn’t hunt. Couldn’t flee predators. Couldn’t contribute in the way survival demanded. And yet the tribe provided for them. Protected them. Waited for them to heal.”
He paused, letting it sink in.
“That,” he said quietly, “is civilization. Respect for a productive member of the group, even when they are temporarily unproductive. Agriculture later allowed surplus, yes—but five thousand years before farming, a tribe chose compassion over efficiency. No other animal on Earth does that.” 
“Think about being in a corn maze.” 
The stalks rose around me.
“It’s all fun and games as one person directs which direction you should go, but as time moves on and people begin to grow hungry, grow thirsty, there may be some dissent. Maybe someone states “We’ve already taken that path!” Who knows though, when it all looks the same. Now go beyond the corn maze, into the wild.”
Capaldi reframed the world around me. Stripped down to my most meager possessions. 
The drizzle hardened into sleet. My jacket dissolved. My boots vanished. Denim gave way to bare skin under a low, merciless sky.
I was exposed.
The grass rose to my waist, thick and blinding. My feet sank into cold mud. Stones bit into my soles. I smelled wet animal. The scent was mine.
“Where are you?” Capaldi asked.
“Before,” I said.
There were no trails. No markers. No fences.
No ownership.
Only terrain.
The wind wasn’t atmospheric. It was subtraction. It took heat. It took calories.
My stomach tightened.
“What do you need?”
“Food.”
“What kind?”
“I don’t care.”
“Are you alone?”
They were there — behind me, beside me. Not friends. Assets.
A group large enough to assist, yet small enough to provide for.
The hunger sharpened. Food thinned. Tracks disappeared in frost. Children cried — and crying burned energy. A decision had to be made.
Which direction?
Who chooses?
The largest man moved first. He didn’t ask permission. He walked. Others followed. Not because he was right. Because delay was worse than error.
“Why him?” Capaldi asked.
“Strength.”
Muscle commanded immediate obedience. Insight earned reluctant loyalty. Winter came early. Game scattered. The strong one hoarded meat to reward loyalty. The observant one rationed it to stretch survival.
Another figure watched differently. He studied wind patterns. Bird migrations. Ice thickness. He spoke less. But when he was correct, the tribe ate. As days without a successful hunt went on tension formed.
Arguments rose. Not about fairness. About endurance. Freedom shrank as scarcity grew. You didn’t debate when cold crept into marrow. You aligned.
Eventually, tribal leaders were questioned. The only recourse was exile. Whoever dissented was free to leave—perhaps to persuade others to follow. But exile in isolation was a death sentence.
Follow the strong one and perhaps the hunts improve. Follow the thinker and foraging sustains you. Choose right and survive. Choose wrong and perish.
Authority condensed wherever survival uncertainty was highest. Obedience wasn’t ideology. It was risk management.
If ten voices argued, ten bodies froze. So one voice hardened. Not because tyranny was noble. Because hesitation killed faster than dominance.
“Well?”
My voice didn’t feel modern.
“Tyranny wasn’t invented,” I said. “It was compressed out of hunger.”
“And the currency?”
“Trust,” I answered. “In whoever lowered the odds of dying tonight.”
He nodded once.
The meadow tilted, subtly at first. The edges of Capaldi’s figure softened, as if the air between us had thickened. Sound began to flatten. My own voice sounded distant, like it was coming from somewhere behind me.
Capaldi noticed immediately. “Kid,” he said, sharper now. “Look at me.”
I tried. His face wouldn’t settle. The coffee I’d been running on sat heavy and hollow in my stomach. My tongue felt thick. Dry. The smoke above us twisted into unfamiliar shapes. The sky dimmed—not darker exactly, just thinner.
“Okay. We’re heading back now,” Capaldi said, already turning toward the trail. He didn’t wait for agreement.
He moved quickly through the meadow, boots cutting a straight line downhill. I followed, but his words began to blur, dissolving into a low, meaningless hum. The sound of the wind overtook everything else. My attention slipped sideways, inward, somewhere I hadn’t intended to go. The world narrowed.
I slowed near a large maple beside the trail. The grain of its bark sharpened into vivid, intricate lines, each groove impossibly distinct. The surface seemed to expand and contract, as if the tree itself were breathing. I watched my own breath spill into the cold air, a pale cloud rising from my mouth, folding over itself like a reverse avalanche before dissolving into nothing.
Then, just beyond the trail, I noticed another cloud drifting through the trees. It lingered low to the ground. Without hesitation, I stepped off the path and moved toward it. There was no fear, no pause at all. It felt as though nature itself were pulling me in, the same instinctive draw you feel when you sense an animal nearby.
The shape ahead lay curled on the forest floor, motionless. Leaves crackled beneath my feet as I approached, yet it didn’t stir. With all the noise I was making, it should have fled. I assumed it must be injured.
I was within five feet when it seemed to turn its head toward me.
A sudden wave of panic surged through my body, overwhelming any attempt to reason through what I was seeing. The curled shape unfurled in an instant—muscle, fur, teeth—and a wolf lunged straight at my chest. I was knocked backward as the beast vaulted over me, sending me crashing to the ground.
I lay there gasping, hands scrambling across my soaked sweatshirt. When I looked down, both of my hands were slick and red, smeared with blood. Somewhere in the distance, I vaguely heard Capaldi calling out, but his voice couldn’t cut through the terror.
A wave of distortion echoed through my ears. Vision narrowed. The thumping in my chest made my rib cage pulse.
My mind collapsed to a single command.
Run.
The instinct to flee was the only thought left intact.
I stumbled to my feet and ran—not back toward the path, but deeper into the forest, straight through the bare trees without any sense of direction. I chose the most direct line my body would allow, driven entirely by momentum. My heart slammed against my ribs, so loud it felt external. A high ringing filled my ears, dulling everything else and sending a sharp pressure through my skull.
The faster I ran, the farther the horizon seemed to retreat. My vision narrowed until only what lay directly ahead remained clear; everything to either side dissolved into a blurred mosaic of gray and motion. I didn’t slow. I didn’t think. I just ran.
Eventually the trees thinned, and I burst out of the forest onto a dirt road, breath ragged, legs shaking. I had no idea where I was. I hadn’t looked back once, hadn’t dared to see whether anything was following me.
I turned right without deliberation and kept going.
The road ran with forest on one side and open field on the other. There were no houses, no signs of life—just the road stretching on. I passed a weathered barn standing alone in the field, and farther ahead, I saw two men walking toward me in the distance.
As I closed the distance, I recognized one of them by his gait alone. Even from behind, I knew it was Sam. He was supporting the other man, who seemed barely able to stay upright.
Relief surged through me, and I shouted his name.
When the second man turned, that relief collapsed. His face appeared mangled—flesh hanging loose, skin torn open in wet, uneven patches. The man beside him caught sight of me and suddenly spewed a thick, vile stream from his mouth. The world lurched. I fell backward and scrambled away on my hands, cowering from what my mind now insisted were monsters.
Panic swallowed me whole. The distortion of my senses intensified. My chest tightened until breathing felt impossible. My heart hammered so violently I was certain it would burst. I couldn’t tell where I was or what I was seeing, only that I was in danger.
Then headlights cut across the road. A police cruiser rolled up behind me. The door opened, and Chief Brown stepped out.
“What’s going on here, fellas? I’ve received ten calls about a zombie apocalypse.” he called.
The two figures began to speak, but I couldn’t process their words. I dropped to my knees and crawled toward the officer, begging for help, my hands clutching at his boots. That was when he noticed Louie, the black lab, standing calmly at my side.
Chief Brown helped me to my feet and asked what had happened. I tried to answer, but only broken fragments spilled out, half-formed sentences that made no sense even to me. I wasn’t sure what had happened myself.
“Wolf,” I kept repeating. “Wolf. Wolf. Wolf.”
For my own safety, he cuffed me and guided me into the back of the cruiser. He told the two men to stay where they were. When he opened the front passenger door, Louie jumped in without hesitation. As the officer slid behind the wheel, he spoke quietly into his phone.
“I’ll have him there in five minutes.”
I lay in the back seat, gasping for air, convinced I was dying.
Chief Brown seemed to understand the situation the moment he saw Louie with me. He turned off onto a narrow logging road that wound its way back to the sugar shack. When we arrived, Capaldi was already stepping toward the cruiser.
They ushered me inside. Capaldi studied my face closely, my pupils blown wide, swallowing the color of my eyes. They stripped me down to my boxers, laid me on the cot, and covered me with a blanket. Heat blazed from the woodstove of the sugar shack.
“Take a deep breath in,” Capaldi said calmly.
I tried. My lungs felt submerged, each inhale a struggle.
“Now let it out.”
He guided me through the rhythm again and again. Slowly my body began to settle. The panic loosened its grip, though unease still clung to me. My temperature evened out. Capaldi handed me a bottle of water.
I sat up and drank until my stomach lurched.
That’s when Capaldi turned to Chief Brown. “Thanks, Matty. I can take it from here. I appreciate you getting him back safely.”
“No problem, Jim,” the chief replied. “Hope the kid recovers quick. Now I’ve got to go deal with two hungover Halloween zombies wandering the backwoods of Underwood and get them back to campus before they start a real panic. Dispatch says we’re already up to ten calls about the zombie apocalypse today.”
The door closed behind him, and the room finally went quiet.
Capaldi turned back to me and spoke slowly, deliberately, as if each word were an anchor.
“I want you to know that you’re safe. Your needs are met. You have shelter, warmth, water—food if you need it. Remember when I told you the capsule was like a supplement, but for your brain? Well you’ve been worked out too hard and you’re having a muscle spasm. There’s nothing you have to do right now except breathe. You don’t need to respond. Just try to relax.”
I lay on the cot and stared at the ceiling as my heart gradually slowed, my breath finding its rhythm again. Panic loosened its grip, retreating not all at once, but inch by inch.
After a while, Capaldi spoke again. “If you’re comfortable—and only if you are—I’d like to give you something.”
I nodded.
He placed a rose in my hand.
I lifted it above my face and studied it as though it were the first object I had ever seen. I traced the petals with my thumb, felt their softness, their perfect resistance. I turned the flower slowly, observing it from every angle, then held the stem straight above me and looked directly into the center of the bloom.
The petals began to move.
They stretched outward, then downward, unfolding and descending until they filled my entire field of vision. I was enveloped, wrapped in red, as if I had entered a tunnel lined with satin. The petals brushed against me, weightless and warm, and I felt myself floating upward through them, rising without effort. The red deepened—scarlet, then violet, then indigo.
A high-pitched frequency crept back into my ears, faint at first, then growing louder. The fabric that had caressed me so gently began to thicken. What had felt like ascension turned into descent. I tried to grasp the petals, but they dissolved beneath my fingers, liquefying into dark water.
I was sinking.
I fought upward, lungs burning, until I broke the surface and found myself alone in a vast expanse of water. Far off in the distance was land. Waves rose and crashed over my head, forcing me back down. I surfaced and saw Oldman on the shore. Another wave submerged me. I swam harder, desperate, when I arose Pressley was on the beach. As I drew closer the waves got more intense. A riptide pulled me down. I fought with everything I had. When I tread water again I saw my parents standing there. 
I heard my dad call out, Don’t forget to breathe.
But the voice wasn’t his.
It was Capaldi’s.
As I inhaled, the largest wave yet rolled over me. Water filled my mouth, my lungs. I sank—deeper, darker—until the tide carried me to shore.
But I wasn’t dead.
I came to on the beach alone. My parents were gone. There was no one, no trace of anyone. Time lost meaning. I lay there not as a body, but as existence. Simple consciousness. I was not hungry or thirsty. I never felt heat or cold. I didn’t sleep.
I simply was.
The tide rolled in. The tide rolled out. Days passed. Or centuries. The sun set and rose again. Stars were born and died in the night sky. I watched the universe unfold without me at its center.
And in that endlessness, the self I had carried—my name, my fears, my importance—fell away. What I had called me revealed itself as nothing more than insistence. Arrogance. Noise.
I saw then that my life, and the entire span of the human species, was a blink. I’d never felt so insignificant, so small. The Earth turned long before us and would continue long after. The sun would rise and set regardless. The tides would come and go without memory of us.
So what was I?
On that beach, I understood: purpose was not grand. It was elemental—to breathe, to eat, to shelter, to endure. To secure those needs again tomorrow. To protect them for those who come next. To love and provide for those close enough to share them with.
Nothing more was required.
The sun set once again. I closed my eyes for a single blink.
When I opened them, I was staring at a rose.
I lay on the cot in the sugar shack, the flower resting on my chest. Capaldi stood nearby.
“How long was I gone?” I asked. “Did I fall asleep? Was that a dream?”
“About half an hour,” he said. “You never closed your eyes.”
He handed me my pen and notebook. “Now would be a good time to write.”
Exhaustion settled over me—physical, psychological—but when I began, the words poured out. I filled the pad, then another. I wrote until my hands cramped and my thoughts emptied themselves onto the page. Capaldi stayed, quiet, unnoticed in the corner.
Eventually, I slept.
Kid woke to Louie scratching at the door. His eyes reached for a focus that wasn’t quite there. In an exhausted manner, he staggered towards the door. After letting him out, he checked his phone.
2:00 p.m.
The only thing he could fully comprehend was relief—that he’d sent the midterm to Oldman before leaving campus. Everything else felt secondary. The world had returned, but he had not returned quite the same.
The November light came in flat and grey through the lecture hall windows, the kind that doesn’t cast shadows. The maples outside had given up their color entirely. Just branches now. Underwood in its true form.
Kid had made the mistake of sitting in the second row.
The room was full — thirty-some graduate students who had all read the same books and arrived at approximately the same conclusions — when Oldman began without preamble.
“Today,” he said, “I want to talk about the Tenth Amendment.”
He let it sit there.
“For those who need the refresher: The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.”
He wrote it on the board. Not the text — just three words.
STATES. PEOPLE. FEDERAL.
“Simple sentence,” he said. “Complicated history. Someone tell me what it was designed to do.”
A hand near the back. A student from Georgetown whose name Kid could never remember.
“Limit federal authority,” she said. “Protect state sovereignty from overreach.”
“Correct,” Oldman said. He didn’t turn from the board. “And do you believe it accomplishes that today?”
She hesitated. “I think it’s contested.”
Oldman finally faced the class. “An honest answer.” He scanned the room. “Anyone want to be less diplomatic?”
The room adjusted in its chairs. The particular stillness of thirty people deciding simultaneously whether to volunteer.
Kid looked at the board.
He thought about the red F. About conspiracy theory nonsense written across two pages of argument he believed.
“I’ll go,” he said.
A few heads turned. Chaz, two seats down, glanced sideways.
Oldman looked at him with the careful attention of a man who remembers exactly who he’s looking at.
“Mr. Kid.”
“The Tenth Amendment doesn’t accomplish much of anything anymore,” Kid said. “Not because it’s a bad idea. Because it’s been systematically hollowed out.”
“Go on.”
“The Constitution gave the federal government specific enumerated powers. Commerce. Defense. Foreign policy. Interstate regulation. That’s the list. Everything else was supposed to stay with the states.” He paused. “What we have now is the reverse. The federal government has expanded into practically every area of civic life — education, healthcare, housing, land use, drug policy — and the Tenth Amendment just sits there on the page while it happens.”
The room was quiet but attentive.
“The founders weren’t naive,” Kid continued. “The whole architecture of the system was built around the idea that political disagreement is permanent. People are going to want different things. Different communities are going to have different values. The solution isn’t to resolve that disagreement at the federal level — it’s to distribute it. Let states be the laboratories. Let people sort themselves into communities that reflect how they actually want to live.”
He shrugged.
“Love it or leave it used to mean something different. If you hated the laws in Massachusetts, you could move to New Hampshire. The friction between states kept the federal government honest, because people had somewhere else to go. Now there’s nowhere else to go. The same argument about abortion, about gun control, about taxation — it gets fought out at the national level every four years, winner take all, and half the country feels like the country doesn’t belong to them anymore. That’s not an accident. That’s what happens when you centralize decisions that were supposed to be local.”
He sat back.
Oldman had not moved during any of this. He stood at the board with his arms folded lightly, his expression neither approving nor objecting — just receiving. The practiced patience of a man who has heard many arguments he disagrees with and has learned that interrupting them early is less effective than letting them finish.
When Kid stopped talking, Oldman was quiet for a moment.
Then he turned to the room.
“Does anyone want to respond before I do?”
Chaz uncapped his pen. “I think the argument romanticizes the idea of state autonomy. A patchwork of fifty different regulatory environments isn’t freedom — it’s a race to the bottom. Every corporation relocates to whatever state guts its labor laws first. Every wealthy family moves to wherever the tax burden is lowest. What’s left in the middle is people who can’t afford to move, living under whatever their state legislature decides.”
A few heads nodded.
“The argument also assumes,” said the Georgetown student, turning slightly toward Kid, “that the federal expansions were illegitimate. But most of them came through democratic processes. The New Deal. The Civil Rights Act. Medicare. These weren’t bureaucratic coups. They were elected majorities responding to real crises that states were failing to address.”
Kid opened his mouth.
Oldman raised one hand — not dismissively, just firmly enough to indicate the floor had shifted.
“Thank you,” he said, as if closing a bid. “Let me offer some additional context.”
He walked to the center of the room and turned slowly, as if addressing all of them equally, though his gaze returned to Kid with a frequency that wasn’t accidental.
“The vision your classmate is describing,” he said — your classmate, not by name, a mild depersonalization Kid registered — “is a coherent ideological position. States as sovereign, the federal government as referee. A nation of choices rather than a nation of standards.”
He tilted his head slightly.
“It is also, and I say this as a matter of historical record rather than political opinion, almost entirely a theoretical position.”
A few students shifted. The kind of shift that means here it comes.
“The American states, left to their own devices, maintained slavery until the federal government ended it. They maintained legal segregation until the federal government ended it. They permitted the sale of unsafe food, unsafe drugs, and unsafe workplaces until federal oversight stepped in. The laboratories of democracy, when left unsupervised, have a documented tendency to run experiments on their most vulnerable populations.”
He let that land.
“The expansion of federal authority did not happen because bureaucrats woke up one morning and decided to seize power. It happened because states failed, serially, to protect the basic rights and dignities of their citizens, and the federal government was the only institution with the reach and the mandate to act.”
He looked at Kid directly now.
“What you’re describing as overreach, Mr. Kid, most historians would describe as correction.”
The room was very still.
Kid looked at his notes. Then back up.
“With respect,” he said, “that’s a selective reading.”
Something shifted in the room. A different kind of quiet.
Oldman’s expression didn’t change.
“Is it.”
“The Civil Rights Act belongs in a different category than a federal agency deciding it has authority over a wetland in Nebraska. You’re conflating federal intervention that corrected a specific moral failure with the permanent expansion of regulatory authority into areas the Constitution never contemplated.”
A few students exchanged glances — the quiet transaction of people watching something that hasn’t happened in this room before.
“The bureaucracy isn’t accountable to anyone,” Kid continued. “Elected officials at least face voters. Federal agencies don’t. The FDA, the EPA, the Department of Education — none of them appear in the Constitution. They were created by legislation, and then they accumulated authority through rulemaking processes that no voter ever approved. That’s not democracy. That’s administration mistaking itself for governance.”
Oldman let a pause develop. The particular pause of a man deciding which register to respond in.
When he spoke, his voice was calm. Warmly academic. The voice of someone explaining something to someone who has misunderstood.
“I appreciate the energy,” he said, and the word energy carried just enough weight to mean something other than a compliment. “And the argument is not without its adherents — you’d find sympathetic ears in certain think tanks and on certain talk radio programs. States’ rights as a corrective to federal overreach. It has a long history as a rhetorical position.”
A beat.
“It also has a long history as a justification for inaction. For allowing problems to persist because the level of government capable of solving them has been philosophically disqualified from trying.”
He turned back to the board. Erased STATES. PEOPLE. FEDERAL. Wrote one line:
WHO HOLDS THE FLOOR?
“The real question is not whether the Tenth Amendment is being honored. The real question is whether a fragmented federal system can hold together two hundred and fifty years into an experiment that no one expected to last this long.” He faced the class again. “Strong federal institutions are not the enemy of individual freedom. They are the precondition for it. Remove them and you don’t get fifty flourishing republics. You get fifty competing fiefdoms, each with its own rules, its own standards, its own definition of who counts.”
He opened his hands.
“That is not the framers’ vision.”
“With respect,” Kid said, “that’s exactly the framers’ vision.”
Oldman looked at him. A different look now — still composed, but with something underneath it. Not anger. Something closer to the specific displeasure of a man who expected deference and found argument instead.
“The Federalist Papers were written to sell the Constitution to state legislatures that were afraid of centralized power,” Kid said. “Madison’s entire case was built on reassurance that the federal government would stay in its lane. That the enumerated powers were a ceiling, not a floor. If you go back and read—”
“I have read the Federalist Papers,” Oldman said.
The temperature dropped half a degree.
“At some length,” he added. “Before you were born.”
A quiet that felt different from the others.
Chaz looked at his notepad.
“What I’d suggest,” Oldman continued, in the tone of someone offering something gracious while removing something else, “is that you consider the gap between what a document intended and what a country of three hundred and thirty million people requires. Intent is a useful starting point. It is not sufficient governing philosophy.”
He looked around the room, reincorporating the class the way a conductor brings an orchestra back after a soloist has gone on too long.
“This is, in any case, a debate for the full semester. Not a verdict for Tuesday morning.” He moved back toward the podium. “I’d encourage everyone — especially those with strong prior convictions — to sit with the counter-arguments before the next session. Growth in political thinking, as in most things, requires some tolerance for discomfort.”
The last sentence was addressed to the room.
The room understood it wasn’t.
Students opened laptops. Pens moved. The conversation redistributed itself into the ambient noise of thirty people pretending to take notes while privately deciding what had just happened.
Kid looked at his notebook. He’d written almost nothing.
He pressed the pen to the page.
Then set it back down.
Oldman was already moving on — a slide about the Commerce Clause, an anecdote about the New Deal, the measured cadence of a man who has returned to comfortable ground and intends to stay there.
Kid sat with the particular sensation of having said something true in a room that had been arranged in advance to make true things sound naive.
He’d pushed back.
Oldman had managed him — not argued with him, not engaged the substance, but managed him the way a good politician manages a constituent who believes something inconvenient. Warm. Dismissive. Using the room as the instrument.
Kid looked at the board.
WHO HOLDS THE FLOOR?
He understood the answer.
Not the one Oldman intended.
Kid spent the month of November trying to absorb all he had experienced. He kept quiet, kept to himself, concerned he’d gone crazy, but if so crazy felt free. His only real meaningful interaction came from Sam. 
They were closing up. Sam stacking chairs. Kid wiping tables. The restaurant empty, the kitchen quiet.
“Hey,” Sam said, not looking up. “That afternoon after Halloween. Out of off Route 2. That was you, right?”
Kid kept wiping. “What about it?”
“I saw you.” Sam set a chair down. “Me and Chaz were walking back from the barn party. Well — I was walking. Chaz was basically a science experiment at that point. Alcohol poisoning bad. I’m basically carrying this guy back to campus and I look up and there you are in the middle of the road.”
Kid didn’t say anything.
“You looked—” Sam paused, searching for it. “You know those nature documentaries where two tribes of chimps stumble into each other’s territory and they just freeze?” He demonstrated briefly, eyes wide, body rigid. “Like that. But worse. Like a caveman who’d never seen another human before and wasn’t sure if I was food or a threat.”
Kid almost smiled despite himself.
“You were covered in mud,” Sam continued. “Soaked. No jacket—” he gestured vaguely. “I tried to say your name and you just dropped to the ground and started grabbing at that cop’s boots like he was the last solid thing on earth.”
He finally looked up.
“Where did he take you?”
Kid wrung out the cloth. Folded it. Set it down with the careful deliberateness of someone organizing their thoughts at the same time.
“You know that drunk tank feeling,” Kid said, “where you’re not drunk enough to be blackout but too far gone to explain yourself to anyone in an official capacity?”
Sam squinted. “I guess.”
“It was like that. Minus the drunk part.”
“So he just… drove you around until you came down?”
“Chief Brown’s a good guy,” Kid said. “Small town. He knows when someone needs a ride home and when someone needs a report filed.” He picked up the cloth and moved to the next table. “I needed a ride home.”
Sam watched him. “That’s not a real answer.”
“No,” Kid agreed pleasantly. “It’s not.”
Sam stared at him another second then laughed despite himself and went back to stacking chairs. He knew he wasn’t getting the rest of it. Kid’s whole demeanor made that clear — not defensive, not nervous, just quietly and completely unavailable on the subject.
Silence made Sam uncomfortable, the question still hanging in the air between them, so he changed the subject.
Pressley sent links.
Videos, one after another. Each with the same message—like and share—and the same quiet certainty that this one would be the one.
Kid never replied.
He didn’t like them. Didn’t share them. Didn’t respond at all.
The silence was complete.
She kept sending them anyway. Weeks apart. Then months.
No questions. No follow-up. No acknowledgment that nothing had come back.
She never noticed he hadn’t answered—only that the audience still hadn’t.
The links arrived like they were going somewhere.
They weren’t.
Kid wasn’t part of it anymore. Not the audience. Not the person it was meant for.
He was what everything chased past—no clicks, no outrage, no engagement.
The only power he had left was withdrawal.
And he used it.
Still, the messages came.
The apartment felt different when he got back.
Not new. Not unfamiliar.
Just… stripped.
The same couch. The same table. The same stack of unopened mail by the door.
But whatever had once filled the space between things—whatever gave it weight—was gone.
Kid stood there a moment, keys still in his hand.
It all looked like something he used to recognize.
He set the keys on the counter.
The sound landed harder than it should have.
Silence followed.
Not peaceful. Just unoccupied.
His phone buzzed.
He didn’t reach for it.
It buzzed again. Then stopped.
Kid let it sit there, face down, like it might resolve itself if he ignored it long enough.
Eventually, he picked it up.
Pressley.
He looked at her name.
Not anticipation. Not hesitation.
Just recognition.
It was a Tuesday in November.
Nothing particular about it.
He had closed the pub, counted the drawer, walked home in the cold with his hands in his pockets. Showered. Made toast. Sat on the edge of his bed the way you do when you’re too tired to move but not tired enough to sleep.
He opened the message.
A link.
He tapped it.
Her account had grown.
Forty thousand followers now. Maybe more.
The numbers didn’t register the way they used to.
He scrolled.
Most of it was familiar—her voice, her framing, that instinct she had for catching something just off-center.
He liked a post.
Kept scrolling.
Then he stopped.
It was a clip. Twenty-two seconds.
No story. No context.
Pressley moving fast down a Boston sidewalk, glancing over her shoulder like something was following her. She stopped at a crosswalk, leaned toward the camera—
“I found something. I can’t say what it is yet. But when I can—”
A beat.
“You’ll want to have been here first.”
Cut to black.
Follow button.
He watched it twice.
There was nothing in it.
No thread. No discovery.
Just the shape of urgency.
The comments were flooding in.
What is it.
Tell us.
I’ve been here since the beginning.
The number climbed.
Kid rested the phone against his knee.
This wasn’t her finding something.
This was her selling the feeling of finding something.
Before it existed.
Maybe instead of it existing.
He thought about the beach.
The way she lifted the camera, lowered it again.
I don’t know what I’m looking for yet.
That’s usually when it shows up.
He picked the phone back up.
Started to type.
Stopped.
Set it face down.
It wasn’t anger.
Not even disappointment.
Just… distance.
He thought about the texts he never sent.
All of them still clear in his head. Drafts that never made it past his thumbs.
Nights spent trying to say something right. Trying to explain something he didn’t understand yet.
Trying to reach her without sounding like he needed to.
He remembered deleting them.
Waiting instead.
Waiting until it made sense.
Waiting until he came back.
He had thought he lost her.
Thought distance had done it.
Thought leaving—chasing something he couldn’t explain—had created a gap he needed to close.
So he held it all back.
Saved it.
For later.
Kid leaned into the couch, phone loose in his hand.
All that energy.
All that restraint.
Spent trying to preserve something that wasn’t there anymore.
Or maybe wasn’t there in the way he thought it was.
The video looped.
Bright. Clean. Effortless.
It didn’t need him.
Wasn’t meant for him.
It would keep moving whether he answered or not.
That was the clearest part.
He tried, for a moment, to find the version of her he had loved.
Not the videos.
Not the posts.
A conversation.
A pause.
The way she listened when there was nothing to gain from it.
Something quieter than this.
Something that didn’t need to be shown to exist.
He held onto it.
Just to see if it was still there.
It wasn’t.
Not broken.
Just… gone.
Kid locked his phone and set it on the table.
The room stayed quiet.
Unchanged.
For the first time, there was nothing left to say.
No message that would fix it.
No version of her waiting on the other side of it.
He sat there a while longer.
Not thinking.
Not deciding.
Just letting the absence settle into something final.
Then he stood, turned off the light, and let the room go dark.
Not as a reaction.
Just because there was nothing left in it he needed to see.
And suddenly, Thanksgiving didn’t feel like a break. It felt like an exit.
Thanksgiving break gave Kid something he hadn’t felt in months: structure without performance. He slept through the night again, not out of exhaustion, but because his body finally allowed it. He ate real food—nothing curated, nothing rushed—drank water without thinking about it, started running in the mornings the way he used to, just far enough to feel his lungs work and his thoughts loosen.
The fog that had clung to him since October didn’t lift all at once, but it thinned. Anxiety softened. Being home helped. So did the unremarkable comforts: his parents in the kitchen, familiar voices. He wasn’t home for more than five minutes before his buddy Joey made himself at home—through the front door and rummaging through the refrigerator like nothing had changed.
With that came clarity about Pressley. The longing he’d mistaken for love faded, replaced not by bitterness, but understanding. He saw now that they hadn’t drifted—they’d turned in opposite directions. While he was stripping things back, she was refining herself for visibility, moving toward momentum, audience, immediacy. There was no moment to grieve, no confrontation to imagine. The affection dissolved on its own, like something no longer needed once its purpose had passed.
And finally, without anger or drama, Oldman lost his gravity. Away from the lectures and the roomfuls of applause, Kid could see him plainly: polished, practiced, hollow. A man fluent in language but empty of risk, mistaking repetition for leadership. Kid’s esteem no longer rose or fell with a grade or a glance. It came instead from something quieter and sturdier—the return of self-respect, earned not through recognition, but through care. 
Sunday morning was loud in the normal way.
Coffee machine sputtering. Dad banging pans around like they owed him money. Radio low and tinny in the corner.
After breakfast, Kid was supposed to head back to Elysian.
He sat at the table staring at a piece of toast like it had personally offended him.
Dad noticed.
“You look like you failed a drug test,” he said, sliding a plate of eggs in front of him. “What’d you do?”
Mom didn’t turn from the stove. “Let him eat first.”
“I’m not hungry,” Kid said.
Dad sat down slowly. “Ah. That’s worse.”
“So Pressley and I aren’t together anymore and—And I’m not going back.”
“Back where?”
“School.”
Silence.
“Dropping out?” Dad repeated carefully. Not angry. Measuring.
Kid nodded.
Dad leaned back in the chair, studying him like a repair job he didn’t want to rush.
“This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” he said. “Full ride. Oldman. Connections people would kill for. You worked your ass off for that chance.” A pause. “Please tell me this isn’t because of a girl.”
“No,” Kid said. “Two separate things. Pressley and I were just headed different directions. I’m over it.”
Dad watched him a second longer than necessary.
“Okay,” he said slowly. “Then with Oldman—are you sure you’re not taking the easy way out?”
It wasn’t accusation.
Kid felt it land. The weight of expectation. The money. The pride.
Before he could answer—
“That’s enough, Billy.”
Mom’s voice wasn’t loud.
But it cut clean.
Dad glanced at her.
She turned to Kid.
“I’m going to ask you one question.”
He nodded.
“Will this make you happy?”
He blinked.
“I mean deep in your gut,” she continued. “Not on paper. Not in someone else’s story. Yours. When you wake up and it’s just you and your thoughts — will this make you truly happy?”
The room went still.
Kid searched himself. Not the résumé version. Not the scholarship version. The quiet version.
“I didn’t realize it til I came home. I’ve been anxious the whole time,” he said finally. “Chest tight for no reason. Couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t think straight. I kept telling myself if I just worked harder it would click.”
Mom didn’t react dramatically.
“Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I didn’t want to be the kid who couldn’t hack it.”
A pause.
“It wasn’t the classes,” he said. “It was what they were leading to. I didn’t believe in it anymore.”
Silence again.
“Yes,” he said finally. “This is what I want.”
Mom nodded once.
“Then you’ve already made your decision.”
Dad exhaled through his nose. Not agreement. Not resistance. Just processing.
“We only get one go at this,” Mom said softly. “And it’s shorter than you think.”
A small smile.
“Trust me. I know.”
Kid looked at Dad.
“I want to come back to work. For real. Not part-time. I’ll take whatever shifts. I’ll do it right.”
Dad chewed slowly.
“You sure this isn’t you running away?”
“No,” Kid said immediately. “It’s the opposite.”
Dad waited.
“I still want to do something that matters,” Kid said. “I just don’t think it starts with a title or a stage anymore. I think it starts smaller. Real. I don’t know exactly what it looks like yet. But I know what it doesn’t look like.”
Dad pointed his fork at him.
“You understand working for me means I don’t go easy on you.”
“I know.”
“You’re back on dish shifts when we need it.”
“I know.”
“You’re not allowed to mope around acting like a tortured dropout.”
Kid almost smiled. “Got it.”
Dad leaned back.
“Alright then.”
Dropping out didn’t feel like failure.
It felt like alignment.
VI. A Long December
December doesn’t force you inside.
It invites you.
The cold settles in first—quiet, persistent, impossible to ignore. It seeps through the ground, through the air, through your hands if you stay out too long. And so you step back from it. You close the door. You gather in.
Inside, everything softens.
Warm light replaces endless night skies. Kitchens fill with heat and noise. Tables stretch to hold more than they need to. Food lingers longer than hunger requires. Conversations circle back on themselves, familiar and easy. It feels right to be there. Safe. Sheltered.
Natural.
And after a while, you stop thinking about what’s outside.
That’s how the most powerful force works. The status quo.
It doesn’t demand your loyalty—it earns your comfort.
Given enough time, what you step into for shelter becomes where you stay. What was once a response to the cold becomes the way things are. The warmth feels deserved. The walls feel necessary. The routines inside start to feel like truth.
You stop questioning them the way you stop questioning why you came in from the cold.
It just makes sense.
And if someone suggests there’s something beyond it—that maybe the walls aren’t as fixed as they feel, that maybe you don’t have to stay—you don’t hear curiosity.
You hear risk.
Because they’re not just asking you to step outside.
They’re asking you to leave behind what kept you warm. The habits you built. The traditions you trust. The life that, over time, stopped feeling chosen and started feeling given.
So you stay.
Not because you’ve examined it—
but because, in the middle of December, with the fire lit and the table full,
why would you question what feels this right?
The first Saturday in December arrived — the last meeting with Capaldi, the end of the contract. Kid came prepared this time: hydrated, rested, warmly dressed, a solid breakfast of eggs and toast in his stomach. He hiked eagerly toward the sugar shack, watching steam roll from his mouth with each deep breath. The trees stood bare, the ground stiff with frost. It was still stick season, only a few flurries so far, strangely late for Elysian to be without snow.
A flicker of anxiety lingered, the memory of the last visit impossible to ignore, but anticipation outweighed it. What had once felt like a pointless obligation had become the most unforgettable part of his semester. Kid reached the shack and found Capaldi waiting inside, bundled in flannel like a woods-bound Elmer Fudd.
Capaldi skipped pleasantries and went straight to business. He demanded clear, honest answers. What time did Kid sleep and wake? Ten-ish to seven. Breakfast? Eggs, toast, one cup of coffee. Hydration? Kid held up the new water bottle he’d bought after last month. A gallon a day. Capaldi barely looked up as he scribbled, noting Kid’s proper winter gear.
“Last question,” he said. “Are you happy?” Kid didn’t rush it. After a long pause, he answered, “I came here to learn how to think. Instead, I’ve been taught what to think.” Capaldi nodded and asked him to explain. Kid told him the truth; college felt like high school extended, liberal arts boxes to check, memorization masquerading as learning. Essays strangled imagination. And Oldman, once his idol, had revealed himself as arrogant and hypocritical.
“And that made you happy?” Capaldi asked.
Kid shook his head slowly. He spoke of finding Pressley with another guy, of never confronting her, of her silence afterward. He admitted how he’d stopped eating, stopped caring, drained himself until he cracked. “That episode wasn’t random,” he said. He met Capaldi’s eyes. “I’ll finish the semester, then go home. I think destiny brought me here to learn that. Now it’s sending me back to figure out how I matter. The thought of that makes me happy.”
Capaldi closed his notebook, satisfied. “So,” he said, “how about that walk?” Kid opened the door to the sugar shack and gestured outward. “Age before beauty.” As Capaldi passed, he placed the pill in Kid’s hand. Kid swallowed it without hesitation.
As they climbed the trail, Capaldi told his monthly story. “For nearly four thousand years — from the first chariot wheel to the first locomotive — information traveled no faster than muscle and hoof. Empires rose and fell at the speed of a horse. News of war arrived weeks after the battle was decided. Knowledge moved like caravans—slow, deliberate, limited by distance.”
He leaned forward.
“And then we sprinted.”
Only 65 years from the Wright Bros. first flight to man landing on the moon. In less a century, distance has collapsed. What once took months takes days. What took days now takes hours.
“And just when humanity caught its breath,” he said, “we broke gravity.”
Rockets pierced the sky. Satellites circled the earth. Signals bounced off metal in orbit and returned to us in fractions of a second.
“For the first time in our existence,” Capaldi said, eyes bright, “information moved faster than the body that created it. Faster than armies. Faster than borders. Faster than instinct.”
He let the silence hold.
“Understand what that means,” he said. “For most of our existence, change crawled. Then it walked. Then it ran. And now it moves at the speed of light.”
A faint smile touched his face.
“Every system we built—tribe, monarchy, nation—was designed for a slower world. A world where time allowed adjustment. We no longer live in that world.”
He looked at me steadily.
“We are the first generation forced to decide who we are at the speed our tools evolve.”
The two men convened at their usual conversation place. This time the landscape held. No visions rose. Capaldi lectured, voice clipped and impatient.
He spoke about his childhood the way someone describes a place that no longer exists but still feels real in the body.
“My father came home from World War II,” he said. “No degree. No special training. Just a willingness to work. Forty hours a week in a factory. That was enough.”
Enough meant a modest house.
A car in the driveway.
Summer vacations that didn’t require a second mortgage.
A mother who could stay home.
Groceries that were food, not ingredients pretending to be food.
Retirement that felt like a promise, not a gamble.
“That same lifestyle today,” Capaldi said quietly, “would require a salary most Americans will never see. And we call that progress.”
He described three television channels. Streetlights as curfew. Kids riding bikes until dark. At eighteen, a high school diploma could buy independence — an apartment, a car, dignity.
“Tuition at my university was twenty-eight hundred dollars,” he added. “Even adjusting for inflation, the math no longer works.”
Kid shifted. He’d heard versions of this before — nostalgic, exaggerated. But Capaldi wasn’t romanticizing. He was measuring.
“Every generation renegotiates the bargain,” Capaldi continued. “My parents had pensions. Gen X needed two incomes but could still buy homes. Then something changed. Time disappeared. Both parents working full time. Childcare outsourced. Meals outsourced. Attention outsourced.”
He looked at Kid.
“We have more technology than any civilization in history. More comfort. More convenience. And yet anxiety and depression are everywhere. That’s not coincidence — that’s misalignment.”
Kid crossed his arms. “So what are you saying? That capitalism is evil?”
Capaldi shook his head.
“No. Capitalism is a tool. Markets are powerful. Innovation is real. I’m saying we stopped asking what the tool was for — and started worshipping it instead.”
He began pacing.
“Somewhere along the line, growth became the goal instead of the byproduct. Bigger markets. Bigger houses. Bigger returns. We optimized for efficiency and forgot about sufficiency.”
Kid frowned. “But people are wealthier than ever.”
“On paper,” Capaldi replied. “And more leveraged than ever. Wealth used to mean ownership. Now it means access. Subscription housing. Subscription entertainment. Subscription retirement. Everything simplified into a monthly payment. Everything rented, nothing rooted.”
He stopped pacing.
“Look at the trajectory. Single-income stability became dual-income necessity. Dual-income necessity became debt-funded survival. The machine didn’t get cruel. It just kept accelerating.”
“It’s about incentives,” Capaldi said evenly. “Institutions don’t wake up evil. They respond to pressure. Shareholders demand quarterly growth. Politicians demand reelection. Corporations demand expansion. Everyone is rewarded for short-term wins and punished for long-term restraint.”
He leaned in.
“That’s not a conspiracy. That’s design.”
“Your father,” Capaldi asked, almost casually, “does he own the pub?”
Kid shook his head. “No. He’s the general manager. What does that have to do with anything?”
“Who owns it then?”
“Some guy who owns half the commercial real estate in town,” Kid said. “Doesn’t really come around. As long as Dad keeps the place busy, he stays out of it.”
Capaldi gave a slow nod, the kind that meant he’d been waiting for that answer.
“That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” he said. “When I was your age, the baker sold the bread because he baked it. The butcher sold the beef because he cut it. The bartender poured the beer because it was his name on the door. The mechanic pumped the gas and fixed the engine. They weren’t ‘operators.’ They weren’t ‘assets under management.’ They were owners.”
He looked at Kid.
“Now the people who call themselves businessmen don’t actually build anything. They don’t know how to fix a sink, balance a tray, calm a drunk, or sharpen a blade. What they know is spreadsheets.”
He ticked it off on his fingers.
“Cut costs. Raise prices. Expand the bottom line. Leverage. Extract.”
His jaw tightened.
“Anyone who introduces himself as a ‘businessman’ isn’t telling you what he builds. He’s telling you what he extracts.”
Kid didn’t interrupt this time.
“The finance, insurance, and real estate sector now make up an enormous share of our economy,” Capaldi continued. “We’re not building as much as we’re managing risk. Insuring against risk. Hedging against risk. Protecting against loss.”
He gestured around them.
“A nation terrified of losing what it doesn’t fully own.”
He exhaled.
“We used to produce. Steel. Bridges. Music. Risk. Now we optimize. Protect. Lawyer. Comply.”
His tone softened.
“Comfort isn’t the enemy. But when comfort becomes the highest value, we lose resilience. When growth becomes mandatory, we lose meaning. When identity comes from what we consume instead of what we build, we become fragile.”
Kid felt something tightening in his chest — not outrage. Recognition.
Capaldi continued more quietly now.
“This isn’t dystopia,” he said. “It’s drift. No one voted for exhaustion. No one campaigned on anxiety. But the system rewards acceleration, so acceleration is what we get.”
He looked directly at Kid.
“Your grandfather could work forty hours and go home. You work forty and then log back on. You don’t even know when the whistle blows anymore.”
That landed.
“You’re not oppressed,” Capaldi said. “You’re optimized. And optimization has no natural stopping point.”
Silence stretched between them.
Kid finally asked, “So what’s the alternative?”
Capaldi didn’t answer immediately.
He stepped closer.
“If the goal is human flourishing, then why are humans more medicated, more distracted, and more exhausted than ever?”
The fire in Capaldi’s eyes wasn’t rage now.
It was warning.
“We built a machine that delivers convenience at scale,” he said softly. “But if we don’t decide where it’s going, it will decide for us.”
“Light’s fading.” Capaldi looked toward the tree line. “Let’s get back to the shack. We wouldn’t want another incident.” He said it lightly, but his eyes weren’t.
Kid followed Capaldi down the path in silence. Not a word passed between them the entire descent. Kid wasn’t sure what he’d say even if he tried. Back at the shack, Capaldi tossed a notebook on the table. “Write.”
Kid finally found his words, “That’s it? You promised we’d get to Trump versus Biden.”
Capaldi’s jaw flexed.
“You still think that’s the debate.”
Kid shrugged. “Isn’t it?”
“That’s the question you should be asking: how did we get here?” 
Kid stated “But I still can’t tell your stance. Are you democrat or republican? Did you vote Biden or Trump?”
Capaldi went still. Then, flat-calm: “Would you rather suck a dick or get fucked in the ass?”
Kid stared at him.
“Excuse me?”
“You heard me.”
“You said no weird stuff.”
“Not literally, you imbecile. Figuratively. But you still have to choose.”
Kid crossed his arms. “Neither.”
“Neither isn’t an option.”
“Then I’m not answering.”
Capaldi finally landed it. “You see, it’s not Biden versus Trump. Not Democrat versus Republican.” He paused, then added under his breath: “Though now that I think about it, the Republicans are definitely the ones bending you over and the Democrats are definitely the ones slapping it in your mouth, both convincing you that this is what you asked for.” He held up a hand before Kid could react. “Regardless—it’s not one person. It’s the institutions. The institutions that have learned to prey on our fears.”
“We turned capitalism into a religion,” he said, pacing now, voice climbing. “Look at the bill in your pocket. In God We Trust. Right there in plain sight—a confession nobody reads anymore. The dollar is god. Retirement is heaven. Do what you’re told, suffer quietly, sacrifice your best years, and if you’re obedient enough, you’ll be rewarded in the afterlife.”
Kid crossed his arms. “So you’re a communist.”
Capaldi stopped pacing.
“There it is again.” He pointed at Kid like he’d been waiting for it. “That ass fuck, dick suck mentality. I spend twenty minutes mapping the architecture of a system built on manufactured consent and the only exit your brain finds is communist.” He shook his head slowly. “You want a communist? Fine. Marx said man is born to create. To build things with his hands, to look at what he made and feel it meant something. Now look at us. Entering numbers into spreadsheets fifty hours a week so we can afford the basics. That’s not flourishing. That’s managed captivity with a dental plan.”
He started pacing again.
“The story only works if you don’t ask who’s paying for it.” His voice dropped, which was somehow worse than when it was loud. “It’s you. You pay with your youth. Every generation subsidizes the one before it, and every generation is too exhausted by the time they figure it out to do anything but pass it down.”
He let the sentence trail off.
Then, without turning back:
“Now uphold your end of the contract and write.”
The door closed.
Kid sat alone at the table.
The notebook in front of him felt heavier than before.
Kid opened the notebook and began to write. He remembered every word they’d exchanged, yet the sentences came slower this time, the ease of earlier sessions gone. Capaldi remained in the shack, quietly sipping from a flask as Kid worked.
In past visits, Kid could never remember Capaldi leaving, whether he slipped out while Kid wrote or waited until he fell asleep. This time was different. When Kid set down his pen, Capaldi stood, unsteady, took the notebook, and walked to the door. He stepped outside and shut it behind him.
Louie lifted his head. Kid looked down at the dog, confused, then shrugged. “Well,” he said softly, “that’s a letdown. Guess it’s time for bed.” Louie curled into a ball at the end of the cot.
Kid didn’t sleep much that night.
Not because Capaldi had shouted.
He hadn’t.
It was the quiet that followed.
The question had lodged somewhere behind his eyes:
With all our progress… why are we more anxious than ever?
He tried to dismiss it. Rolled onto his side. Closed his eyes.
Democrat. Republican. Incentives. Structure. Spectator.
The words felt larger than he wanted them to be.
He told himself Capaldi was dramatic. Overstating it. Romanticizing the past.
He turned onto his back.
What was the design underneath?
He realized something that unsettled him more than Capaldi’s tone:
He didn’t know.
Not really.
He knew arguments.
He knew positions.
He knew which headlines belonged to which side.
But he couldn’t articulate the mechanism.
Couldn’t see the scaffolding.
And if he couldn’t see it — how could he critique it?
How could he defend it?
Or worse —
How could he choose it?
That thought stayed with him longest.
Choose it.
He had strong opinions about which team he preferred.
But had he ever examined the structure itself?
Or had he just inherited the frame?
Sleep came in shallow waves.
When he finally drifted off, the last thing he saw wasn’t Capaldi pacing.
It was himself — sitting in the balcony of a theater, watching a version of his life unfold below.
He wasn’t on the stage.
He was reviewing it.
And for the first time, that didn’t feel intelligent.
It felt distant.
Kid woke earlier than usual, clearheaded in a way that felt borrowed. Louie was still curled at the foot of the cot when Kid moved to the stove. He reached for coffee and instead found a teabag with a folded note.
Drink this instead. Too much coffee is bad for you.
He frowned, then brewed it anyway.
He sat at the table with the steaming mug and an empty notebook, trying to summon an idea for Oldman’s final paper. An hour passed. Nothing came. Just the faint taste of earth and something metallic at the back of his throat.
Frustrated, he stood.
Louie was already at the door.
When Kid opened it, light flooded the cabin. The forest had changed overnight. Snow clung to every branch, bending conifers into soft arches. The ground shimmered pink and blue where sun fractured through ice crystals. Vermont’s first snowfall.
Louie bolted, carving wild patterns in untouched powder. Kid laughed despite himself, scooped snow, threw. Louie lunged, buried his head, came up empty, shook, waited for another.
Snowball after snowball.
No paper.
No outline.
No idea.
Just breath in cold air.
He followed Louie up the trail without deciding to. The forest thinned. The sky widened. By the time he realized where he was, the meadow opened beneath him — untouched, silent, vast.
Yet slowly the distance he usually kept between himself and everything else quietly closed.
The gap between watching and being narrowed to nothing.
He felt the familiar sensation of the observer stepping back, and someone else — more honest, less careful — stepping forward to take his place.
Kid made his way to the conversation spot to start a fire for warmth.
The tea moved through me quietly.
Not a surge—just a soft unfastening.
I was alone.
I knew that.
But when I looked up, he was sitting across from me.
Like he’d been there the whole time.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Kid.”
Capaldi snorted. “That’s a label.”
The air felt thinner.
“Son. Student. Red Sox fan. Future husband. Social Security number.” His eyes held mine. “All costumes.”
The words didn’t echo.
They sank.
“I want to know,” he said, quieter now, “who you are without them.”
No answer came, but I broke the silence. “You picked me because you thought I could do something meaningful.”
“No,” he said flatly. “I picked you because you still believed the meaning they handed you was your own.”
The wind pressed against us.
“You thought you were different because you questioned the system. But the system has always had room for one more boy who mistakes alienation for vision.”
The words stung.
“So why me then?” I asked.
Capaldi didn’t hesitate.
“I gave a set of criteria to my connections in admissions. They sent me back a stack—applications, essays, faces.”
“I chose yours because of the sincerity. There was a certain maturity to it.”
He looked at me.
“Then I met you in the basement. That confirmed it.”
“So what was the basis for your study?” I asked.
He leaned back slightly.
“Remember Vermont winters?”
“Layers.”
I nodded.
“Each one plays an essential part. Miss one and the whole system fails.”
“You built yourself the same way,” he said.
He raised a hand.
“Start at the top. Meaning. You wanted your suffering to add up to something.”
The words felt distant.
“That was your hat. Kept you warm.”
The cold brushed my face.
“Esteem. Being chosen. Proving you made it past the gate.”
My chest tightened.
“That was your coat.”
“Belonging. Pressley. Being seen without performance.”
My hands trembled slightly.
“That was your fleece.”
A pause.
“And underneath,” he said softly, “safety.”
“You never rebuilt that after your mother got sick.”
The ground felt less stable.
“You borrowed certainty instead. Oldman. The promise of healthcare. Education. Dignity. A system that wouldn’t let families like yours fall.”
The wind picked up.
“When that promise cracked,” he said, “everything above it collapsed.”
I could feel it again.
The unraveling.
The image came back.
The waves. My parents on the shore.
“That mattered,” he said. “Love without performance.”
The word lingered.
Performance.
“When you washed up alone,” he said, “there was nothing left to hold.”
The world felt closer now.
Raw.
Unfiltered.
“That’s ego dissolution,” he said.
It didn’t feel like a concept.
It felt like absence.
“You lost the narration,” Capaldi said.
The word hit.
Narration.
For a moment, I could see it—the distance I used to live inside. The voice explaining everything as it happened.
“When safety tears,” Capaldi continued, “the animal takes over.”
Hunger.
Cold.
Dark.
“I thought I was dying,” I said.
“You were,” he replied calmly. “Or at least the story was.”
“You stopped climbing,” he said. “You stopped trying to rebuild from the top.”
“With it all torn down you stayed at the bottom. Sensation. Fear. Cold.”
“And now?” I asked.
He stood.
“Now you rebuild.”
“From the bottom.”
“You’ll still wear layers,” he said. “You’ll still have roles.”
“But you’ll know they’re coats.”
He looked at me one last time.
“So,” he asked,
“who are you?”
For the first time, there was no distance between me and the moment.
And it wasn’t frightening.
It was clear.
I looked up at the sky and watched a cloud float across the sky. Shifting shape, morphing, fluid.
When I turned back the fire was gone. Capaldi was gone.
The meadow was silent.
Only two tracks broke the snow — my own footprints, and Louie’s paw prints fading toward the trees.
Louie pressed against my leg, warm and solid.
I turned slowly in a circle.
No fire.
No camp chair.
No Capaldi.
Just wind.
And for a brief, unsteady moment, I wondered if I had finally gone insane.
But I was still here.
Breathing.
Seeing through my own eyes.
By mid December, a little further south in Boston, Pressley finally noticed.
Not all at once.
Just a pause.
She was in her apartment, laptop open, phone in her hand, notifications still coming in waves—smaller now, but steady. Enough to keep moving. Enough to keep posting.
She copied a link.
Scrolled back through her messages.
Tapped his name.
Sent it.
This one’s actually good.
A beat.
Then another message.
I think you’d like it.
She waited.
Not for long.
Just long enough to feel the space where a reply should’ve been.
Her thumb hovered over the screen.
Something about it felt… off.
She scrolled up.
Past the last message.
Then the one before it.
Then another.
Links.
All of them.
One after another.
Weeks apart.
Then months.
No replies.
Pressley frowned slightly, like she’d misplaced something small.
She tapped the screen again, like it might load.
Nothing changed.
She sat back against the couch.
Looked at his name at the top of the thread.
Still there.
Still easy to reach.
She tried to remember the last time they’d actually talked.
Not messages.
Not links.
A real conversation.
It didn’t come right away.
Her phone buzzed in her hand.
Another notification.
She glanced down at it out of instinct.
Paused.
Then locked the screen.
Looked back at his name.
For a moment, she considered typing something.
Not a link.
Something else.
Her thumb hovered over the message bar
What would she even say?
The question lingered longer than she expected.
She set the phone down beside her.
Didn’t send anything.
Across the room, her laptop screen dimmed slightly, waiting for input.
The cursor blinked in place.
Steady. Unchanging.
Pressley leaned back into the couch.
The room was quiet.
Not empty.
Just… missing something she hadn’t realized was gone.
After a minute, she reached for her phone again.
Opened the thread.
Scrolled to the bottom.
Still nothing.
She stared at it for a second longer.
Then locked the screen.
Set it face down.
The notifications kept coming.
She didn’t check them.
Not right away.
The time had come for Kid’s last shift at Stamet’s. Upon arrival Craig stopped tending to the regulars that had filled their usual afternoon barstools. As Kid clocked in for the last time, Craig approached to let him know he could stay if he wanted. Just because he was leaving Elysian didn’t mean he needed to leave Underwood. Craig admitted it wasn’t everyday he got help like Kid.
The regulars had settled in.
Same stools. Same drinks. Same arguments, just rotated.
The door opened.
A gust of cold came in first.
Then Capaldi.
Louie trotted in ahead of him like he owned the place.
A couple heads turned immediately.
“Jesus Christ,” one of the regulars muttered, not even looking up from his glass. “Here comes the mayor.”
Another chuckled. “That dog’s got better attendance than half this town.”
Louie moved calmly through the room, weaving between chairs without touching a thing, then stopped beside Capaldi’s usual stool.
Capaldi took his time shedding layers—coat, scarf, gloves—like a man arriving from a different climate entirely.
Kid felt it immediately.
A shift.
Not dramatic. Not loud. Just… attention bending slightly in Capaldi’s direction.
He didn’t go over.
Didn’t even look directly at him.
Just listened.
Craig slid a drink in front of Capaldi without asking.
“Evening,” he said.
Capaldi nodded once. “Craig.”
One of the regulars leaned over, eyeing Louie.
“You ever gonna leave that dog home or what?”
Capaldi didn’t respond right away. Took a sip. Let the question sit.
“He’s a service animal,” he said finally.
That got a reaction.
A smirk. A glance between stools.
“Oh yeah?” the first guy said. “What for? You gettin’ flashbacks or somethin’? ‘Nam come back to haunt you?”
A couple laughs.
Nothing aggressive. Just the kind of small-town needling that fills space.
Capaldi set the glass down.
“No,” he said calmly. “Never been to Vietnam.”
The regular blinked, slightly thrown off.
“Well then what the hell you need a service dog for?”
Capaldi looked at him—not annoyed, not defensive. Just… precise.
“To help me navigate people,” he said.
A beat.
The guy snorted. “Yeah? How’s that work?”
Capaldi gestured lightly toward Louie.
“He lets me know who’s worth listening to.”
A few of the regulars smiled at that.
The first guy leaned back, not giving it up yet.
“And what’s he say about us?”
Capaldi took another sip. Didn’t rush it.
Then, almost casually—
“He hasn’t said a word since I walked in.”
A couple of the guys laughed—louder this time.
Not at Capaldi.
At the guy.
The guy shook his head, trying to recover. “Alright, alright. Smartass.”
Capaldi shrugged slightly. “You asked.”
Silence settled for a second—not uncomfortable, just… recalibrated.
Louie laid down at his feet, calm as stone.
Capaldi reached down, absentmindedly resting a hand on the dog’s head.
The conversation at the bar shifted.
Different topic. Different tone.
Like something had quietly ended.
Kid kept working, but his focus had narrowed.
Not on Capaldi.
On the effect.
No raised voice. No lecture. No effort to win.
And somehow—
he had.
Kid grabbed a stack of glasses and moved down the bar, careful not to look too long.
But as he passed, just for a second—
Capaldi’s eyes flicked up.
Met his.
No recognition.
No acknowledgment.
Just a look that said:
I know you’re here.
Kid kept moving. Glasses racked, tables cleared, the work proceeding with its usual reliable rhythm. But something had narrowed in his attention and wouldn’t widen back out.
Not Capaldi. The dog.
He watched Louie the way he’d been watching people all semester — that particular quality of attention he’d developed in the dining room, the kind that observes without announcing itself. The lab lay completely still, chin resting on his forepaws, breathing with the patient regularity of something that had learned long ago that the room would eventually come to it rather than the other way around.
Kid set a rack down and stood still for a moment.
There had been a moment on the mountain in November — before the cold got into his sweatshirt, before the sky came down, before everything fractured into panic and instinct and the single animal instruction of run — when he’d stepped off the path into the trees. He remembered the shape in the leaves. The curl of it. The way it hadn’t moved when it should have. He remembered the lunge, the impact, the blood on his hands when he looked down.
He’d been so certain.
He stood in the bar and let the memory reassemble itself with the steadiness he hadn’t possessed in November. Not the panic-version of it, the one that had lived in his chest for weeks afterward — but the actual sequence, stripped of the terror that had colored every detail wrong.
A black dog. Curled in the leaves. Not fleeing the noise of his approach.
Because it wasn’t afraid of him.
Because it knew him.
He looked at Louie.
The lab had raised his head from his forepaws. Was watching Kid from across the room with the same dark, level eyes that had found him on the forest floor. Patient. Untroubled. Waiting for something to become clear.
Not a wolf.
Never a wolf.
He’d stepped off the path and Louie had followed, because that was what Louie did — came after the person who needed coming after, laid down beside them in whatever darkness they’d wandered into, waited for them to find their way back. The lunge hadn’t been an attack. It had been a dog trying to get to a person who was dissolving, pressing cold fur against cold hands, warm breath against cold skin, saying in the only language available: I’m here. You’re here. Stay.
And Kid had run.
The memory settled into its true shape and stayed there.
He exhaled slowly.
Across the bar, Louie put his chin back down on his forepaws and closed his eyes.
Kid picked up the rack and kept moving.
Kid clocked out that night knowing he’d miss Stamet’s pub. Outside, the cold was waiting. The same cold as always. But he’d been carrying something loose and unresolved about that November morning for a month, and now he wasn’t. 
A black dog in the leaves.
Trying to tell him he wasn’t alone.
He should have known.
Louie had never been anything other than that.
The last of the lasts for the semester had arrived. The week of final presentations for Oldman’s course. Oldman’s final assignment was simple in theory:
Address the Founding Fathers of 1787 and advise them how two centuries of change required amendment.
Oldman had made the stakes plain on the first day of the semester: the fellowship went to one student. One. The rest would carry the credential of his classroom and nothing more. By finals, that fact had quietly reorganized the room. Notes sharpened. Posture improved. Eye contact became a performance of its own.
The final presentations were a formality, technically — a synthesis of the semester’s work, each student arguing for the federal program most aligned with their stated cause. In practice, they were auditions. Everyone understood that. No one said it.
Chaz went first. He presented the way he did everything — loose, assured, as though the outcome had already been decided and this was merely the paperwork.
He opened with a number: life expectancy in 1789 was thirty-five years. In 1935, when Social Security was signed, it was sixty-one. Today it pushed eighty. “The Founders designed a system for a country where most people died before they could stop working,” he said. “That world is gone.”
His argument was clean. The 401(k), formalized in 1978, gave workers a vehicle to build retirement security through the market — portable, scalable, independent of any single employer. He cited participation rates, average balances, the compound math of a thirty-year investment horizon. The charts were good. The delivery was better.
“Nobody in 1787 planned for the problem of outliving your income,” Chaz said, glancing toward Oldman. “This is the solution their system didn’t have room for yet.”
Oldman nodded, slow and satisfied, the way a man nods when he hears his own thinking reflected back at him with better teeth.
Stetson followed. He’d grown up watching his father work inside the machinery of federal education policy, and it showed — not in arrogance, exactly, but in fluency. He spoke the language the way people do when they absorbed it young, before it became ideology.
His case rested on a single premise: an educated workforce was a national security interest. After World War II, the GI Bill proved the principle. Federally backed student loans extended it. Without guaranteed access to capital, higher education would collapse into a luxury for the wealthy — and with it, the labor pool that kept the country competitive.
“The government doesn’t fund education as charity,” Stetson said. “It funds it as infrastructure. Same logic as roads and bridges.”
He paused there, letting the analogy sit.
“You can’t run an economy on the graduates who could already afford to show up.”
A few heads turned toward Kid. He didn’t look up.
Williams spoke third — quietly, without Chaz’s ease or Stetson’s fluency, but with something steadier underneath. She’d grown up in Austin watching her mother navigate the gap between what affordable housing was supposed to provide and what the market actually offered. She didn’t perform the subject. She inhabited it.
Section 8 was not, she argued, a welfare program in the way people used that word. It was a stabilization mechanism. Families with housing were more likely to hold jobs, keep children enrolled in school, and stay out of emergency services. The math on homelessness — shelters, hospitals, courts, law enforcement — cost the public more than a voucher. “Stability isn’t a gift,” she said. “It’s an investment with a measurable return.”
She didn’t over-argue it. That was its own kind of confidence.
Johnson closed the first half of the session. His father ran the compliance division of a mid-sized pharmaceutical company — a fact Johnson never mentioned and everyone already knew. His presentation was technically the most sophisticated: premium pooling, risk distribution, the actuarial logic behind privatized insurance as a mechanism for making catastrophic care financially survivable for the average family.
“Healthcare in a market economy will never be free,” he said. “The question isn’t whether someone pays. It’s who, and when. Insurance spreads the cost across time and across populations. Without it, one diagnosis doesn’t just ruin a patient. It ruins a family.”
He cited outcomes data. International comparisons. He was careful to distinguish between the system’s design and its execution, acknowledging failures without letting them collapse the argument.
Oldman asked two questions. Johnson answered both without notes.
The four of them settled back into their seats with the particular composure of people who believed they had done what was required. The room held a low, satisfied hum — the feeling of a seminar that had gone well, of a professor pleased, of fellowship odds narrowing in someone’s favor.
Kid had listened to all of it without writing a word.
He’d watched Oldman’s face through each presentation — the small approvals, the encouraging tilts of the head, the way his expression warmed when a student landed a line he recognized. Oldman had worked on these programs. Had voted for the mechanisms that protected them. Had built a career on the argument that they represented the country at its most functional.
All four students had made reasonable cases. Every program had real people behind it — families stabilized, degrees completed, retirements that didn’t end in poverty. Kid didn’t doubt any of that.
What he kept turning over was something else. Something none of them had named.
Every program had been formalized within a decade of 1971 — the year the United States abandoned the Bretton Woods system and severed the dollar’s last tie to gold. After that, the currency could be printed in quantities the old system would never have permitted. Prices climbed. The floor rose. And one by one, the government stepped in to guarantee it — tuition, rent, retirement, care — not because the programs were new ideas, but because the inflation that followed made the old arrangements impossible. What had once been affordable on a single income now required a subsidy to reach.
Nobody in the room was talking about that.
The four presentations had made the guarantees sound like progress. And maybe they were. Kid hadn’t decided. But he knew there was a question sitting underneath all of it that hadn’t been asked — and that Oldman, nodding from the front of the room, had no interest in asking.
His name was called.
He stood.
“To the delegates of 1787,” he began, voice level, “you designed a structure meant to restrain power. You assumed ambition would exist — and you tried to balance it.”
A few students shifted, waiting for the turn.
“That instinct was right.”
He paused.
“But the structure didn’t fail.”
A beat.
“It was outgrown.”
The room stilled.
“In your time, power had weight. If you wanted wealth, you had to produce something — grow it, build it, move it. Effort and reward were tied together. Not perfectly. But visibly.”
He moved slowly across the front of the room.
“And beneath that structure was something even more important.”
A small pause.
“Trust.”
No one was writing anymore.
“The social contract only works if people believe it works. Not legally — psychologically. It exists to appease the collective psyche. To give people the sense that if they follow the rules, they’ll be okay.”
He let that settle.
“That they can build something. A life. A home.”
He paused.
“A family.”
The word hung there longer than the others.
“And for a long time, that was true enough. You could work, save, and see a path forward. It wasn’t perfect. But it was visible.”
He stopped moving.
“Now imagine you’re twenty-five.”
The room tightened.
“You’re working. Maybe two jobs. You’re doing what you were told would work. You’re not asking for much — just enough to feel stable. Enough that if you bring someone into your life, you won’t drag them under with you.”
No one moved.
“So you wait. You put it off. Not because you don’t want it.” He paused. “Because you don’t feel secure enough to build it.”
His voice stayed even.
“And that hesitation — that quiet calculation — that’s the psyche adjusting.”
Silence.
“And when the psyche has to adjust just to survive the system…”
He let it hang.
“That’s the signal.”
No one looked down.
“Because the social contract isn’t just about laws. It’s about whether people feel like the future is accessible to them. And right now — it doesn’t feel that way.”
He walked it back to the beginning.
“You understood power as something visible. Something that moved goods. Built ships. Cleared land. But power learned to move differently. It stopped producing. It started positioning — placing itself between people and what they need. And it discovered something more durable than force.”
A beat.
“Guaranteed outcomes.”
He let that breathe.
“And when outcomes are guaranteed — price detaches from value.”
Another beat, slower.
“Every time.”
He looked toward Stetson.
“When loans are guaranteed, tuition no longer reflects cost. It reflects borrowing capacity. You don’t pay for an education — you take on access to debt.”
Toward Kelly.
“When housing is guaranteed, rent no longer reflects what people can afford. It reflects what will be paid. You don’t compete for a home — you compete for eligibility.”
Toward John.
“When coverage is guaranteed, care no longer reflects need. It reflects reimbursement. You don’t receive care — you enter a system.”
He didn’t look at anyone now.
“And when retirement is tied to markets, labor no longer builds security. It feeds capital. And absorbs its losses.”
The silence that followed was the kind the room made on its own.
“Underneath all of it — underneath every one of those mechanisms — is fear.”
That word landed heavy.
“Fear that if you step outside the system, you lose access. Fear that without money, you don’t just lose comfort. You lose the ability to start. To build. To commit. To take on responsibility for someone else.”
He waited.
“So people delay their lives. Not out of laziness. Out of calculation. They adapt to a system they don’t trust because they’re afraid to be without it.”
He stepped back slightly.
“And that’s the inversion. You built a system to restrain power. Power learned to operate inside it — and eventually beyond it. You built a federal framework so people could choose. So different states could reflect different values. So if something didn’t align, you could leave.”
He looked directly at them.
“That only works if power is local. But it isn’t anymore.”
His voice dropped slightly.
“The federal government didn’t become too strong. It became necessary. When capital moves freely and people don’t — when corporations operate across borders but laws stop at them — states stop competing on values. They start competing for capital.”
He exhaled.
“And once that happens, government doesn’t set the terms anymore. It responds to them. You didn’t design a system where markets would choose governments.” A beat. “But that’s where we are.”
He paused — a full pause, not for effect, but because what came next needed room.
“There’s an old idea about the difference between a wolf and a dog.”
Chaz looked up.
“A wolf survives on its own terms. A dog is fed. Sheltered. Protected. And for a long time, that trade feels worth it. The warmth is real. The security is real.”
He moved toward the center of the room.
“But something shifts — not all at once. When the system no longer makes you feel secure enough to build a life. When you’re working but still waiting. When you’re doing everything right and still holding off on the things that matter most.”
Silence.
“The dog doesn’t turn overnight. It remembers.”
The room felt tight.
“And that’s where systems get it wrong. They prepare for rebellion.” A small shake of his head. “But what’s happening isn’t rebellion.”
He stopped.
“It’s withdrawal.”
A beat.
“People aren’t angry enough to burn it down. They’re tired enough to stop showing up. Stop trusting. Stop building. Stop waiting for a future that keeps receding.”
He looked around the room.
“And a system that people have quietly stopped believing in — that’s more fragile than any revolution could make it.”
His voice softened for the first time.
“So this isn’t a failure of the Constitution. It’s a mismatch. A structure designed to balance visible power, trying to govern a world where power is invisible.”
He looked toward the window, then back.
“People don’t want to burn it down. They want to feel safe enough to live inside it again. They want to build. They want to commit. They want to stop waiting.”
A final pause.
“And if the system can’t provide that…”
He didn’t finish it.
He didn’t need to.
“It won’t get overthrown.”
One more beat.
“It’ll get outgrown.”
The room was silent for a moment — not the stunned silence of something explosive but the quieter silence of something that had stunned and needed a second to be located.
Oldman cleared his throat.
Kid began gathering his things.
Not storming out. Not making a statement. Just finished — the way you close a book when you’ve read the last page, not because you’re angry at it but because there’s nothing left in it for you.
Oldman watched him. “I haven’t dismissed class.”
“I know,” Kid said. He shouldered his bag. “Thank you for the semester, Professor.”
He walked to the door at a normal pace. No dramatic pause at the threshold. No final look back at the room. He pulled it open and stepped into the hallway and let it close behind him with the quiet click of something that no longer needed to be louder than that.
He wasn’t worth the confrontation.
That was the point.
Men like Oldman derived their power from opposition — from the argument, the pushback, the outrage that confirmed their relevance. Kid wasn’t going to give him any. The most complete thing he could do was simply stop needing him. Stop performing for him. Stop measuring himself against a standard the man had set and then quietly abandoned somewhere between the Senate floor and the faculty parking lot.
He walked across campus in the thin December light, hands in his pockets, and felt something he hadn’t expected.
Not anger.
Not triumph.
Just air.
The particular lightness of a thing finally set down.
On his way back to the dorm, Sam caught up to him. Sam followed him inside and leaned in the doorway while Kid pulled clothes from the bureau and stacked them into his bag without ceremony.
Kid folded a shirt. “I’m leaving.”
Sam pushed off the doorframe. “You’re just gonna leave? Thirty-five grand, man. One semester. Just gone.”
Kid didn’t answer right away. He zipped the bag and looked around the room the way you look at a place you know you won’t remember clearly.
“Yeah,” he said.
Sam shook his head slowly, then crossed the room and grabbed Kid’s hand, pulling him in. The grip held just a bit longer than usual.
“You’re out of your mind,” Sam said.
“Probably.”
They clasped hands. The grip held longer than necessary, the way it does when neither person has said the main thing but both know what it is.
“Call me when you figure it out,” Sam said.
“You’ll know when I do,” Kid answered.
Kid zipped the last bag and sat alone, listening to the quiet settle back into the room, as he waited for his father to arrive. Somewhere outside, engines started. Doors closed. People went where they were supposed to go.
[bookmark: _heading=h.l0f7h9kore7n]VII. Destiny Realized
December earns its darkness with ceremony. The lights go up before the cold fully arrives — strings across porches, candles in windows, the particular warmth of a house that has reasons to be bright. The holidays give winter a costume and for a few weeks it works. The shortening days go unnoticed. The cold feels festive rather than punishing. There is food and family and the manageable busyness of a season that tells you exactly what to do with yourself.
Then January arrives and takes the decorations down.
What’s left underneath is just winter — undisguised, unhurried, making no promises. The river locked under ice. The hills bare. The days still short but no longer dressed up about it. And into that stillness comes the question that the holidays were, perhaps, always postponing: not what do you have to get through, but what do you actually want. It arrives quietly, without urgency, in the way that only the most important questions do.
There is a place between knowing what doesn’t fit and knowing what does — a middle ground between confidence and despair where something unexpected happens. You see how small you are against the scale of everything, and instead of fear, what comes is closer to relief. Not small compared to other people. Not lesser. Just small. Like a single note inside something vast that doesn’t require you to carry it. The pressure loosens. The idea that every decision is permanent softens. What drained you, what felt forced, what you held onto out of habit or expectation — letting go of that turns out to be almost automatic.
The harder part is what remains after. Because once enough has been stripped away, what’s left isn’t clarity. It’s space. And space doesn’t tell you what to fill it with. Anyone can walk away from what they don’t want. That part, eventually, takes care of itself. The frozen river still moves underneath the ice — carrying the water somewhere it hasn’t yet decided to name. The question that surfaces in the silence, the one that can’t be deferred once everything else has been cleared away, is the only one that ever mattered.
Not what to escape.
What’s worth moving toward.
Kid was lighter than he’d been in months. The holidays passed in a warm blur of family gatherings, music, food, and late nights with old friends. It was the most at ease he’d felt since leaving for school.
The party had that winter-break quality: half reunion, half wake. Familiar faces aged just enough to feel unfamiliar. Everyone was home, but nobody really belonged there anymore. Music pulsed through the house, loud but unfocused, a playlist designed not to offend anyone.
Pressley spotted Kid from across the room.
He wasn’t where she expected him to be. Not holding court. Not positioned near the center of things with that careful casualness she remembered — the stance of someone who wanted to be noticed while appearing not to care. He stood near the back door talking to someone she didn’t recognize, an older guy who looked like someone’s dad, and he was listening the way Kid used to listen before Boston taught her that listening was something you did while waiting for your turn.
She watched him for a moment before moving toward him. There was something different she couldn’t locate from across the room. She moved closer.
When he turned and saw her he smiled — warm, genuine — but there was no electricity in it. No relief. No performance of casualness concealing something more. Just recognition, the way you recognize a street you used to live on. Familiar. No longer charged.
“Hey,” she said, louder than she meant to over the music.
“Hey.” He said it at normal volume.
Up close it was even clearer. The restless edge she remembered — the need to prove the argument, to earn the room — was gone. He looked lighter. More settled. Like someone who had stopped carrying something heavy and could no longer remember why they’d picked it up in the first place.
She searched for the version of him she knew and found only this one.
“How’s Elysian?” she asked, defaulting to the question that still framed him in her mind. The question that placed him. Gave him a context she understood.
He tilted his head slightly, deciding something.
“I’m not going back,” he said. No drama attached to it.
She blinked. “What do you mean not going back?”
“It wasn’t for me,” he said. Not bitter. Not performing humility. Just accurate, the way you’re accurate about weather. “I got what I needed from it.”
She waited for the rest — the plan, the pivot, the reframe that made the departure into a strategy.
It didn’t come.
He just looked at her with the patient expression of someone who wasn’t auditioning the answer for her reaction.
Her instinct was to press. Where, doing what, with who, what’s the angle. She’d spent four months in a city that ran on those questions, that treated every conversation as a pitch and every person as a potential platform.
She caught the instinct and held it.
“Boston’s been good,” she said instead. “You should come down sometime. We could hang out.”
There it was. She heard it herself as she said it — the offer that wasn’t really an offer. Familiar. Safe. Distance managed by calendars and the comfortable fiction of sometime.
“I think it’s too late for that,” Kid said.
“Too late?” She laughed slightly, the way you laugh when you’re not sure if something is a joke.
He didn’t laugh back.
Just looked at her with the same even expression — the one that had no performance in it and therefore nothing for her to read against.
Nothing to work with.
The music changed. Nobody around them noticed.
“You just stopped responding,” she said.
“How long did it take you to notice I wasn’t engaging with your content?”
The word content landed strangely — not cruel, just precise. The exact word for what she’d been sending him. Not messages. Not conversations. Content, packaged and distributed, requiring only passive consumption or active amplification.
She didn’t deflect. Didn’t joke.
“I think,” she said slowly, “just now.”
Kid nodded once. Not satisfied. Not vindicated. Just — yes, that’s accurate.
Something in her expression shifted — small, but irreversible. Like realizing mid-sentence that you’ve been speaking to an audience that was never there.
She looked at him then the way she used to look at pieces that weren’t working, trying to find where the original intention had slipped.
Her professor’s voice surfaced: framing is everything. Haley’s: exposure first. The blank first page of the notebook she’d been protecting from anything ordinary for so long it had become a monument to postponed honesty.
She had arrived in Boston believing journalism was excavation — something buried but real, worth digging towards. She’d been taught instead that it was architecture. Build something tall enough and people will look up.
She’d been a good student.
Better than she’d expected.
Kid wasn’t pulling away from her.
He was standing still.
And she was the one who had learned that standing still was something you did when you had nowhere better to be.
“I kept sending them,” she said. Not quite an apology. More like an admission.
“I know,” Kid said.
“Did you watch any of them?”
He considered whether to be kind about it.
“The first few.”
She nodded.
That landed.
Not sharply — worse than that. Quietly. Like something closing without a sound.
“They do exactly what they’re designed to do.” Kid said. And meant it.
She held his gaze a second longer than she meant to.
For the first time, she couldn’t tell if she’d succeeded… or missed something she didn’t know how to measure.
Someone called his name from across the room — the older guy he’d been talking to, already moving toward the door.
Kid glanced over, then back at her. He didn’t draw it out. Didn’t manufacture a moment. Just said what was true, without heat, without performance, the way you state the weather.
“I wish you all the best, Pressley.”
Then he went where he was called.
She stayed where she was, longer than she meant to, holding the shape of a conversation that had already moved on.
Around her the party continued its appointed rhythms — laughter calibrated for effect, phones raised at the moment of peak expression, everyone performing the experience of having a good time for an audience assembled from their own contacts list.
She pulled out her phone — reflex, muscle memory — then stopped.
Looked at it.
For a second, she didn’t know what she would even check.
She put it back in her pocket.
Somewhere across the room Kid was already deep in another conversation, unhurried, present, not glancing around to see who might be watching.
She watched him for another moment.
Not trying to get his attention.
Just… watching.
Then she went to find somewhere quiet to sit.
After the holidays, Kid went back to work at the restaurant.
This time it wasn’t a fallback. It wasn’t a pause between plans. He stepped behind the bar like he meant to be there — like the bar was the point, not the consolation prize. If the world felt scattered, maybe it could still be gathered in smaller rooms. Maybe community didn’t disappear. Maybe it just needed someone willing to tend it.
The questions arrived before the appetizers.
“Aren’t you supposed to be in Vermont?”
“I was.”
Forks hovered. Someone laughed lightly, unsure whether this was tragic or temporary.
“What happened?”
He shrugged. “I left.”
They lowered their voices, as if disappointment required discretion.
Kid didn’t rush to correct them. He refilled water glasses, cleared plates, moved through the room the way he always had — steady, measured, unhurried.
“It just wasn’t for me,” he told a couple he’d known since middle school.
“Seems like a step backward,” the husband said, not unkindly.
“Maybe sideways,” Kid said.
Some nodded. Some frowned.
“So… this is it?”
“For now,” he said. “I’m paying attention.”
That part was true. More true than anything he’d said in months.
Capaldi had walked him to the edge of everything he thought he knew and left him there. Not cruelly. Just honestly. Kid had stood at that edge long enough to stop being afraid of the drop, and somewhere in the falling — through all the sessions, the silences, the slow dismantling of everything inherited and unexamined — the bottom turned out to be ground.
He came home lighter. But empty in a way he hadn’t anticipated.
The beliefs were gone. The borrowed frameworks. The comfortable arguments he’d been rehearsing since high school, dressed up at Elysian in better vocabulary. All of it cleared out.
What remained was simpler and harder: the need to build something real this time. From what he actually saw. From what was actually in front of him.
The bar turned out to be the right classroom for that.
Working it gave him something Elysian hadn’t — proximity. Not eavesdropping. Just listening the way you do when you’re present and people forget you’re there.
At the two-top by the window, a young couple negotiated quietly over a phone, their voices low and taut. Downpayment, taxes, insurance, interest rates—their faces paled in glow of the spreadsheet on the phone.
At the bar, a man in his late twenties nursed a beer long past its carbonation. Made too much to qualify for assistance. Not enough to cover the monthly premium. Work harder or live off the system. He wondered which direction would make it easier to access.
Near the kitchen doors, two nurses in scrubs split an order of fries and what looked like the last of their patience. One wanted more shifts. The other wanted out entirely.
Families came in too, but rarely to eat. They came to refuel. There was a difference. Coats stayed on. Someone was always already looking at the time before the food arrived. The kids still in uniforms — cleats, shin guards, a number on the back that hadn’t been washed since Tuesday — sat with the glazed compliance of people being transported between obligations they hadn’t chosen. Mom ran through tomorrow out loud while Dad flagged Kid down for the check before the last plate had been set down. Nobody was rude about it. That wasn’t the point. They were nice people, good people, people who loved their kids enough to spend every free hour driving them somewhere. But dinner wasn’t dinner. It was a gap between things. A scheduled pause in a day that had been fully allocated before it started. They force-fed themselves, signed the receipt while still chewing, and were back out the door and into the cold before the table had stopped rocking. Kid cleared the plates. Wiped it down. Set it for the next one.
Different tables. Same sense of elsewhere.
Everything tilted forward — toward the next thing, the better thing, the thing that would finally make the present feel worth arriving at. Or backward — toward the moment it had stopped being possible.
Almost nothing held still.
Between orders, Kid noticed how consistently the conversations bent toward what came next.
When things would settle.
When they’d finally catch up.
When it would feel okay to stop.
One morning before a shift he stopped at the convenience store down the street.
A construction crew crowded the counter, boots tracking snowmelt across the tile. One man stood slightly apart from the others, arms loaded with the small decisions that added up to a day — two energy drinks, honey buns, jerky, a bag of chips. A can slipped. He bent for it more slowly than he’d planned, and Kid caught the brief recalibration in his expression — not frustration, just acknowledgment. The body logging another note.
Kid watched the day assemble itself.
Sugar to get through the morning. Something heavier to push through the afternoon. A beer or two to come down from it. Repeat.
Nobody called it a life. But it held together like one.
What struck him wasn’t the sadness of it — he didn’t feel sad, exactly. What struck him was how invisible the structure was. Nobody had signed up for the cycle. They’d just kept choosing the next manageable thing until the next manageable thing became the whole of it.
Survival, he thought, had a way of becoming a script.
Back at the restaurant, the rhythm picked up again.
Plates down. Drinks refilled. Regulars in their regular seats.
Same conversations, shuffled slightly.
The game. The weather. Lasted celebrity scandal. The potholes that get patched and reappear.
Just gotta get through this week.
Next year will be different.
Five more years, I’m out.
Kid had heard some version of every one of those every night. And he’d noticed — without judgment, just with attention — that no one ever seemed to arrive at the part they were waiting for. The week ended and another started. Next year came and the horizon moved. Five years became a different five years.
It didn’t look like failure from the inside.
It looked like motion.
Then there were the phones. Every table had at least one face-down on the linen — a small surrender, a nod toward presence. But they never stayed down long. A buzz, a reflex, a glance that became a scroll. Not emergency. Never emergency. Just the low-grade pull of somewhere else, something else, the ambient suggestion that whatever was happening on that screen was marginally more important than what was happening at this table, in this room, in this life. Kids waiting for parents who were physically present and somewhere else entirely. Couples who had run out of things to say filling the silence not with each other but with a feed algorithmically tuned to feel like company. The phone didn’t cause the distance. But it made the distance comfortable. Portable. Available on demand. You could be anywhere and never fully arrive.
Constant, quiet motion toward something that kept relocating itself just out of reach.
He wasn’t above it. He could feel the same pull in himself — the itch to figure out what came next, to make something of this, to not fall behind whatever invisible pace was being set by whoever was supposedly winning.
But standing still long enough to notice it felt different.
Unfamiliar.
Almost wrong — the way stillness feels wrong to a body that has been moving so long it forgot that was a choice.
He wondered, for the first time, if the problem wasn’t that people were trapped.
If the problem was that they had been taught — quietly, thoroughly, without anyone meaning harm — to live just slightly ahead of their own lives.
A few weeks into January, on a slow Thursday, a man came in alone and sat at the far end of the bar.
Kid set down a coaster, a glass of water and a menu. The man apologized for not knowing his order quite yet. “I’m here til last call so we literally have all night. Take your time and let me know whenever you’re ready.”
Out-of-towner — you could tell by the way he studied the menu, still trying to orient. Mid-fifties, jacket that cost something, the unhurried manner of someone whose schedule had cleared for the evening.
The man ordered a Scotch, neat, and a bowl of the chowder. Then he settled in and watched the room the way travelers do when they have nowhere to be.
Kid worked. The bar wasn’t packed but there was enough. He moved through it the way he always did, without performance, checking in where it was needed and leaving people alone where it wasn’t.
The out-of-towner watched.
When Kid came back to refresh his water, the man said, “You’ve been doing this a while.”
“Most of my life,” Kid said.
“It shows.” He said it genuinely. “The way you read the room.”
Kid smiled and moved on.
The chowder came. The man ate. A few minutes passed.
“You in school?” he asked when Kid came back around.
“No.”
The man nodded, processing. Then, carefully, the way someone asks a question they think is generous: “So what do you do — for a real job?”
Kid didn’t flinch. Didn’t adjust his expression.
“This is my real job,” he said.
The man looked at him with the polite confusion of someone waiting for the rest of the sentence.
“I like it,” Kid said. “I’m good at it. People come in here and they decompress. They talk to each other. Sometimes they talk to me. It’s a small thing, but it’s a real thing.” He set down a fresh napkin. “That matters to me.”
The man turned his Scotch glass slowly. “Sure,” he said. “But at some point you’ll need benefits. A 401k. Insurance. Something with more structure. You’re young — you don’t feel it yet, but you need to be thinking about your future.”
Kid looked at him. Not defensive. Not dismissive.
“With respect,” he said, “I think more people need to be thinking about today.”
The man blinked.
“I’m not saying the future doesn’t matter,” Kid said. “I’m saying most people I watch come through here are so busy building toward some version of their life that they don’t notice they’re already living it.” He glanced down the bar, then back. “Whatever’s coming — it’s going to arrive on top of whatever this is. Might as well know what this is.”
The man sat with that.
He didn’t look convinced. But he looked like someone who had expected a shorter conversation. 
“That’s a nice thought,” he said finally. The slight emphasis on nice doing a lot of work.
He moved back down the bar.
The man stayed another hour. Left a good tip. Didn’t say anything else on his way out — just paused a half-second at the door, like he was deciding something, then pushed through into the cold.
Kid cleared the spot, wiped it down, and went back to work.
At home that night, Kid thought about the man. Not with resentment — he’d meant well. The man had lived inside his own logic long enough that it had stopped looking like a choice. Of course you chase security. Of course you build toward something. Of course an able-bodied young man with half a brain finds something more structured. The alternative didn’t register as an alternative. It registered as a mistake waiting to be recognized. Kid understood that. What he couldn’t quite shake was the other side of it — the man had driven here alone, eaten alone, and would drive somewhere else alone, and whatever he was chasing had apparently required enough of him that an ordinary Thursday night found him at a bar in someone else’s town. Kid didn’t know his life. Didn’t pretend to. But he thought about the family, if there was one. The dinners missed. The ordinary Thursdays traded in. All of it presumably in service of a future that kept requiring more of the present. The man thought Kid wasn’t thinking about his future. Kid thought the man hadn’t thought about his in a while.
At home, he scrolled his phone, searching for words that might explain the distance he felt forming — not from people, but from the rhythms that once made sense.
After a bout of doom-scrolling, a reel stopped him.
The clip evoked a sense of déjà vu, yet Kid couldn’t quite place where he’d seen it — low resolution, scan lines rippling through the frame the way old VHS footage does when someone recorded it off a television. A local affiliate watermark sat frozen in the corner, half-faded, the station call letters unreadable. No thumbnail. No title card. Just a chyron frozen mid-scroll as if the broadcast had been ripped from a forgotten server and reuploaded by someone who didn’t care about views.
A man sat behind the table.
Kid didn’t recognize him.
He was younger — mid-forties maybe, bearded full and dark, hair longer than it had any business being on a professional. He wore a flannel shirt beneath a sport coat that didn’t match. His posture had that coiled quality of someone who had spent too much time alone in the wilderness and hadn’t quite re-learned how chairs worked. He wasn’t performing. He looked directly into the camera with the flat patience of a man who had something to say and had long since stopped caring whether the room was ready.
A handwritten placard rested against the microphone base.
J. CAPALDI — Behavioral Psychology
No institution. No credentials listed. No university seal.
The audience — visible only as a murmur of shuffled papers and the backs of heads — seemed sparse. A small regional conference, maybe. Or a lecture that had been scheduled in the wrong room and nobody rerouted.
Kid turned up the volume.
“I want to start with a question.” His voice was the same. Lower register. Deliberate. The cadence of someone who believed silence was not the enemy of communication but its most effective tool.
That’s him.
Kid sat up.
“The question is this.” Capaldi folded his hands on the table. “At what point does a civilization stop developing human beings and start producing them?”
Murmur from the audience.
He didn’t wait for it to settle.
“We talk about progress the way we talk about weather. It happens to us. It moves around us. We adjust our clothing and carry on.” He shook his head slowly. “But progress is not weather. Progress is a choice. And somewhere in the last fifty years, we stopped making it consciously.”
He stood.
Kid wasn’t expecting that. The younger Capaldi moved differently — more restless, like the ideas had more charge in them and his body couldn’t fully contain it. He paced a short line behind the table, two steps left, two steps right, the way a man does when he’s been rehearsing something in his head for months and the room is finally forcing it out.
“Maslow gave us a map,” he said. “Most of you know it. The pyramid. At the base: physiological survival. Food. Water. Sleep. The body’s non-negotiable demands. Above that: safety. Shelter. Stability. The assurance that tomorrow will exist. Then belonging — love, community, connection. Then esteem — the sense that we matter. And at the apex, the thing the whole structure is built toward: self-actualization. The realization of human potential. The full expression of what a person is capable of becoming.”
He stopped pacing.
“Freud gave us a different map. Same territory.” A brief, dry almost-smile. “The id — raw appetite. Hunger, desire, aggression. The machinery beneath thought. The superego — the internalized voice of civilization, the accumulated weight of expectation and moral instruction. And between them, the ego. The negotiator. The part of us that wakes up every morning and tries to make peace between what we want and who we think we should be.”
He looked out at the room.
“Here is what I want you to notice. Maslow’s pyramid and Freud’s model describe the same human problem from different angles. Maslow tells us what we need to flourish. Freud tells us what happens when those needs go unmet. They were in conversation with each other.” He tapped the table once. “We just stopped listening.”
“Now. Here is the civilization we have built.” He picked up a marker and turned to the whiteboard behind him. He drew a fast, rough pyramid — the lines uneven, the proportions slightly wrong, which somehow made it more convincing.
“The base.” He tapped it. “Physiological needs. Food. Sleep. The body.”
He set the marker down and looked at the room.
“Food in this country is abundant. We are, by caloric measure, the most fed population in human history.” He let that sit. “We are also the sickest. Metabolically. Neurologically. We have engineered food that confuses the body’s hunger signals — hyper-palatable, nutritionally hollow, chemically optimized to keep you eating past the point your biology intended to stop. The id says feed me. The food industry says here, but you’ll never quite be full.”
He moved up the pyramid.
“Sleep. The restorative function the brain requires to consolidate memory, regulate emotion, repair tissue.” He shook his head. “We have built an economy that runs on sleep deprivation and calls it ambition. We have built entertainment systems that are specifically engineered — and I use that word with precision — engineered to resist the moment your body tries to surrender to rest. The phone on your nightstand is not a tool. It is a mechanism for keeping the nervous system stimulated past the point of natural fatigue.”
He crossed his arms.
“That is the base of the pyramid. The level that must be solid before any of the others can be built. And in the wealthiest civilization in human history, we cannot get the base right.”
The room was quiet now.
“Safety.” He moved up. “The assurance that tomorrow will resemble today. That stability is possible. That the ground will hold.”
He spread his hands.
“We have financialized safety. Insurance. Subscriptions. Extended warranties. Health plans that require a degree to understand. Retirement accounts tethered to markets that can evaporate in an afternoon. We pay, endlessly and compulsively, for the feeling of security — and remain anxious anyway. Because the ego understands, even when the conscious mind refuses to, that none of these products actually provide the thing they sell. They manage risk. They do not eliminate it. And an ego that cannot find solid ground does not ascend the pyramid. It hoards. It circles. It stays low.”
He was building now, the cadence tightening.
“Belonging. Love. Community. The third level. The level where the human animal historically found its deepest stability — in the group. In mutual obligation. In the physical presence of people who would remember your name after you left the room.”
“We replaced it with metrics.”
He said it simply. No theatrics.
“Followers. Likes. Shares. Digital applause from people who have never been in the same room with you, who will not remember you tomorrow, who have no obligation to you and no relationship with your actual life. We built platforms specifically designed to simulate belonging while extracting the obligation that makes belonging real.” His voice was even. Not angry. Worse than angry — certain. “The ego loves this arrangement. Validation without vulnerability. Recognition without responsibility. The psyche starves for what the number cannot provide, but the number keeps coming, so we keep scrolling.”
He walked back to the table and sat down.
The shift from standing to seated changed the register entirely. What had been a lecture became something more like testimony.
“I want to tell you what I think is actually happening,” he said quietly. “Not as a provocation. As a diagnosis.”
He folded his hands.
“We have built the most sophisticated civilization in the history of the species. We have solved problems that killed our grandparents. We have eliminated distances, cured diseases, and placed the accumulated knowledge of ten thousand years in a device that fits in a shirt pocket.”
He looked into the camera. Not at the audience. Into the camera. As if he knew, somehow, that this was the audience that mattered.
“And we have never been more anxious, more medicated, more exhausted, or more alone.”
“That is not a paradox. That is a diagnostic result.”
Kid’s chest had tightened somewhere in the last two minutes without his noticing.
“The ego — Freud’s ego, the mediator, the negotiator — is stretched past its design tolerance. It is trying to mediate between a body that isn’t being fed correctly, a nervous system that isn’t being rested, a social self that is starving for real connection, and an aspirational self that has been told, repeatedly, loudly, that meaning can be purchased, optimized, and upgraded.”
He shook his head.
“It cannot. It never could. The superego knows this. The id knows this. Only the ego, desperate and exhausted, keeps trying to make the math work.”
He was still for a moment.
“So what do we do.”
Not a question. He said it flat, as if he was reading it off a list.
“I am going to suggest something that will make some of you uncomfortable. Not because it is radical — it is, in fact, ancient. But because we have been trained to associate it with irresponsibility, with counterculture, with the failure of the 1960s project.”
“Ego dissolution via psychedelic substances.”
A shuffle from the audience.
“Not listening to the Grateful Dead in the middle of a field. I’m talking about medicine.” His voice was careful now, the way it got when he was saying something he’d been refused permission to say before. “There is a class of compounds — studied seriously in the 1950s and early 1960s before politics ended the research — that produce, under controlled conditions, a temporary suspension of the ego’s defenses. Not euphoria. Not escape. The opposite. A return to the base of the pyramid. To the body. To breath. To the raw, unmediated experience of being alive before the ego learned to perform it.”
He leaned forward.
“When the ego dissolves — briefly, supervised, deliberately — the hierarchy resets. The physiological base reasserts itself. The person experiences, sometimes for the first time in decades, what it actually feels like to be a body in a world, rather than a self managing its presentation to one.”
He looked out at the room.
“And from that ground, something becomes possible that is almost impossible from inside the ordinary ego: the ability to look at the structure of one’s life and ask — honestly, without defensive distortion — whether it was chosen or simply inherited.”
Quiet in the conference room. The fluorescent hum.
“Most people, when they examine it honestly, find that very little was chosen. That the shape of their days, their desires, their definitions of success, were handed to them by a civilization optimizing for productivity and consumption. That they have been, in the most precise sense of the word, produced.”
He sat back.
“I am not arguing against capitalism. I am not arguing against technology. I am arguing for consciousness. For the deliberate application of human awareness to the systems we have built, before those systems finish building us.”
“If technology accelerates desire, then something must periodically return us to the question of what we actually need.” He looked into the camera one last time. The younger face, the dark beard, the eyes that hadn’t yet learned how to look tired. “Otherwise the ego never loosens its grip. And a civilization of egos that cannot loosen their grip is not a civilization.”
He looked down at the table.
“It is a very comfortable trap.”
The video cut.
No applause. No moderator. The chyron returned, frozen half-scrolled, and then the screen went black.
Kid sat in the dark room for a long time.
He searched the institution. No results. He searched the conference. Nothing. He searched J. Capaldi behavioral psychology 1990s and found two things: the video he’d just watched, uploaded eleven years ago by an account with no other content, and a single brief mention in an alumni newsletter from a university — a James Capaldi, listed among participants to a research fund that had since been dissolved.
The photo beside the name was too small to read clearly on a phone screen.
He enlarged it.
Older. Clean-shaven. Soft around the eyes.
He stared at it for a long time, trying to find the man from the sugar shack in the man from the newsletter, and couldn’t say with certainty whether he was looking at the same person.
Or whether it mattered.
The realization didn’t arrive gently. It hit him all at once, sharp enough to knock the breath from his chest. The language. The casual certainty with which he’d described “supplements,” “interventions,” “assisted clarity.”
The anger lasted about thirty seconds.
Then something colder moved in behind it.
He sat with the phone in his hand and let the thought finish forming. What if the calm wasn’t his? Not the clarity, not the ease with which he’d walked away from Elysian, not the patience he’d felt behind the bar watching people negotiate with lives that didn’t quite fit them. What if all of it — the groundedness, the sense that he’d found something true — was just the pharmacological version of what they showed in every drug awareness assembly since sixth grade? This is your brain. This is your brain on—
He’d felt like he was waking up.
But that’s exactly what they said it felt like.
He set the phone down. Looked at the room. The apartment felt different now, or he felt different inside it — like pressing a word until it stops meaning anything.
He’d dropped out of school. He was bartending. He’d passed on an internship with a man who had real connections, real access, the kind of introduction that opened doors that stayed open. And he’d done it because he felt — what? Ready? Clear? Called to something?
Or had he just gotten tired?
That was the question that didn’t burn like anger — it just sat there, low and flat, refusing to leave. Tired was easy to dress up as wisdom. Disengagement had a way of looking like discernment from the inside. Every person who’d ever stopped trying had a story about why stopping was actually the right move.
He hadn’t fought for anything. He’d walked away from everything and called it growth.
He needed answers.
He left before dawn.
He drove north as the sky went from black to the particular blue-gray that precedes winter sunrise. The roads were empty. 
By the time he reached Underwood the sun had cleared the eastern ridge. The campus felt smaller than he remembered.
Not diminished. Just human-scale in a way it hadn’t felt when he was living inside it, when it had represented everything — the future. Now it was just a campus. Old buildings. Worn paths. 
He crossed the quad without stopping and went to the library.
The basement stairs were the same. The granite walls the same. The smell of old paper and cold stone the same, that particular underground musty smell of a dungeon. He followed the corridor to the corner and stopped in the doorway.
The office was empty.
Not abandoned — emptied. Deliberately, carefully, completely. The maple bookcases and desk remained, but the contents were gone. The maps and charts and graphs stripped from the walls, leaving pale rectangles where they’d hung, outlines of a thinking life that had picked itself up and moved on. The population graph — eight thousand years bending toward vertical — gone. A clean rectangle of slightly darker stone where it had protected the wall from years of light and dust.
Kid stood in the doorway for a moment.
He wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t disappointed. He’d known, somewhere on the drive up, that this was what he’d find. Except.
In the center of the the desk sat a cardboard box. Unsealed. No label. Just a box, like it had been placed there with intention and was content to wait.
Kid crossed the room and looked inside.
The notebooks. 
Stacked in order, the earliest on top — worn through, dog-eared, the covers soft from handling. He picked up the first one and opened it to a random page and found his own handwriting staring back at him, younger somehow than he remembered it, the sentences reaching for things he hadn’t quite known how to name yet.
Color sharpening. The meadow. The sensations.
He turned forward.
The factory. The whistle. The flag above the smoke. Not freedom — but the idea of freedom, which turned out to be enough.
Further onto the next book.
The wolf. Running. Chief Brown’s boots.
As Kid read on, his memory began to sharpen. Far removed from the panic of that day he saw the wolf was Louie. In his attempt to comfort the onset of a panic attack, Kid envisioned a wolf lunging. 
He lifted them out one by one and set them on the floor beside him and read them in their entirety. Five in total, four from each of their monthly meetings and one fresh, new, and untouched.
Slowly he began to realize what Capaldi was doing. By the time he made it to the final notebook he had a revelation. 
Before he started writing in the new notebook, he flipped the last page of his writing.
The first thirty pages were his. His handwriting, the final session, the last things he’d written before he’d set the pen down and walked out of the shack and back toward a campus that already felt finished to him.
Then the pages stopped.
Not the notebook — the pages. Carefully, with something sharp, leaving a border of maybe half an inch all the way around. A rectangular cavity carved into the body of the book, deep enough to hold something small and deliberate.
A single capsule.
And beneath it, folded twice, a square of paper.
Kid unfolded it.
Kid —
Share this experience with someone you trust.
Be a renaissance man. A game changer.
Become the bull. Give ’em the big picture.
But remember, you have to spell it out.
Because you idiot Gen Z’ers can’t figure out an analogy.
— Dr. J. Capaldi
Kid read it twice.
He wasn’t sure how he was going to do it, but somehow he knew exactly what he was supposed to do. 
Kid hadn’t returned to campus with any intention of pulling Chaz and the others into his thinking. It wasn’t about respect or disrespect — they were simply rooted in their own view of the world, comfortable inside it, and not looking beyond it. Experiences like the one Kid had gone through required a certain openness, a willingness to question things most people preferred to leave alone. Chaz and the rest weren’t there, and that was fine. But Sam was different. Kid had always sensed a quiet restlessness in him, the feeling that something about life didn’t quite add up yet. Kid wasn’t looking to convert him or hand him answers. He just wanted Sam to see what was possible, and leave the choice in his hands if he ever decided he wanted to step through that door.

He folded the note. Put it in his pocket with the capsule.
Stacked the notebooks back in the box and picked it up.
And walked out.
He found Sam coming out of the dining hall, coffee in hand, backpack over one shoulder. Kid fell into step beside him.
Sam looked at him. At the box. Back at him. Stunned.
“You’re supposed to be in Massachusetts.”
“I was.”
“How long have you been here?”
“Little over an hour.”
Sam looked at the box again. “What do ya got there?”
“I need you to come somewhere with me,” Kid said.
Sam stopped walking. “Where.”
“For a little hike through the woods.”
Sam stared at him. “It’s February.”
“It’s warm enough. It’ll get warmer I promise” Kid looked at him steadily. “How’s Managerial Accounting going?”
A pause. The particular pause of someone deciding whether to answer honestly.
“Skipping one class isn’t going to drop your GPA!”
“Fine,” Sam said.
Sam looked at his coffee. At the direction of his nine o’clock. 
“Have you gone insane?” Sam said.
“Probably.” Kid answered confidently.
Sam fell into step beside him.
The campus noise faded behind them within a hundred yards, the way it always does when trees close in — not silence exactly, but a different register of sound, the wind in bare branches, the crunch of frozen ground underfoot, the occasional drip of meltwater from a rock face where the sun had found it. 
Sam continued to talk, he always talked when he was slightly uncomfortable, filling the silence so he wasn’t left to question what he was doing.
Fool’s Spring had come early — that deceptive warmth that rolls in late February and convinces everyone the worst is over.
The snowpack had thinned to stubborn patches, hiding in the shadows of hemlocks. Water ran in narrow silver lines down the mountain, cutting through ice that still held in the shaded gullies. The sun was generous. Too generous for the calendar.
Sam walked a few paces ahead, hands loose at his sides, breathing easy. The capsule sat quiet in his stomach. Too early for anything to bloom. The world still felt ordinary. Crisp. Linear.
Kid watched him from behind.
“So what are you gonna do now?” Sam asked.
“I’m working at the bar.” 
“Yeah but what about your future?” Sam implied Kid was falling short.
They moved along the trail in a steady rhythm, boots crunching through the last stubborn patches of ice. The air had that in-between feeling—like winter hadn’t decided if it was leaving.
“What about the future?” Kid tested.
“Twenty-five years from now? How do you see it?”
Sam didn’t hesitate.
“Taller. Faster.”
Kid smiled faintly. “That’s vague.”
“No, I mean it.” Sam gestured out ahead of them, like the future was already built into the horizon. “Cities go vertical. Towers that make what we’ve got now look medieval. People stacked on top of each other. No real streets—everything moves itself. Drones, autonomous cars, delivery lanes in the sky.”
They stepped over a thin sheet of ice. It cracked under Sam’s weight, then settled.
“You won’t own much,” he continued. “You’ll subscribe to it. Clothes, furniture, transportation. Constant upgrades. Everything optimized.”
“Disposable?” Kid asked.
“Efficient,” Sam said. “Why build something to last fifty years if it’s obsolete in five?”
He was warming up now.
“Work doesn’t disappear. It compresses. AI handles most of it, so what’s left gets competitive. Really competitive. Everyone’s connected, all the time. You wake up and the world’s already moved—markets shifting, systems updating, new versions rolling out before you’ve even adjusted to the last one.”
Kid let him go.
“Healthcare’s predictive. Food’s engineered. Climate controlled. No friction. No waiting. You can go anywhere—physically or digitally—instantly.” Sam laughed. “The hustle now? This’ll feel slow.”
“And that’s progress?” Kid asked.
“Of course it is.” Sam glanced back. “More access. More speed. More capability. That’s the direction. Always has been.”
They kept moving.
“It’ll be loud,” Sam added. “Constant. But that’s the cost. You either keep up or you fall behind.”
Kid didn’t respond right away.
“You sound excited,” he said.
“I am.”
“About what part?”
“All of it.” Sam looked at him. “You’re not?”
Kid thought about it.
“I think it’s impressive,” he said.
“That’s not what I asked.”
They walked a few more steps before Kid spoke again.
“I don’t think you’re wrong,” he said.
Sam smirked. “Good.”
“I think that’s exactly how it plays out… if nothing changes.”
Sam shrugged. “Nothing ever really does.”
Kid nudged a patch of slush with his boot. Water bled through the surface.
“Feels like winter’s over,” he said.
Sam glanced down. “It’s not.”
Kid nodded. “Exactly.”
They kept walking.
“Everything always feels permanent when you’re inside it,” Kid said.
Sam didn’t respond to that.
Silence stretched.
“You’re doing everything right,” Kid said after a while.
Sam glanced over. “Yeah?”
“School. Internship. Path.”
Sam smirked. “That’s the idea.”
Kid nodded.
“But you still wanted to swing a hammer this summer.”
Sam let out a quiet laugh. “Yeah. So?”
Kid looked at him.
“So that’s… something.”
Sam shook his head. “It’s nothing. Just delaying the inevitable.”
“What’s inevitable?” Kid asked.
Sam didn’t hesitate.
“Growing up.”
They walked a few more steps.
Kid watched the ground as he spoke.
“You ever notice how every version of the future you just described…” he said, “you’re still running in it?”
Sam frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”
“Faster systems. Smarter tools. Less friction.” Kid shrugged. “But you’re still chasing something.”
“That’s life,” Sam said. “You either move forward or you fall behind.”
Kid nodded slowly.
“Forward to what?”
Sam didn’t answer right away.
“The next level,” he said finally. “Better position. More freedom.”
Kid glanced at him.
“Freedom to do what?”
Sam opened his mouth, then paused.
They walked in silence for a few steps.
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Whatever you want, I guess.”
Kid nodded.
“That’s the part I can’t figure out,” he said.
Sam looked at him.
“If everything gets easier… faster… more optimized…”
Kid looked out over the trees.
“What are we actually supposed to do with it?”
The wind moved through the branches. Same sound it had been making the whole time. But it landed differently now.
Sam stared ahead.
“I don’t know,” he said.
Kid nodded.
“Yeah.”
The sugar shack came into view through the trees and Sam stopped walking.
“What kind of horror movie did you bring me to?” Sam unjokingly asked.
As Kid pushed the door open Sam shouted,  “Are you insane, there’s probably transients squatting in there, at least a few feral animals!”
The shack was cold but not empty — the woodstove in the corner, the small table worn smooth from years of elbows, and the cot. The sleeping bag still covered in Louie’s hair. There was no signs of life, no footprints in the snow.
“What is this place.”
“Sugar shack,” Kid said, moving toward the door.
“That’s not a word.”
“It’s two words.”
“It’s also not a thing.” Sam followed despite himself, scanning the eaves the way you scan things you’re not sure are structurally sound. “Like — someone actually uses this?”
“Every spring.” Kid pushed the door open. Cold inside but not damp. The woodstove in the corner, the worn table, the cot. The smell of char and old wood and something faintly sweet underneath everything, baked into the grain of it after decades. “This whole hillside is maples. February, March — you tap the trees, hang the buckets, let the sap run.”
Sam looked around the room with the expression he used for things he was cataloguing without yet judging. “Tap them how.”
“Drill a hole. Drive a spigot. Bucket hangs off it.” Kid pointed vaguely toward the window. “You can still see a few of them out there — the old metal ones. Some operations have gone to tubing now, runs it all downhill to a tank. But out here it’s still buckets.”
Sam leaned and looked. Through the glass, a maple stood close to the shack, one aluminum bucket hanging from it, lid crusted with the remnants of last season. He stared at it for a moment.
“Then what.”
“You boil it down.” Kid moved to the woodstove, crouched and opened the grate. Started building a fire. “Forty gallons of sap to one gallon of syrup. You’re cooking off the water, concentrating the sugar. Takes hours.”
Sam turned back from the window. “Forty gallons.”
“Forty.”
“For one gallon.”
“Of one gallon,” Kid said, “you could put on a plate of pancakes and there’d still be some left.”
“Why would you do that,” Sam said. Not hostile. Genuinely curious, the way Sam was curious about things that didn’t add up economically. “Like — why would any rational person do all of that, when I can walk into Shaw’s and grab a bottle off the shelf for four bucks.”
“You can,” Kid said.
“I can. And it takes me twelve seconds.”
“That stuff’s mostly corn syrup with coloring,” Kid said. “But yeah. You can.”
“Four dollars and a ten minute drive to the grocery store. If my MBA has taught me one thing it’s that cost/benefit analysis shows that’s a much better deal than boiling forty gallons of sap down to one.”
Kid placed the box of notebooks on the table. 
“What’s with the notebooks?”
“Just some writing I’ve done. Lots of random thoughts I guess.”
“Random thoughts about what?”
“Things like, you said something earlier,” Kid said. “About AI taking jobs.”
“Yeah.”
“Most people hear that as loss,” Kid said. “Like something’s being taken.”
“Because it is.”
Kid picked up a stone and turned it over in his palm. Set it back down.
“You’re an MBA. Business 101 — supply and demand.”
Sam glanced at him. “What about it.”
“Machines create supply. Post-scarcity, demand eventually limits. What happens to the price of anything when you’ve got infinite supply?”
Sam was quiet.
“Think about the fields AI swallows first,” Kid continued. “Insurance adjusters. Finance analysts. Paralegals. A hundred attorneys doing document review in a firm — that’s one algorithm and an intern now. All those industries where the cost is almost entirely human hours. Where inflation isn’t raw materials — it’s the guy reading the form. Nevermind when automation catches up and the robots are producing goods at unprecedented speed.”
Sam’s jaw moved slightly. Working it.
“Run that through automation and what drops? Premiums. Legal fees. Financial services. The things bleeding people dry right now.” Kid paused. “And the people doing those jobs — they’re not idiots. They’re smart, capable people running someone else’s play in a system that needs them to. What do they do when the play doesn’t exist anymore?”
“They scramble,” Sam said.
“Or they build something.”
Sam exhaled through his nose. The old reflex, but quieter now. Less certain of its own ground.
“Why would the people who own the robots share anything?”
Kid opened his mouth. Stopped. There was no clean answer there and he knew it.
“I don’t know,” he said honestly.
Sam gave a small satisfied nod. “Exactly.”
“I think that’s the wrong question though.”
Sam frowned. “Then what’s the right one?”
Kid looked at him. “Why did the barons force the king to sign the Magna Carta? Why did factory owners eventually allow unions?”
Sam let out a short laugh. “Because they had to.”
“Right.” Kid nodded. “Not because someone asked nicely.”
“So you think all of a sudden there’s going to be some great awakening?” Sam shook his head. “You’re dreamin, bud.”
“I want to share this with you. I had someone share this with me and I think you deserve this.”
Sam looked at the capsule. At the water bottle. At the fire. At Kid sitting across from him with the particular stillness of someone who has already been where they’re asking you to go and came back with something worth carrying.
“What is it?” Sam asked.
“Not 100% sure. All I can tell you is it’s 100% organic, non-GMO, gluten and dairy free.” 
“What happens?” Sam asked.
“You think more clearly,” Kid said. “And then for a while you think differently. And then you come back, and some of what you thought differently stays with you.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
Sam questioned “Does this have anything to do with that time Chaz and I saw you after the barn party?”
Kid’s only response was “Do you trust me?”
Sam trusted in Kid and swallowed the capsule, chased it with water and leaned back on the bench and looked at the ceiling with the expression of a man who has just done something he can’t undo and has decided that’s probably fine.
“Now what,” he said.
“Lovely day for a walk, don’t ya think?”
Kid was out the door before Sam had time to question anything.
“The Romans didn’t know it was the end of their empire when Nero was playing his fiddle,” he said. “They were just panicking that the city was on fire.”
Sam waited.
“There was a time when the church held more power than any king in Europe,” Kid continued. “Not military power. Explanatory power. Drought, plague, failed harvest — it all ran through that institution. Kings needed its blessing to rule. That was the structure.”
Sam turned slightly. Not sure where this was going, but something in him had stopped rushing toward the destination.
“And during that time — almost nothing advanced. A thousand years, roughly. We call it the Dark Ages now, but nobody living through it called it that. It just felt like the way things were.”
He gestured at the valley below them — the frozen fields, the tree lines, the thin silver thread of a river moving through it all.
“Nobody announced that it was ending. A glassmaker in Venice figured out how to grind a lens. A sculptor in Florence decided the human body was worth studying on its own terms. None of them were trying to start a revolution. They were just trying to do their thing well.”
Sam was quiet.
“And eventually that accumulated. Became the Renaissance. The Enlightenment. The whole axis of power shifted — not because someone declared it should, but because enough people were already living differently.”
He paused.
“Then Gutenberg builds his press and suddenly the church can’t control who reads what. Ideas spread faster than any institution can contain them. That’s when the power shifts for real.”
The wind moved through the pines below. Low and constant.
“Okay,” Sam said slowly. “But what does that have to do with robots taking my job.”
“We’re at the same fork,” Kid said. “Different teams, same shape. Back then it was Christian versus pagan — old doctrine versus new observation. Now it’s the globalized machine versus something older than all of it.” He thought for a second. “Technology’s moving at a speed the human psyche hasn’t caught up to. We’re progressing. But we forgot the basics somewhere in the middle of it.”
Sam looked at him.
“You can’t reach your full potential if your basic needs aren’t met,” Kid said. “We’ve built the most technologically advanced civilization in history on a foundation where people can’t afford to get sick, can’t afford to stop working, can’t afford to opt out. Without the system you can’t eat. That’s not freedom. That’s just a different collar.”
Sam was quiet.
“Instead of the church,” Kid said, “it’s capital. Same structure. Different vestments. And it’s not local anymore — it’s global. Every corner of the world running through the same machine.”
“So what changes it.”
“Same thing that always changes it.” Kid looked at him. “The masses figure it out. Always have.”
“Takes forever though.”
“The printing press didn’t change everything overnight either.” Kid shrugged. “But it changed the direction.”
Sam exhaled. Something in his chest loosened in a way he didn’t entirely intend. The capsule doing its quiet work beneath the conversation — not manufacturing anything that wasn’t already there, just making it harder to look away from what was.
“What would you do with it?” Kid asked. “The time.”
Sam looked down at his hands. Steady. Present. Covered in the particular calluses of someone who had worked enough to know what work felt like.
“I don’t know,” he said.
Kid didn’t fill it.
Wind moved across the ridge. Water somewhere below, faint and steady, running toward somewhere it hadn’t decided to name yet.
“What if nothing needed replacing all the time?” Kid said after a while. “What if the things we needed to last just — lasted?”
Sam kept walking. Same pace. Same direction.
They crested the summit and the valley opened wide beneath them — quiet, stretched, almost unreal in its stillness. Kid stood back and watched Sam meet the valley.
He’d seen it before — the moment the summit opened up and everything a person had been carrying quietly released its grip. Sam stepped forward without deciding to. His shoulders dropped. The tension went out of his neck. His feet found the ground and stayed there — not planted, exactly, but settled, the way roots don’t press down so much as hold.
Kid had stood in the same spot and felt it himself. The way gravity stopped feeling like weight and started feeling like the earth taking an interest. The way sunlight on skin stopped being light, stopped being heat, and became something more direct — energy exchanged, no translation required. The wind not cutting through him but moving around him, the way it moves around everything, adjusting without preference. The atmosphere not indifferent. Just continuous. Everything in it accommodating everything else. Not the world rotating around a man but a man finally rotating with the world.
The way water adjusts to a stone.
He watched the deep exhale leave Sam’s body. Watched the slow loosening of the face that comes when the manmade construct of time finally loses its hold — when there is no top of the hour, no quarter past or half before, no schedule pulling in either direction. Only right now, which turned out to be the only place there’d ever been to be. Not chasing something forward. Not dragging something back. Just standing on a mountain in February in Vermont with nowhere else to be and nothing else required.
Sam stared out at the horizon. Kid had watched him build that skyline all the way up the trail — towers, systems, subscriptions, speed. It was all still out there somewhere. But from here, the valley came back as itself. Treeline. Ridge. The long patience of elevation. Things that existed rather than things that were planned. The architecture of the future went quiet, and in the quiet, something settled into focus: the life Sam had been sprinting toward was already underneath his feet. He’d been running to get somewhere he’d never left.
Sam let out a small laugh.
Barely more than breath.
Kid glanced at him. “What?”
Sam shook his head, still smiling, eyes somewhere between the horizon and something much closer.
“The human race,” he said quietly. “I know — it sounds cliché.”
Kid didn’t interrupt.
Sam swallowed, searching for it.
“It just feels like…” He exhaled through a soft laugh. “Like we’re moving so fast.”
The wind moved again, brushing past them.
“I don’t even know when it happened.”
His eyes drifted, unfocused now.
“I can remember being a kid,” he said. “And nothing was chasing me. Nothing was behind me. Nothing was ahead of me.”
A pause.
“Then somewhere along the way…”
His jaw tightened slightly — not pain, just recognition.
“The race started.”
He was quiet for a moment.
“You ever notice…” he said, “none of this is in a hurry?”
Kid followed his gaze.
The trees. The slow drift of clouds. The long, patient slope of the mountain falling away beneath them.
Sam watched the tree line sway in the wind that kept moving whether anyone watched it or not.
“They’re not trying to get anywhere,” he said.
“They’re just growing.”
At that time Kid guided him to the usual conversation spot. Sam lowered himself onto the split log without speaking. 
Kid watched him carefully. He remembered this stage. The quiet awe. The dissolving certainty.
Sam was silent for a long time, then finally verbalized what was on his mind.
“Ya know that internship I was going for, the one with Chaz’s dad?” Sam didn’t turn. “Got it.”
Kid smiled. “That’s big.”
“Yeah, but I’m not gonna take it,” Sam said.
Kid glanced at him.
Sam nudged a branch out of the way with his foot. “I was kinda hoping I wouldn’t get it.”
Kid raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t sound like that a couple months ago.”
“I know.” Sam shrugged. “I just kept thinking about another summer in construction. Being outside. Moving around. Actually seeing what I did at the end of the day.”
He was quiet for a moment.
“I don’t want to spend my life maintaining something I don’t believe in.”
“I want to build something.”
Kid didn’t fill the silence.
“Something real,” Sam said. “Something you can’t just refresh away.” He looked out over the valley. “Something that exists whether I’m there or not.”
The wind moved through the trees below, and the sound carried up to them — low, patient, continuous.
“I don’t want to chase it anymore,” Sam said. “I want to be part of it.”
Kid looked at him for a long moment.
“Yeah,” he said.
That was all.
As the afternoon light began making its concessions to the longer cold truth of February — the warmth still present but acknowledging it had obligations elsewhere — the two began their trek back down the mountain. Sam was the quietest Kid had ever heard him. Not withdrawn. Just interior. Carrying something carefully, the way you carry something full that you don’t want to spill.
Kid made his own observations. 
The trail softened underfoot. Mud pushing through what used to be frozen ground.
A week ago it would’ve been solid.
A week from now it might be again.
Not a clean break.
Not a season change.
Just a shift.
One patch at a time.
You couldn’t force spring.
You couldn’t notice when it started, but there’s signs.
Only in hindsight can you see the season has changed, when you’re already in it.
At the edge of campus where the trail met the road, they stopped.
They shook hands. The grip held a moment longer than usual.
He turned toward campus. Kid watched him go — moving differently than he had coming out of the dining hall that morning. The particular gait of someone who has set something down and is still adjusting to the lightness.
Then Kid turned back toward the trail.
“Hey,” Sam called.
Kid turned.
“Aren’t you parked that way?” Sam pointed toward the visitor lot.
Kid looked at him for a moment. At the campus behind him. At the trail ahead.
“Later,” he said.
And headed back up.
He sat at the table and once again read through the notebooks. 
Opening the last notebook, it was fresh, blank. Unsure of what to write, Kid opened the cover, as he did he noticed another small notch carved out of the middle of the pages. Inserted in the void lay another capsule. 
He swallowed it.
He didn’t pick up the pen yet.
He sat with what he knew.
He sat at the table and read through them in order.
The fire had caught by the time he finished the first one. He read slowly, not the way you read something new but the way you read something you lived — checking what you remembered against what you’d actually written down, noticing where they didn’t match.
The capsule was doing its quiet work. Not rushing anything. Just softening the edges of the room, making the handwriting on the pages feel closer than it was.
He turned through the second notebook. The factory floor. The whistle. The flag above the smoke. The particular pride of belonging to something even when the something asked too much of you.
The third. The fire. The kings. The way religion had stepped in where kings couldn’t reach, building walls of story where walls of stone ran out. The way every institution had done the same thing — found the fear and given it a name, then handed the name back to the people and called it meaning.
The fourth. The November session. The meadow in sleet. Survival condensed into tyranny not by malice but by math. Ten voices arguing while ten bodies froze.
He set it down and looked at the fire for a while.
Every era believed it chose its system. It didn’t. It adapted to its pressure.
The social contract wasn’t written in philosophy. It was written in cortisol. In the particular chemistry of a body under threat, making the only calculation available: what do I have to give up to make it through the night?
Survival societies submitted. Not because they were weak. Because debate was a luxury. When cold crept into the marrow, you didn’t vote on direction — you followed whoever lowered the odds of dying.
Then the grain stored. The seasons became predictable. The land held still. And the body’s threat response downshifted, just enough that people could want something beyond not dying. Order. Predictability. A king wasn’t poetry — he was the guarantee that tomorrow would resemble today.
Then industry shifted the pressure again. Fields became factories. Strangers became neighbors by proximity and necessity. Democracy didn’t emerge because humanity evolved morally. It emerged because millions of people needed a way to share space without killing one another, and the old machinery of obedience was too slow for a world moving that fast.
Starving societies submit. Stable societies organize. Connected societies negotiate.
And now the pressure shifts again — not with a war, not with a plague, but with the quiet mathematics of automation and abundance. Survival, cheaper than it has ever been. The base of the pyramid, for the first time in human history, becoming genuinely solvable.
When that pressure drops, something else rushes in to fill the vacuum.
Purpose. Or the absence of it.
If necessity fades before meaning matures, freedom feels like weight. And in that weight, people reach backward — toward flags, strong voices, rigid certainty. Not because they’re broken. Because their nervous systems are searching for familiar tension. The body doesn’t know what to do with ease. It keeps bracing for a threat that isn’t coming.
But you can’t return to kings once everyone carries a printing press in their pocket.
So legitimacy has to change. Contribution has to replace consumption. Depth has to replace scale. The social contract can’t be imposed from above anymore — governments don’t invent it, they codify what the collective nervous system can endure. And the collective nervous system is already changing. One person at a time. Not announced. Just lived.
The danger isn’t AI.
The danger is that abundance arrives before people have learned what they actually want to do with their lives. That the pressure lifts and reveals how little we’ve practiced meaning. That freedom becomes one more thing to scroll past.
What will you build when you don’t have to?
That’s the only question that matters now. Not the right party, not the right policy. Just that. What you make when the gun isn’t at your back. Whether you’ve thought about it long enough to have an answer.
The season is shifting. The warmth won’t last. Neither will the frost.
The next contract won’t be written by governments. It’ll crystallize from below, the way it always has — from enough people deciding, quietly and without ceremony, that a different thing is worth doing.
It won’t arrive all at once.
It never has.
It’ll come one person at a time, the way spring comes. Not by announcement. Just by accumulation. One warm day inside a winter that isn’t finished, offering nothing except the proof that warmth is still possible — and that the direction of things is, slowly and without fanfare, beginning to turn.
That’s when the familiar feeling returned. I felt saw the big picture through my own eyes and I was standing over it.
I wondered what would cause people to question the world around them. How could an ego dissolution for the masses occur; not by war, or plague or famine. But by recognition.
I wondered if people would be able to afford free time, not in a monetary sense, but a psychological one.
I wondered how a mushroom, grown in the dark, spawned from decay, could spread so much light.
The questions answered themself before I finished asking. Fool’s Spring worked the same way — one warm day inside a winter that wasn’t finished, offering nothing except the proof that cold wasn’t permanent. No guarantees. No early arrival of summer. Just the quiet evidence that the capacity for warmth still existed inside the season, and that the direction of things was, slowly and without fanfare, beginning to turn. That was enough. It had always been enough.
I put my pen to the paper and wrote: If you’ve ever lived through a New England winter, you’ve experienced the phenomenon the locals call Fool’s Spring.
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Afterword
You made it.
That means something—though probably not what you’d expect an author to say next. I’m not going to tell you what the book meant, or what you should have taken from it. You were there. You know what landed and what didn’t, what you’ll carry and what you’ll leave behind.
What I want to talk about is what happens now.
This book was free. And if you’re only realizing that in retrospect—if the price of it never crossed your mind while you were reading—then something worked. That’s the point. Value and cost are not the same thing, and we’ve spent so long pretending they are that the confusion has become invisible. A free book shouldn’t feel like a trick. It shouldn’t inspire suspicion. But it does. We’ve all absorbed the logic quietly: if it mattered, someone would be charging for it.
This book is free because I already have what I need. Not everything I want—those never end—but everything required to live, to think, to notice, and to keep asking better questions. This wasn’t an attempt to extract something from you. It was an invitation to give something back. Not to me.
So if you finished this and felt something—perspective, discomfort, recognition, even just a nudge toward a question you hadn’t thought to ask—then don’t send money here. Don’t subscribe. Don’t Venmo. Don’t feed the algorithm.
Go to your local pub instead.
Not a chain in a strip mall. Not a polished bistro with Edison bulbs and a rotating tasting menu. Somewhere imperfect. Somewhere with worn wood, mismatched stools, and a door that’s been opened by the same hands for decades.
Sit at the bar.
Order a drink—beer, whiskey, seltzer, water, whatever fits the moment. You’ll feel the urge to pull out your phone. Everyone does. Don’t. Let it sit. Let the silence stretch a little longer than is comfortable.
Start a conversation.
Not about the weather. Not about the game. Definitely not politics or religion—you’re not there to win, convert, or rehearse for Thanksgiving dinner. Talk about something small and personal. A song you can’t stop replaying. A recipe you’ve become obsessed with. Gardening tips. A woodworking project. Something with texture, something that belongs to you.
Use tact. Don’t come in hot—too much openness spooks people, and if you start talking about systemic change or collective meaning before the second drink, you’ve already lost the room. Ease into it. Start with the bartender. A good one is a maestro: they know when to cue someone in, when to let a pause breathe, when to redirect the rhythm. The peanut gallery is always listening. They won’t hesitate to add their two cents.
If you stay present—if you resist the pull toward your phone, toward performance, toward the exit—the conversation will deepen on its own. Not dramatically. Not all at once. But meaning has a way of surfacing when people are allowed to speak without being sold to.
And if, when you finally leave, you still feel moved to spend money—leave the bartender an extra dollar. Or two. Or five.
That’s where the real transaction happens. That’s where this book was always pointing.
Because in the end, this being free will earn more than selling a million copies ever could.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
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