Hello!
My comments in the text itself will be bolded and in purple throughout.

Overall story impression: Overall, the story had a lot of well-written content. There was a
lot of nice word play throughout the work. There were a few instances that pulled me away

from the story, such as OO L fore it was earned. Speaking of

names, the title _ didn’t resonate with me for the title.

Plot holes or confusing sections: The || character seemed to come out of
nowhere. At first, I was wondering if she was his secretary. I think some foreshadowing and
hints about the issue at hand would make it more believable and organic. Additionally, the
came randomly although it was tied up well near the end. I think
that should also be mentioned previously or hinted at.

Character believability: The chapter written in |GGG did not feel

believable. ||l perspective presented il as a strict authoritarian-like character, but
his words sounded so similar to || lij words. He did not have any substance or inner
thoughts that might have explained why he acted that way towards - Maybe he was
trying to compensate in order to save himself regarding the ||l issue? However, I was
confused on why exactly he felt sorry enough for her to award her [N bccause

there are a lot of people who have the same issue about _

Emotional engagement: I did not necessarily have an emotional connection to the

characters. I did emphasize with NP - d the
desperation behind that. I was intrigued _ and those respective

discoveries.

Pacing: I think the pacing was decent. The epilogue wasn’t necessary needed, because the
story could have ended at the end of Chapter 5 just fine. However, the epilogue was cute!

Voice/tone consistency: This relates to the character believability, because || EGNG

Repetitive phrasing or Al-style writing patterns: There are a lot of repetitiveness, in which
I marked throughout the work. However, I was unsure if the ||l line was intentionally
repeated to build tension. Many of the descriptors were repeated when they were already
previously mentioned to build the scene.

Alignment with reader expectations in this niche: The tension was there, but I was

expecting more romance. | NNESSNENN sounded a bit creepy/stalker-ish.

I’m happy to answer any questions you may have about my observations, comments, and
recommendations. Thank you for allowing me to read your work.

I -Kayla



	Contents
	Before reading: Chapter names seem a bit redundant upon first glance. If there are no other points of view, then I recommend deleting the name Isolde Fenwick. Recommendation: either create chapter names or just call them Chapter 1, 2, etc.
	After reading: Switch the chapters to read Isolde or Everett depending on who is talking. The first names are appropriate here.
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	Chapter 1
	Isolde Fenwick
	I am four minutes early and Everett Voss tells me I am late without looking up from the manuscript on his desk. Okay, good hook.
	The words land in the space between us like a gauntlet thrown. I think the language of ‘gauntlet’ is a bit heavy for the second sentence. Recommendation: omit this sentence. I set both tote bags down on the floor, the canvas thudding softly against the polished concrete, and pull my phone from my coat pocket. Recommendation for rewrite: I set both canvas bags on the floor, and the fabric thuds against the polished concrete. I pull my phone from my coat pocket, and the screen glows 9:56 AM. I hold it up even though he is not looking, because I am petty and because I earned this residency and because my brother's insulin costs are not going to pay themselves. Recommendation for rewrite: I hold it up even though he is not looking. I am petty because I earned this residency and because my brother's insulin is not going to pay for itself.
	"It's 9:56," I say. "The meeting was scheduled for ten. That makes me four minutes early, not late."
	Now he looks up.
	The look is the kind that has probably ended careers. Cold, assessing, designed to make the recipient feel like a smudge on an otherwise pristine surface. << Love this description. His eyes are gray, the color of old typewriter keys, Recommendation for rewrite: His eyes are the color of old typewriter keys, and they move over me with the efficiency of someone cataloging inventory. Two tote bags, check. Reusable coffee mug with the chip on the handle, check. Curls attempting escape in every direction despite the industrial-strength hair tie I wrestled them into this morning, check. Vintage cardigan with the mismatched buttons I found at the Salvation Army on Atlantic Avenue, check. These sentences (starting from two tote bags, check and ending with Atlantic Avenue, check) take me away from the story, since the previous sentences are about Everett’s appearance and look. Recommendation: omit these sentences.
	I smile anyway.
	It is what I do. It is what I have always done. My mother used to call it my secret weapon, back before she stopped calling it anything at all.
	Something flickers behind his eyes. Recognition, maybe. Or irritation. Probably irritation. The flicker disappears so fast that I almost convince myself I imagined it, and then he looks back down at the manuscript.
	"The Foundation operates on my schedule," he says. "My schedule says you're late."
	I consider arguing. I consider pointing out that his schedule is not, in fact, remove commas between in and fact a legally binding document, and that the email confirmation I received from his assistant clearly stated ten o'clock. I consider telling him that I biked fourteen miles from Crown Heights in thirty-degree weather to be here four minutes early and that the least he could do is acknowledge my existence with something approaching basic human courtesy.
	Instead I pick up my tote bags and wait.
	The silence stretches. Somewhere in the building, a phone rings and stops. The manuscript pages rustle as he turns one, then another. I study the office while I wait, because it is easier than studying him. Glass walls on three sides, looking out over Midtown's jagged skyline. Recommendation: change the wording to this sentence to “I study the glass walls on three sides that look out over Midtown's jagged skyline, because it is easier than studying him.” A desk Recommedation: I see a desk that probably cost more than my annual stipend, all clean lines and dark wood. No photographs. No plants. No evidence that a human being has ever done anything in this room except work.
	The only warmth in the entire space is the framed letter on the wall behind his desk, the glass reflecting the gray morning light. I cannot read the words from here, but I know what it is. James Baldwin to a Brooklyn librarian, 1962. Add a colon between 1962 and The The Foundation's crown jewel. I read about it in my application research, back when I thought winning this residency would feel like victory instead of survival.
	"Sit," Everett says without looking up.
	I sit.
	The chair is leather and expensive and deeply uncomfortable, which I suspect is intentional. I set my coffee mug on my knee and my tote bags on the floor and my hands in my lap, and I wait some more. The waiting is a test, I realize. Recommendation: I realize that waiting is a test. Everything about this man is a test. The cold office, the colder greeting, the way he is making me sit here like a student called to the principal's office.
	I refuse to fail it. Nice wordplay here!
	Finally, after what feels like three full minutes but is probably closer to thirty seconds, he sets the manuscript aside and opens a folder. The folder has my name on it, printed in neat block letters. FENWICK, ISOLDE. Below that, in smaller type: RESIDENCY SCHOLAR, 2024-2025.
	"The Foundation residency terms," he says, sliding a document across the desk toward me. "You've read them."
	"Twice."
	"Then you know the expectations."
	I pull the document closer, even though I have already memorized every line. Six months of funded research. Access to the Foundation's archives. A stipend that will cover Tristan's medical costs with enough left over for rent and rice and the occasional luxury, remove comma  like fresh vegetables. In exchange, I produce a publishable thesis chapter, contribute to Foundation programming, and submit weekly progress reports for Everett Voss's personal review.
	The weekly reports are not required of the other residents. I know this because I asked the Foundation assistant when I signed my contract, and she looked at me with something that might have been pity.
	"I know the expectations," I say.
	"Good." He flips to a second page. "Section four, subsection B. Read it aloud.” Nice wordplay here that goes back to the principal metaphor.
	My stomach tightens, but I keep my voice steady. "The Foundation strictly prohibits personal relationships between resident scholars and Foundation leadership. Any violation of this policy will result in immediate termination of the residency, forfeiture of remaining stipend payments, and notation in the scholar's permanent academic record.” Nice foreshadowing!
	I look up. His expression has not changed, but something in the quality of his stillness has shifted. He is watching me now, really watching, with those gray typewriter eyes.
	"Do you understand what that means, Ms. Fenwick?"
	"I understand what the words mean, Mr. Voss." I set the document back on his desk. "I'm not sure why you're asking me to recite them like a child learning the catechism."
	The silence that follows is different from the earlier silence. Sharper. He leans back in his chair, and for the first time I notice the way his hand moves to rest flat against the desk surface, fingers spread, steadying.
	"The previous resident," he says, "did not understand what the words meant. She assumed they were a formality. A suggestion. She was incorrect."
	"I'm not the previous resident."
	"No." His eyes move over me again, slower this time. "You're not."
	I do not know what to do with that, so I do nothing. I sit very still and keep my face pleasant and wait for him to continue. The coffee in my mug has gone lukewarm, but I take a sip anyway, remove comma here just to have something to do with my hands.
	Everett I feel like Mr. Voss is the appropriate name for him right now. pulls another document from the folder. This one is thicker, Recommendation: Add a period after thicker, and start the next sentence with He bound it with a black clip, and when he slides it across the desk I see that it is a reading list. I flip through the pages. Twenty entries. Thirty. Forty. Primary sources, secondary analyses, critical essays, three complete novels. More material than my entire dissertation bibliography.
	"This is your supplementary reading," he says. "In addition to your primary research."
	“Supplementary." Might be better posed as a question.
	"Foundational context for the archives you'll be accessing."
	I look at the list again. Some of the titles I recognize, some are texts I have been meaning to read for years. Others are obscure, deep cuts from corners of literary history I have only seen glimpses of glimpsed in footnotes. All of them are relevant to my thesis, which focuses on marginalized voices in urban fiction, the stories that got told in the cracks between the canon.
	Recommendation for sentence change: All of these are relevant to my thesis, focusing on marginalized voices in urban fiction -- the stories that got told in the cracks between the canon. (I think the em dash is appropriate here to give pause because this is a powerful statement.)
	The list is longer than anything he assigns the other residents. I understand immediately that he has decided that I am a problem that needs to be managed.
	"This is very thorough," I say, because it is, and also because I refuse to let him see that the length of it makes my chest tight with something that might be anger or that might be fear.
	"The Foundation's standards are thorough."
	"So I'm learning."
	He stands. The movement is sudden enough that I almost flinch, but I catch myself. I keep my spine straight, my expression mild. He is taller than I expected, broad-shouldered, the kind of presence that fills a room by existing in it. His suit is charcoal gray, impeccably cut. and wWhen he moves around the desk, I catch a faint scent of cedar and something else—ink maybe, or old paper.
	"I'll show you your office," he says.
	I follow him down a hallway of glass walls and closed doors. The Foundation occupies three floors of this building, all of them humming with the particular silence of places where people are doing Important Work. I think if you are going to capitalize important work, then quotation marks need to place around it for emphasis. see researchers bent over laptops, assistants moving with quiet purpose, a conference room where someone is giving a presentation to a half-empty table.
	Everett I still don't think we are on a first-name basis with this character yet. does not slow down or explain anything. He walks like a man who expects the world to arrange itself around him, and it does. Doors open. People step aside. Eyes track him with the particular attention reserved for those who control budgets and careers.
	My office is at the end of the hall.
	It is narrow, glass-walled, and looks out over the building's HVAC unit. The desk is standard-issue institutional, gray laminate, the kind of surface that has seen a thousand temporary occupants and will see a thousand more. There is a chair that squeaks when I test it and a bookshelf with nothing on it and a window that lets in just enough light to make the smallness of the space feel intentional.
	"This is it," Everett says. I still don't think we are on a first-name basis with this character yet.
	"This is it," I agree.
	He stands in the doorway while I set my tote bags on the desk and unpack. My favorite pencil cup goes on the windowsill, the one with the chipped glaze and the faded print of Virginia Woolf on the side. My notebooks go in the desk drawer. My cardigan goes over the back of the chair.
	I hum two bars of something without meaning to, an old jazz fragment I picked up somewhere, the kind of melody that lives in the back of my brain and surfaces when I am not paying attention. When I turn around, Everett is gone. Same comments about the first name.
	The doorway stands empty. and tThe hallway beyond me is silent, and I am alone with my pencil cup and my reading list and the view of metal ductwork.
	I unpack the rest of my things slowly. My laptop, battered and held together with optimism and a strategic application of electrical tape. My research files, color-coded and labeled in my own handwriting. The tin of expensive chocolate I keep for emergencies and have never once opened for myself.
	I look at the reading list again. Forty-three titles. Six months. Weekly reports for a man who looked at me like I was a problem to be solved. << I feel like the problem to be solved simile is a bit redundant since it was just used.
	Tristan needs this stipend. I won this on merit. Everett Voss's opinion of my sunshine is irrelevant. Sunshine doesn’t seem like a word this character would use. I recommend replacing it with another word that is more suiting.
	I say it three times in my head, like a prayer.
	The first weekly report is due Friday. The prompt, which arrived in my email this morning, is vague to the point of meaninglessness: "Summarize your initial research focus and proposed methodology in Foundation-appropriate format." I read it four times and could not find a single specific instruction.
	So I submit it in verse.
	Annotated verse, to be precise. Fourteen lines of iambic pentameter, each one footnoted with MLA-compliant citations, explaining my thesis on marginalized voices in urban fiction The part of the thesis about marginalized voices in urban fiction was already mentioned, so maybe an different wording to introduce the next part. through the lens of a Brooklyn apartment fire that killed three poets in 1973 and was never mentioned in any major literary history. The form is a challenge. The content is real. I send it at 4:47 PM on Friday and go home to my Crown Heights apartment, where I make rice and beans and check my bank account and try not to think about the way Everett Voss's hand went flat against his desk when he asked if I understood the rules.
	His email arrives at 11:47 PM.
	Unacceptable format. I think the contents of the e-mail should be italicized to indicate that they are e-mails.
	I am sitting at my kitchen table, with my laptop open, a stack of grading spread around me like evidence of a life I am barely holding together. The notification pings and I read the words three times, waiting for them to change, waiting for a follow-up that explains what, exactly, Exactly doesn’t need commas surrounding it. is unacceptable about MLA compliance and genuine scholarship.
	No follow-up comes.
	I reply at midnight: The footnotes are MLA compliant.
	His response takes four minutes. It is a single word.
	Resubmit.
	I open my chocolate tin, look at the neat rows of dark squares inside, and close it again without taking any. The chocolate is for emergencies. This is not an emergency. This is just a man who has decided I am a problem, and I have been dealing with men like that my entire life.
	I resubmit the report in standard prose format at 12:34 AM. It says the same things as the verse version, just less beautifully. I do not get a confirmation email.
	On Monday comma after Monday I find a second reading list on my desk.
	It is shorter than the first, only twelve titles, and it is accompanied by a handwritten note on Foundation letterhead. The handwriting is precise, almost architectural, each letter formed with the kind of care that suggests the writer does not leave notes often.
	Supplemental.
	I read the list. Every title on it is a book I mentioned in my application essay. The Morrison novel I wrote about in my thesis proposal. The Petry text I cited in my methodology section. The obscure poetry collection I found in a used bookstore in Bed-Stuy and referenced in my discussion of place-based erasure.
	He read my application essay. Not just skimmed it, read it, closely enough to pull these specific titles from the hundreds of words I wrote about why urban fiction matters, why marginalized voices deserve space in the canon, why I want to spend my life making sure the stories that got buried do not stay buried.
	I sit down in my squeaky chair and look at the note for a long time.
	The handwriting is precise and controlled. The handwriting descriptor is repetitive. The paper smells faintly of cedar. The list is a another test, I tell myself. Another way to overwhelm me, to prove that I am not ready, to declare that I do not belong in his Foundation with its glass walls and its expensive silence.
	But the books are the right books. The books are exactly right.
	I set the note on my windowsill, next to Virginia Woolf, and I do not hum when I get back to work.
	Chapter 2
	Isolde Fenwick
	Chapter 2
	Everett Voss
	I am standing in the archive room with my hand flat against James Baldwin's letter when I hear someone stop in the doorway behind me.
	I do not move. I do not look. The glass case is cool beneath my palm, the letter behind it yellowed at the edges, the handwriting slanted and urgent. December 1962. A Brooklyn librarian named Edith Monroe who had written to Baldwin about a boy in her reading group, a boy who had stolen a copy of Giovanni's Room and returned it three weeks later with a note tucked inside: Thank you for telling me I exist.
	Baldwin's reply is four paragraphs long. The Foundation paid $47,000 for it at auction. My mentor found it in a box at an estate sale the year before he died, tucked between a grocery list and a Con Edison bill from 1978. He gave it to me with both hands and said: This is why we do any of it. Need quotation marks around this.
	I have not let myself stand here like this in two years.
	The footsteps behind me do not advance. Whoever is there says nothing. I count the seconds, my breath shallow, my hand pressed to the glass like I am trying to reach through it. After a long moment, the footsteps retreat. Soft. Deliberate. The kind of leaving that does not want to be heard.
	I stay with the letter another full minute. I read the last line again, the one I have memorized, the one I could not say aloud if someone held a knife to my throat: Tell him that the world is wrong about him and that wrongness will never be the final word. Italicize the quote for emphasis.
	Then, I straighten my shoulders. I remove my hand from the glass. I walk back to my office and sit down at my desk and pull up Isolde Fenwick's resubmitted report.
	Standard format this time. Twelve-point font, one-inch margins, the Foundation's header centered at the top. Exactly what I asked for.
	Except.
	The footnotes.
	I lean back in my chair and read footnote number one. Then two. Then three through fourteen, each one more pointed than the last.
	Footnote seven: Your curatorial framing of the Foundation's urban fiction collection emphasizes canonical acceptance as the metric of value. This approach systematically excludes work that was never granted access to the mechanisms of canonization in the first place.
	Footnote eleven: The 1973 Brooklyn apartment fire that killed three poets, including Delphine Marchetti, remains unmentioned in the Foundation's historical timeline despite Marchetti's documented correspondence with two authors currently featured in the permanent collection.
	Footnote fourteen: If the Foundation's mission is to preserve marginalized voices, the question becomes: marginalized by whom? The answer, historically, is institutions exactly like this one.
	She is correct on three of the fourteen points.
	Possibly four.
	I close the document. Open it again. Read footnote seven a second time and feel something shift in my chest that I do not care to examine.
	I pull up her application essay. I have read it before, obviously. I read every application. But I find myself scrolling to the section on marginalized voices, the paragraph where she writes about the fire, about Marchetti's unpublished manuscript that was never recovered, about the way history decides what deserves to be remembered and what deserves to be forgotten.
	She wrote: We do not preserve what we value. We value what we have already chosen to preserve. The act of curation is an act of erasure dressed in the language of rescue. Italicize what she wrote for emphasis.
	I read it twice.
	Then, I open a new document and begin typing a list. Twelve titles. Books she mentioned in her essay, books adjacent to her research, books I suspect she has not yet found because they are not in any database, they are in boxes in the Foundation's secondary archive, uncatalogued, waiting for someone who knows how to look.
	I tell myself it is a professional courtesy.
	I tell myself I am developing her research methodology.
	I tell myself I am not thinking about the way she stood in the doorway of the archive room and watched me press my hand to a dead man's letter and chose to leave without speaking.
	I print the list. I walk to her office. She is not there. I set the paper on her desk, uncap my pen, and write one word at the top: Supplemental.
	The handwriting is precise. Controlled. Exactly what I intend it to be. Same language as what Isolde said earlier. This pulled me away from the story.
	I am back in my office for eleven minutes before Miriam Park Who is this? His secretary? appears in my doorway.
	"Everett." She does not wait for an invitation. She never has. She settles into the chair across from my desk with the particular grace of someone who believes she should be sitting on the other side. "I hope I'm not interrupting."
	"You are." I do not look up from my laptop. "The quarterly check-in is at two."
	"I know. I wanted a moment before that." She sets a printout on my desk, face up, positioned so I cannot avoid seeing it. "The new resident. Isolde Fenwick."
	I look at the printout. It is Isolde's academic profile. Her photograph is in the upper left corner, the one from her university ID, curls escaping in three directions, smile like she is laughing at whoever is holding the camera.
	"What about her?"
	"Her qualifications are unusual." Miriam's voice is pleasant. It is always pleasant. "A doctoral candidate from Hunter. No publications. No institutional backing. And yet she received the Foundation's most competitive fellowship."
	"She received the fellowship because her application was the strongest."
	"I'm sure it was." Miriam's smile does not change. "I'm simply noting that the board has begun asking questions about the residency's selection criteria. Measurable output, Everett. That's what they want to see. By the six-week mark, ideally."
	"The residency timeline is my purview."
	"Of course." She picks up the printout, folds it once, and tucks it into her bag. "I would never suggest otherwise. I'm simply here to help you succeed."
	She has wanted this position for six years. She was on the shortlist when the board selected me. She attended my mentor's memorial service and told me, afterward, that she hoped I would honor his legacy by remembering that institutions outlast individuals.
	I understood exactly what she meant.
	"The board will want their quarterly update," I say. "I'll have it ready by two."
	"I'm sure you will." She rises, smooth as water. "Oh, one more thing. I've noticed the after-hours access logs have been rather active lately. I'm sure it's nothing. But you know how these things look when the wrong person starts paying attention."
	She leaves.
	I sit very still for a long moment. Then I pull up the Foundation's access log system and check the records for the past two weeks.
	Isolde Fenwick has accessed the building after 7 PM on four separate occasions. Three of those nights, I was also in the building.
	I close the system. I tell myself it means nothing. I tell myself she is simply working late, that her research requires archive access, that the overlap is coincidental and unremarkable.
	I do not believe myself.
	The afternoon passes in quarterly reports and budget reviews. I present to the board via video conference. I answer Miriam's questions with the kind of precision that leaves no room for interpretation. I am excellent at this. I have built my entire professional life on the foundation of being excellent at exactly this.
	At 6:47 PM, the building begins to empty.
	At 7:15, I realize I have been staring at the same spreadsheet for twenty minutes.
	At 7:40, I gather my jacket and my bag and walk to the elevator. The doors open. I step inside. The car descends.
	It stops on thirty-one.
	The doors slide apart and Isolde Fenwick steps in.
	She is humming.
	The fragment hits me like a fist to the chest. Four bars. A jazz line, syncopated, the kind of melody that sounds simple until you try to play it. Track nine from a record pressed in 1987. A record my mentor gave me the night before the Foundation's opening gala. A record I have not played in two years because every time I hear it I am twenty-six years old again, standing in his office, watching him pack boxes and tell me that the work will outlast both of us.
	She stops humming when she sees me. Her eyes go wide for half a second before she schools her expression into something neutral.
	"Mr. Voss."
	"Ms. Fenwick."
	The doors close. The elevator begins to descend.
	"Working late?" she asks.
	"Always."
	She nods. She is wearing a cardigan the color of rust, slightly too large, the sleeves pushed up to her elbows. Her hair is piled on top of her head in a knot that looks precarious. She has ink on her left index finger.
	"I found your supplemental list," she says. "Thank you."
	"It's not a gift. It's a research directive."
	"Of course." Her voice is pleasant in exactly the way Miriam's voice is pleasant, except underneath it I can hear something sharper. Amusement, maybe. Or challenge. "I particularly appreciated the inclusion of the Delphine Marchetti correspondence. I didn't know the Foundation had her letters."
	"We have everything."
	"Everything except her manuscript."
	I look at her then. Really look. She is watching me with an expression I cannot read, her head tilted slightly to the left, her lips curved in something that is not quite a smile.
	"The manuscript was lost in the fire," I say.
	"That's what the historical record says."
	"You disagree?"
	"I think historical records are written by people who have reasons to write them in particular ways."
	The elevator passes floor twenty-four. Twenty-three. Twenty-two.
	"Where did you hear that song?" I ask.
	She blinks. "What song?"
	"The one you were humming when you got on."
	"Oh." She looks down at her hands, then back at me. "I found a playlist on the Foundation's internal server. Someone uploaded it four years ago under a staff profile. Track nine."
	Four years ago. The year after my mentor died. The year I sat in my office at 2 AM and uploaded everything I could not bring myself to play aloud, hiding it in a folder no one would ever think to open.
	"You found that?"
	"I find things." She says it simply, without pride. "It's what I do."
	The elevator reaches the lobby. The doors slide open. Neither of us moves.
	I am aware of her breathing. I am aware of the space between us, three feet of recycled air and fluorescent light. I am aware that she stood in the doorway of the archive room this morning and watched me touch a dead man's letter and said nothing.
	She knows.
	I do not know how she knows, but she knows.
	"Goodnight, Mr. Voss."
	She steps out of the elevator. I watch her walk across the lobby, her tote bags swinging, her curls escaping from their knot. She does not look back.
	I stand in the elevator for one full second after she leaves.
	Then I go back upstairs.
	The archive room is dark when I arrive. I turn on the standing lamps, the ones my mentor chose, the ones that cast everything in warm amber light that makes the paper look like it is glowing from within.
	I stand in front of the Baldwin letter for a long time.
	I think about the boy who stole a book and returned it with a note. I think about a Brooklyn librarian who wrote to James Baldwin because she believed a stranger's kindness could change a stranger's life. I think about my mentor pressing the letter into my hands and saying: This is why we do any of it.
	I think about Isolde Fenwick humming track nine in an elevator and looking at me like she could see straight through my chest.
	I do not put the Baldwin letter out of my mind the way I usually can.
	I stay in the archive room until the building's overnight sensors begin their sweep, until the lights flicker twice to warn me the system is about to lock down. I walk to the elevator and ride it to the lobby alone. I step onto the sidewalk and the city hits me like it always does, noise and movement and the particular smell of late-night Manhattan, exhaust and food carts and something blooming in a window box three stories up.
	I walk to my building. I take the elevator to my apartment. I set my bag on the counter and stand in the kitchen for a long moment, looking at the space I have built for myself. Clean lines. No clutter. Silence that expects nothing from anyone.
	I open a drawer I have not opened in two years.
	The record is there. The sleeve is worn at the corners, the vinyl inside still pristine. I carry it to the turntable I have not used since the funeral. I set the needle. I wait.
	Track one begins.
	By track four, I am sitting on the floor with my back against the couch, my eyes closed.
	By track nine, I am humming.
	The melody is exactly as I remember it. Syncopated and simple and impossible to forget. I hear it in her voice now, layered over my own, the way she was humming it in the elevator like she had always known it, like it belonged to her.
	I stay on the floor until the record ends.
	Then I sit in the silence and do not move for a long time, and when I finally get up I do not put the record away. I leave it on the turntable where I can see it.
	Monday morning I arrive at the Foundation at 6:47 AM.
	Miriam's calendar request is waiting in my inbox, sent at 11:52 PM the night before. The subject line reads: Board Review Session. Italicize the subject line for emphasis. The body contains one line: Friday, 10 AM. Please confirm attendance.
	The agenda item is listed as: Residency Program Oversight and Director Accountability.
	I read it twice. Three times.
	I think about Isolde Fenwick humming in an elevator.
	I think about the Baldwin letter, and the Post-it note on the supplemental list, and the way she looked at me like she already knew everything I had spent two years trying not to feel.
	I think about Miriam Park's smile and the question underneath it, the one she has been building toward since the day I took this position: How long until you make a mistake I can use?
	I close the email.
	I open a new browser tab and pull up the Foundation's hardship fund documentation.
	I begin to read.
	Chapter 3
	Isolde Fenwick
	Chapter Three
	Isolde Fenwick
	I am twenty minutes into explaining urban fiction's relationship to place-based erasure when Everett stops me and says I am wrong, and I realize I am not wrong at all. I am inconvenient.
	His office feels smaller today, the glass walls pressing in like they have opinions. The afternoon light catches dust motes suspended between us, tiny witnesses to whatever this is. I have been standing at his desk for the better part of an hour, my second tote bag abandoned by the door, my hands moving through the air like they can physically shape the argument I am making.
	"The Foundation's fall reading series," I say, and my voice has gone sharp without my permission, "frames these authors as rescued artifacts. Discovered. As if they weren't writing to actual communities who knew exactly where to find them."
	Everett's jaw tightens. He is sitting behind that massive desk, one hand flat against the surface, fingers spread. The gesture I have come to recognize as his steadying mechanism. The thing he does when something lands.
	"The framing serves the Foundation's mission," he says. His voice is clipped, controlled. "Preservation requires institutional legitimacy."
	"Preservation." I let the word sit there, ugly and exposed. "Your curatorial notes read like a man who loved books before he decided to own them instead."
	The silence that follows is not the silence of anger. It is the silence of a door opening somewhere neither of us meant to unlock.
	Everett goes very quiet. The specific quiet of someone who just felt something land in a place they thought they had armored. His hand presses harder against the desk. The late afternoon sun catches the gray of his eyes, turning them the color of old typewriter keys, and I watch something move behind them. Something that looks like it costs him to let it surface. This description has already been used. I feel like it may be overdone.
	"What do you mean," he says. Not a question. A request.
	So I tell him.
	I explain for twenty minutes straight, pacing the length of his office, gesturing at the glass walls like they are the problem, which in some ways they are. I talk about Delphine Marchetti and the two poets who died with her in that Brooklyn apartment, how the Foundation's timeline skips 1973 entirely. I talk about institutional curation as a form of ownership that erases the original context of survival. I talk about how his notes for the Harlem Renaissance section read like elegies when they should read like celebrations, like the authors are already gone instead of still being read in barbershops and beauty salons and the Crown Heights library where I run my Saturday series.
	He listens.
	That is the thing that undoes me. He listens in a way that makes me forget to hum, forget to fidget, forget that I am supposed to be performing professional distance. His eyes track my movements across the room. His hand stays flat on the desk. He does not interrupt, does not defend, does not explain. He just takes it.
	When I finally stop talking, slightly out of breath, my curls have escaped their clip entirely and I am standing too close to his chair. The cedar and ink smell of him reaches me from here. I will not be able to separate that scent from this room. From this moment.
	"You are not wrong," he says quietly. "You are inconvenient."
	"There is a difference?"
	"To the board, no." His mouth does something that is almost a smile. Almost. "To me, yes."
	My phone buzzes in my bag. I ignore it. It buzzes again. Again. Four times in rapid succession, the pattern that means Tristan, that means urgent, that means something has gone wrong in the particular way things go wrong when you are nineteen and newly diabetic and your sister is four subway stops and an entire tax bracket away. I like this paragraph!
	Everett's desk phone rings. He glances at it, then at me, and something passes between us that neither of us names.
	"I need to take this," he says.
	"So do I."
	He steps out into the hallway, pulling the door closed behind him. I dig my phone from the depths of my tote bag and call Tristan back before the voicemail can pick up.
	"Izzy." His voice is tight. The voice he uses when he is trying not to panic. "The pharmacy shorted my insulin order. They are saying the copay for the correct dose is two hundred fourteen dollars and I do not have it. Mom's card got declined and she is at work and I cannot reach her and my next injection is supposed to be tonight and I do not know what to do.” Change the period to an exclamation point for urgency.
	"Hey." I keep my voice level. I learned this skill young, the trick of staying calm when everything is on fire. "I will handle it. Do you still have the emergency pen in the fridge?"
	"Yeah, but that is only good for like two days max."
	"That is enough time." I do the math in my head while I stare at the HVAC unit outside my office window. My checking account has eight hundred ninety dollars. Rent is due in twelve days. The credit card is already carrying nine hundred dollars and the interest rate is obscene. But Tristan needs insulin and insulin is not negotiable.
	"I am transferring you the money right now," I say. "Go to the pharmacy, pay for the correct order, and text me when you have it."
	"Izzy, you cannot keep doing this."
	"I can and I will. Text me."
	I hang up before he can argue. Open my banking app. Transfer two hundred twenty dollars to cover the copay plus whatever fees the universe decides to throw at us. Watch my checking account drop to six hundred seventy dollars and remind myself that I have been broker than this. That I survived broke before and I will survive it again.
	My tutoring student was supposed to meet me tonight. Forty dollars an hour, two hours guaranteed. I text her to reschedule, citing a family emergency, and pretend the lost income does not feel like a small death.
	When Everett comes back into the office, I am standing by the window with my arms crossed, my professional mask firmly back in place.
	"Everything all right?" he asks.
	"Fine." The word comes out clipped. I do not owe him an explanation. I do not owe anyone an explanation. "Where were we?"
	He looks at me for a long moment. I wonder what he sees. The girl with the tote bags and the thrift store cardigans, playing at academia while her real life bleeds money in every direction. The sunshine who keeps smiling because the alternative is admitting she is drowning. Recommendation: Keep just the first two sentences of this paragraph. The descriptor she assigns to herself is redundant. The remaining two sentences build the tension.
	"We were at inconvenient," he says finally.
	"Right." I uncross my arms. Force my shoulders to relax. "I should get back to work. The supplemental list is not going to read itself."
	He nods. I gather my tote bag things and leave before either of us can say anything else.
	Saturday morning arrives gray and drizzling, the kind of weather that makes my bike commute feel like a statement. I run my reading series at the Crown Heights library branch like I have every Saturday for the past two years, surrounded by nine-year-olds who cannot find their pages and teenagers who came in to avoid going home. The room smells like old carpet and lemon cleaner and possibility.
	Afterward, I stop at the thrift shop two doors down. This is my ritual, my reward for making it through another week without falling apart. The bins are full of someone else's discards, which is to say they are full of treasure if you know how to look.
	The book is wedged between a water-damaged cookbook and a stack of Reader's Digest condensed novels. A battered first edition, with the spine cracked, the cover faded to something that might have been green once. I pull it out and recognize it immediately.
	Everett wrote a long essay about this book. I found it in the Foundation archives during my second week, buried in a folder of his early critical work. The essay was different from his curatorial notes. Passionate. Alive. Like he was writing about something he loved instead of something he owned.
	The previous owner left penciled notes in the margins. Cramped handwriting, observations and questions, the kind of engagement that makes a book feel lived in instead of displayed.
	It costs four dollars.
	I buy it without deciding to. On the subway home, I hold it in my lap and tell myself I am keeping it for research purposes. For my thesis. For the argument I am building about marginalized voices and institutional preservation.
	On Sunday night, I sit with it on my kitchen table for an hour, rain streaking the window behind me, and admit to myself that I am bringing it to him Monday morning.
	I do not examine why. Some truths are better left in the margins.
	Monday arrives and I survive it. Tuesday passes in a blur of reading list titles and footnotes. Wednesday brings a rejection email from a journal I submitted to six months ago. Thursday, my mother calls to ask if I can send more money for Tristan's supplies and I say yes before checking my account balance.
	Friday, I am still at the Foundation at 9 PM because going home means sitting alone with my bank statements and the growing certainty that something will have to give soon.
	Everett calls me into his office. I bring the book.
	His desk lamp casts a warm circle of light in the otherwise dark floor. Everyone else has gone home. The building makes sounds at night that it does not make during the day, settling sounds, breathing sounds, like it is alive and waiting.
	"Your residency presentation proposal," he says, holding up the document I submitted last week. "I am rejecting it."
	"Why?"
	"Scope concerns. Foundation optics." His voice is clipped. Professional. "The board wants measurable output, not theoretical frameworks."
	"The board wants safe," I say. "There is a difference."
	"The difference does not matter if you are not here to make the argument."
	I cross my arms. The book is still in my tote bag, pressing against my hip like a secret. "So you are protecting the Foundation's reputation."
	"I am protecting the program."
	"You are protecting yourself."
	The words land before I can stop them. Everett goes very still. His hand flattens against the desk, fingers spread, and I watch the controlled performance of him waver.
	"What did you say?"
	"You heard me." I am too tired for professional distance. Too tired for the sunshine mask. "You are scared that if I push too hard, the board will look closer at the residency. At you. At whatever it is you are hiding in that archive room."
	He stands. The movement is sudden enough that I take a step back, my hip hitting the edge of his desk. He crosses the room in three strides and stops close enough that I can smell cedar and ink, close enough that I can see the muscle working in his jaw.
	"You do not know what you are talking about."
	"Then tell me."
	The silence stretches. His eyes are dark in the lamplight, searching my face like he is looking for something. Permission. A reason to stop. A reason not to.
	I reach into my tote bag and pull out the book. Set it on his desk between us.
	His face goes through something he does not let finish. Recognition. Memory. Pain. His hand moves toward it, then stops, hovering over the cracked spine like it might burn him.
	"Where did you find this?"
	"Crown Heights thrift shop. Four dollars." I swallow. "The previous owner left notes in the margins. I thought you might want to see them."
	He picks it up. Opens it to a random page. I watch his eyes move over the cramped handwriting, the penciled observations, and whatever armor he had left dissolves right there in front of me.
	"Isolde," he says, and the way he says my name does something to my chest that I am not prepared for.
	"You loved books," I say quietly. "Before you decided to own them. I can see it in this essay you wrote. I can see it in the playlist you hid on the Foundation server. I can see it in the way you stand in the archive room at night when you think no one is watching."
	"You watched."
	"I left before you turned around."
	He sets the book down. Looks at me. The distance between us is measured in inches now, in the space between one breath and the next.
	"The Foundation cannot be this," he says. "Whatever this is."
	"I know."
	"The bylaws are explicit."
	"I read them twice."
	"Then you understand why I should not do this."
	"Yes."
	He kisses me anyway.
	It is nothing like I expected. His mouth is careful at first, questioning, giving me every opportunity to pull away. I do not pull away. I lean in, and the kiss changes, becomes something hungrier, something that has been building since that elevator ride when neither of us moved for one full second before I walked out first.
	His hands find my waist, my back, the curve of my hip. I grab fistfuls of his jacket and pull him closer. We end up against the archive room door, the cool glass pressing against my spine, and his mouth moves to my jaw, my throat, the sensitive spot behind my ear.
	"We should stop," he breathes against my skin.
	"Probably."
	He does not stop. Neither do I.
	His fingers find the buttons of my cardigan, work them open one by one. I shrug out of it and pull his jacket off his shoulders and the cedar and ink smell of him is everywhere now, overwhelming, the only thing I can process. His mouth returns to mine and I lose track of where my body ends and his begins.
	The archive room door gives way behind us. We stumble through into the warm paper-scented dark, past the standing lamps his mentor chose, past the glass cases and the boxes of uncatalogued materials, until my back hits the wall beside James Baldwin's letter.
	His hands slide under my shirt. Mine fumble with his tie. We are a mess of half-removed clothing and ragged breathing and the kind of want that burns everything else away.
	"Tell me to stop," he says against my collarbone. "Tell me and I will."
	"Do not stop."
	He lifts me. My legs wrap around his waist. His mouth finds mine again and I taste desperation, something raw and real that has nothing to do with Foundation bylaws or board optics or all the reasons this is a terrible idea.
	His hands are everywhere. My fingers dig into his shoulders. The wall behind me is solid and cold through my thin shirt but his body against mine is warm, so warm, and when he presses into me I make a sound that echoes off the archive room walls.
	We move together in the dark. His forehead presses against mine. His breathing matches my breathing. I forget about money and rent and insulin costs and all the ways my life is held together with desperation and string. I forget about the bylaws and the board review and the six months I am supposed to survive here without complicating everything.
	There is only this. Only him. Only the cedar and ink smell of him that will haunt this room forever.
	When it is over, we stand tangled together in the dark, his forehead still pressed to mine, neither of us willing to move first.
	"Isolde," he says.
	"Do not." I cannot hear whatever comes next. Not yet. "Just give me a minute."
	He gives me a minute. Then another. Then I button my cardigan back up and he does not stop me, and neither of us names what it was.
	I leave the Foundation at 10:47 PM. I bike home in the rain, the cold water soaking through my jacket, my legs burning with the effort of pedaling uphill. My apartment is dark when I arrive. I sit at my kitchen table with my wet coat still on, water pooling on the floor around my feet.
	The first thing I think about is not Everett or the bylaws or the stipend.
	It is the way he listened for twenty minutes like I was the only thing in the room that mattered.
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	The nine-year-old in front of me has written an ending where the dragon decides not to eat anyone because he realizes fire breath gives him heartburn. I tell her it is perfect, and I mean it. Her whole face opens up like a window someone finally unlocked.
	My phone buzzes in my back pocket. I ignore it and crouch down to her level, pointing at the page where she drew the dragon holding a bottle of antacid. "This is my favorite part. The details matter."
	She grins, gap-toothed and proud, and runs off to show her grandmother. I watch her go, feeling that specific warmth that only happens here, in this underfunded library branch with its flickering fluorescent lights and mismatched chairs. Two years of Saturday afternoons and I still get that feeling. The one that reminds me why I do any of it.
	My phone buzzes again. Then again.
	I pull it out and see a calendar notification from an address I recognize too well. The Voss Foundation Board. Friday, 10:00 AM. Subject line: Residency Program Oversight and Director Accountability. Italicize the subject line for emphasis.
	I was never told about this meeting.
	The library's back room smells like old carpet and the lemon cleaner Mrs. Patterson uses on everything. Lemon cleaner was already used as a descriptor. I’m not sure if that was intentional. I excuse myself from the circle of kids still working on their stories and duck behind the periodicals shelf, reading the invite again. My name is not on the recipient list. Someone added me as an afterthought, or a warning.
	The last kid leaves at 4:47 PM. I help Mrs. Patterson stack chairs, my mind still turning over that calendar invite, when the front door opens and a man walks in who does not belong here.
	Everett Voss stands in the doorway of the Crown Heights library branch like someone dropped him from another planet. His coat is too expensive for this neighborhood. His shoes have never touched a subway platform. He looks around at the water-stained ceiling tiles, the hand-lettered READ posters curling at the edges, the bin of donated paperbacks missing their covers, and something in his expression shifts. Not judgment. Something else.
	I do not move from behind the returns desk.
	Mrs. Patterson looks between us with the particular radar of a woman who has been running this branch for thirty years and has seen everything. "Friend of yours, honey?"
	"Colleague," I say.
	Everett's mouth twitches. Almost a smile. Almost. This is the part where the beginning of using the first name Everett works.
	Mrs. Patterson takes her time gathering her purse and her cardigan. She pats my arm on her way out. "Lock up when you're done, baby." The door closes behind her with a soft click.
	The silence that follows is the specific kind that happens when two people are pretending not to remember what they did in an archive room five days ago. I can still feel the ghost of his hands. The cedar and ink scent of him that I cannot scrub from my memory no matter how many times I wash my cardigan.
	"Operational context," he says.
	I blink. "What?"
	"You asked why I came. The Foundation requires operational context for community outreach initiatives connected to residency programs." His voice is flat, professional. The voice he uses in board meetings.
	"You came to Crown Heights on a Saturday afternoon for operational context."
	"Yes."
	I lean against the returns desk and cross my arms. "You're a terrible liar."
	That almost-smile again. Then it disappears, and he reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out something small. A yellow Post-it note, held between two fingers.
	I recognize it immediately. The one I left on the envelope with the exact change. The cab fare he tried to cover anonymously, as if I would not notice, as if I would not find out, as if I would ever let that stand.
	I bike.
	He kept it.
	"I watched you today," he says quietly. "For forty minutes. The way you moved between them. The nine-year-old who could not find her page. The teenager who came in to avoid going home." He pauses. "The whole room followed you like you were the only light source in it."
	My throat tightens. I do not know what to do with this version of him. The one who stands in my library and says things like that.
	"Everett. Why are you really here?"
	He does not answer right away. His hand goes flat against the returns desk, fingers spread, that steadying gesture I have learned to recognize. The one that means I said something that got through.
	"There was a man," he says. "From the literacy nonprofit. Two rows back. He leaned into your space. Put his hand on your arm."
	I remember. David something. Persistent in the way that some men mistake for charm. I handled it. I always handle it.
	"I crossed the room before I decided to." Everett's voice is very quiet. "I told him to take his hand off you."
	The memory surfaces: a voice behind me, low and precise, the sudden absence of David's grip on my forearm. I had not turned around. I had not wanted to see who it was because some part of me already knew.
	"I saw," I say. "You left before I could say anything."
	"I did not trust what I would say if I stayed."
	The words land somewhere in my chest and stay there, warm and inconvenient. I push off from the desk and walk past him to the window, looking out at the street where kids are playing hopscotch on the sidewalk, where Mrs. Chen from the bodega is sweeping her front step, where everything is ordinary and none of this makes sense.
	"The board meeting," I say without turning around. "Friday. I got added to the calendar."
	Silence.
	I turn. His face has gone very still.
	"Miriam Park requested a formal review session," he says. "The agenda item is listed as Residency Program Oversight and Director Accountability."
	"And you came here to tell me that in person instead of sending an email like a normal person."
	"I came here because I could not stay away." The words come out rough, like they cost him something to say. "I came here because I have been thinking about you for six days and I cannot stop, and I needed to see you somewhere that is yours, somewhere the Foundation cannot touch."
	I stare at him. The fluorescent lights buzz overhead. Outside, a car honks twice.
	"Miriam has the access logs," he continues. "She knows how many times you have been in the building after hours. She knows how many of those nights overlapped with mine. She is building something, Isolde. I do not know exactly what yet, but she has been laying groundwork for two years and she is patient."
	"So this is a warning."
	"This is the truth."
	I think about the supplemental stipend he approved for Tristan's insulin. The one I did not ask for, did not know about, would never have accepted if he had asked. The money already spent. Already in Tristan's account. Already turned into medication that is keeping my brother alive.
	"The hardship fund," I say. "For Tristan. She knows?"
	His jaw tightens. The muscle ticks twice before he answers. "I flagged it as a discretionary line item. I told the admin to process it anonymously."
	"But."
	"But Miriam has access to the Foundation's financial records. And she has been looking."
	The floor feels less solid than it did a minute ago. I grip the edge of the window frame. "You should not have done that. The money. You should have asked me first."
	"I know."
	"You made a decision that was mine to make."
	"I know."
	"You did the exact thing that makes me—" I stop. Swallow. Start again. "You did the thing, Everett."
	He crosses the room. Stops two feet away from me, close enough that I can smell cedar and ink and something underneath that is just him. His hand lifts, hesitates, falls back to his side.
	"I kept the Post-it," he says, "because I already knew. You do not need anyone to fix it for you. I did it anyway and I told myself it was about Tristan, but it was about me not being able to watch and do nothing. I understand why that is not enough."
	I look at the yellow square of paper still clutched in his hand. My handwriting, two words, the whole history of my independence distilled into a statement of fact.
	I bike.
	"What do you want me to say?" My voice comes out smaller than I intend. "That it is fine? That I forgive you? I do not even know what this is, Everett. We have been pretending for six days that the archive room did not happen and now you show up at my library and tell me Miriam Park is coming for both of us and you kept a Post-it note and you cannot stay away."
	"I am not pretending." His eyes hold mine, gray as typewriter keys, and I see the steadiness in them crack just slightly. "I have not been pretending since the moment you walked into my office four minutes early and corrected me about the time."
	My heart does something inconvenient in my chest.
	"The board meeting," I say. "Friday. What happens?"
	"I do not know yet. But I will not let her use you as a weapon against the Foundation. Or against me."
	"That is not your decision to make either."
	"I know." He takes a breath. "Tell me what you actually need."
	The question lands differently than I expect. Not what do you want. Not how can I help. What do you actually need.
	I think about Tristan's insulin. About my checking account balance. About the credit card debt I have been rationing like water in a desert. About the residency stipend that is the only thing standing between my brother and a medical crisis.
	I think about the archive room. His mouth at my jaw. The way he listened to me for twenty minutes like I was the only thing in the room that mattered.
	"I need to know," I say slowly, "that whatever this is, it does not become another way for someone with more power than me to decide what happens to my life."
	He is quiet for a long moment. Then he holds out the Post-it note. Offering it back.
	"You biked," he says. "You found out about the cab fare and you returned exact change and you biked. I should have known then. I should have understood what that meant."
	I take the Post-it from his fingers. The paper is soft at the edges, like he has been holding it a lot. Like he has been taking it out and looking at it when no one else could see.
	"Monday morning," I say. "I came in to find a calendar invite for a board review session. Residency Program Oversight and Director Accountability. I thought I should tell you."
	"I know. I received it last night. Miriam sent it at 11:47 PM. She wanted me to have the weekend to think about it."
	"And instead you came to Crown Heights."
	"And instead I came to Crown Heights."
	The hopscotch kids outside have gone home for dinner. The streetlights are flickering on, casting orange pools on the sidewalk. Mrs. Chen has finished sweeping. The world is ordinary and continuing, and I am standing in my library with a man who kept a Post-it note for six days because he already knew I did not need saving.
	"I should lock up," I say.
	He nods. Does not move.
	"You should go home, Everett."
	"Probably."
	"I mean it."
	"I know you do."
	He turns toward the door. Stops with his hand on the handle. Does not look back.
	"The record," he says quietly. "The one you found on the playlist. Track nine. I had not listened to it in two years. My mentor gave it to me the year before he died." A pause. "I played it again. Last night. For the first time since then."
	My throat is tight. I do not trust my voice.
	He opens the door. The evening air rushes in, smelling of rain and concrete and someone's dinner cooking. He steps through, and just before the door closes behind him, I hear myself say: "Everett."
	He stops.
	"Thank you for telling him to take his hand off me."
	I cannot see his face. But I see his shoulders shift, something releasing in the line of his back. Then the door clicks shut and he is gone.
	I stand alone in the Crown Heights library branch with the lights buzzing overhead and a Post-it note crumpled in my palm. I smooth it out. Look at my own handwriting. Two words that meant everything and that he understood completely and still decided to help anyway.
	I fold the Post-it carefully and put it in my pocket.
	Monday morning. Friday board meeting. Miriam Park and her documentation and whatever case she has been building for two years.
	I lock the front door. Flip off the lights. Step out into the evening.
	My bike is chained to the rack by the entrance, the same place it always is. I unlock it, swing my leg over, and start pedaling toward home.
	The city rushes past me, all honking taxis and neon signs and people heading somewhere with purpose. I take the long route, down Atlantic and past the thrift shop where I found that book, past the bodega where I buy emergency ramen, past all the places that make up the architecture of my actual life.
	At the corner of my street, I stop.
	Everett Voss played a record for the first time in two years because of something I found on a playlist. He kept a Post-it note in his pocket. He drove to Crown Heights on a Saturday to watch me teach children about dragon heartburn.
	And somewhere in a Foundation office, Miriam Park is gathering evidence about supplemental stipends and after-hours access logs, building her case piece by piece.
	Friday feels very far away and very close at the same time.
	I start pedaling again. The rain begins just as I reach my building, fat drops that soak through my jacket before I can get inside. I take the stairs two at a time, unlock my apartment door, and stand dripping on the kitchen linoleum.
	My phone buzzes. A text from Tristan: Got the insulin, thanks sis. You’re the best. Italicize the text for emphasis.
	I type back a heart emoji and set the phone on the counter.
	The Post-it is still in my pocket. I take it out. Look at it one more time.
	Then I open the drawer where I keep important things and I put it inside, next to my passport and my birth certificate and the photograph of my grandmother holding me when I was three days old.
	Friday morning. 10:00 AM. Residency Program Oversight and Director Accountability.
	I close the drawer. I take off my wet jacket. I make myself a cup of tea with the last of the good leaves, and I sit at my kitchen table with my laptop open to the calendar invite I was never supposed to see.
	The cursor blinks. The radiator clanks. Outside, the rain picks up.
	I start typing.
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	The nine-year-old with the dragon story tugs my sleeve, and I crouch down to her level, my knees protesting against the library's industrial carpet. Her name is Amara, and she has been coming to my Saturday sessions for three months now, ever since her grandmother started bringing her.
	"Miss Isolde," she whispers, like she is sharing classified information. "I changed the ending."
	"You did?" I take the notebook she thrusts at me. The pages are covered in her careful, oversized handwriting in purple gel pen because she refuses to use anything else. "Let me see."
	The dragon no longer dies. In this version, the dragon eats the antacid, burps fire one last time, and then flies away to find a volcano where heartburn is considered a superpower. I read it twice because it deserves to be read twice.
	"Amara." I look up at her. "This is the best ending I have ever read."
	Her gap-toothed grin splits her whole face open. She snatches the notebook back and runs to show her grandmother, who is waiting by the door with a patience that speaks to decades of practice.
	I stand, and my phone buzzes in my pocket. I ignore it. I have been ignoring it for three days, ever since the board meeting invite appeared on my calendar like a bomb with a countdown timer. Friday at 10:00 AM. Residency Program Oversight and Director Accountability. I know what those words mean. I know what Miriam Park has been building.
	The library empties slowly. Kids gather their things, parents and grandparents usher them toward the door, and Mrs. Patterson starts her ritual of wiping down every surface with lemon cleaner. The fluorescent lights flicker overhead. One of them has been doing that for six weeks, and no one has fixed it yet.
	My phone buzzes again. This time I pull it out.
	The calendar notification glares at me. Thirty-six hours until the meeting. Thirty-six hours until Miriam lays out her manila folder full of access logs and financial records and that photograph of me leaving Everett's building at midnight. Thirty-six hours until I sit in a room full of board members and learn, along with everyone else, exactly how much he decided to do without asking me.
	I shove the phone back into my pocket.
	"You staying to lock up?" Mrs. Patterson asks, her purse already over her shoulder.
	"I will. Go home."
	She gives me that look she has perfected over thirty years of running this branch, the one that says she knows something is wrong and is choosing not to push. "Don't stay too late, honey."
	The door closes behind her. I am alone with the mismatched chairs and the smell of old carpet and the flickering light that no one will ever fix because this branch has been underfunded since before I was born.
	I start stacking the craft supplies. Markers into the bin. Scissors into the locked cabinet because we learned that lesson the hard way. Paper scraps into the recycling. My hands move on autopilot while my brain runs calculations I have already run a hundred times.
	The stipend for completed months is mine. The contract is clear on that point. Three months of work, three months of payment. Enough to cover Tristan's insulin through the end of next month if I stretch it. After that, I do not know. After that, I will figure it out the way I have always figured it out.
	A sound behind me. The front door opening.
	I turn, and Everett Voss is standing in the doorway of the Crown Heights library branch like he has wandered into the wrong dimension. His suit is too expensive for this room. His presence is too large for these fluorescent lights. He looks at the mismatched chairs and the peeling posters on the walls and the bin of markers I am still holding, and something in his expression shifts.
	"The meeting is tomorrow," he says.
	"I know when the meeting is."
	"Isolde." He steps inside, letting the door close behind him. The late afternoon light through the windows catches the gray at his temples. "Miriam has the access logs. She has the financial records for Tristan's supplement. She has a photograph of you leaving my building."
	"I know." I set the marker bin down harder than necessary. "You told me. At this exact library. Five days ago."
	"I resigned this morning."
	The words hang in the air between us. I stare at him. He stares back.
	"You did what?"
	"I submitted my resignation to the board at 8:00 AM." He reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a folded piece of paper. Not the resignation letter. Something smaller. Yellow. "Effective immediately. The Foundation cannot be the reason you are in a room with me, if you choose to be in a room with me."
	I cannot move. I cannot think. He crossed the room, metaphorically, and I am standing here with marker-stained fingers and a bin of craft supplies and absolutely no idea what to do with the information he just handed me.
	"You resigned," I repeat, because maybe if I say it again it will make sense. "Before the meeting. Before Miriam could present her case."
	"Yes."
	"That makes no sense." I step toward him, then stop. "You have spent eight years building that Foundation. You told me yourself, it is your entire life. It is everything you rebuilt after your mentor died. And you just walked away?"
	"I did not walk away from the Foundation." His voice is very quiet. "I walked away from the thing that stood between us."
	"The bylaws."
	"The bylaws." He holds out the yellow paper. I recognize it now. The Post-it note. "I kept this because I already knew. You do not need anyone to fix it for you. I did it anyway, and I told myself it was about Tristan, but it was about me not being able to watch and do nothing." He pauses. "I was wrong."
	I take the Post-it. My own handwriting stares back at me. I bike. Two words I wrote in anger, in defiance, in the desperate need to prove that I did not need his money or his pity or his interference. Two words he kept in his pocket for weeks.
	"You made a decision that was mine to make," I say. "About Tristan. About the money. You did exactly what my stepfather did."
	"I know."
	"Do you? Because from where I am standing, it looks like you decided you knew better, moved the money, and left me to find out in a room full of people watching my face."
	"That will not happen now." He steps closer. "The meeting tomorrow, Miriam will present her evidence, but I will not be there as director. I will not be there at all. My resignation dissolves the conflict of interest. The bylaws no longer apply."
	"And you think that fixes it?"
	"No." His hand goes flat against the returns desk, fingers spread, that steadying gesture I have learned to recognize. "I think it removes one obstacle. The rest is yours to decide."
	I look at the Post-it in my hand. I look at him. The fluorescent light flickers overhead, casting his face in alternating shadow and harsh light, and I think about the archive room and the jazz record and the way he listened to me for twenty minutes like I was the only thing in the room that mattered.
	"What do you actually want?" I ask. "From me. From this. Because I need to know before I walk into that boardroom tomorrow."
	"I want you to finish your residency." His voice is rough. "I want Tristan's insulin handled by both of us, openly, with your permission and your involvement. I want to stop pretending that what happened in the archive room was a mistake, because it was not a mistake, it was the first honest thing I have done in two years." He pauses. "I want to hear you hum that jazz fragment again without pretending I do not know every note."
	The words land somewhere in my chest and stay there.
	"The board meeting is still happening," I say. "Miriam is still presenting. Your resignation does not erase the evidence she has collected."
	"No. But the evidence is about a conflict between a Foundation director and a resident scholar. I am no longer the director. The conflict no longer exists."
	"That is a technicality."
	"It is also the truth."
	I set the Post-it down on the returns desk, next to his hand. Our fingers are three inches apart. I can smell cedar and ink and that underlying scent that is just him, the same scent that I have not been able to separate from the archive room since that night.
	"If I walk into that meeting tomorrow," I say, "and Miriam shows them the photograph. If she reads the access logs. If she tells them everything she knows. What happens to you?"
	"Nothing." His jaw tightens. "I have already resigned. There is nothing left for her to take."
	"And what happens to me?"
	"That depends on what you choose to say."
	I think about Amara's dragon. I think about the ending she rewrote, the one where the dragon does not die, the one where heartburn becomes a superpower in the right location. I think about all the endings I have rewritten in my own life, all the times I have taken the cards I was dealt and refused to fold.
	"I am going to that meeting," I say. "And I am going to tell them the truth. All of it. The archive room. The stipend. Everything."
	Everett's expression does not change, but something shifts behind his eyes. "Isolde."
	"Not because you asked me to. Not because you resigned." I pick up the Post-it again, fold it carefully, and tuck it into my pocket. "Because I am tired of hiding. Because the truth is the only thing I have ever been able to control, and I am not going to let Miriam Park take that from me."
	He is silent for a long moment. Then he reaches into his jacket again and pulls out something else. A small, flat object wrapped in tissue paper.
	"I was not going to give you this until after the meeting," he says. "I thought it might seem like I was trying to buy something I have no right to buy."
	I take the package. The tissue paper falls away to reveal a record. Vinyl. Old. The sleeve is worn at the corners, and the label shows a date from 1987.
	"Track nine," I say.
	"My mentor gave it to me the year before he died." Everett's voice is very quiet now. "I had not listened to it in two years. He already told her that his mentor gave it to him the year before he died. Not until you found that playlist. Not until I heard you humming it in the elevator and realized that someone else had heard the thing I thought I was keeping to myself."
	I turn the record over in my hands. The weight of it is surprising, solid and real in a way that digital files never are.
	"I do not have a record player," I say.
	"I know." He almost smiles. The expression transforms his face, and I realize I have never seen him look like this before, open and unguarded and slightly terrified. "I thought perhaps you might want to hear it properly. Sometime. If you choose."
	I look at the record. I look at him. I think about the meeting tomorrow, and Miriam's folder, and the photograph that will be passed around the table. I think about Tristan's insulin and the Post-it in my pocket and the way Everett stood in the archive room with his hand against the glass case, completely still, thinking no one was watching.
	"Tomorrow," I say. "After the meeting. Whatever happens."
	"Whatever happens."
	I tuck the record under my arm. The library is dark now, the sun having set while we were talking, and the only light comes from the flickering fluorescent and the streetlamp outside the window. Mrs. Chen's bodega is closed across the street. The neighborhood has gone quiet.
	"I should lock up," I say.
	"I will wait."
	"You do not have to."
	"I know." He picks up the marker bin I abandoned earlier and carries it to the supply closet. "I want to."
	We finish closing together. He does not know where anything goes, and I have to redirect him three times, and at one point he tries to put the scissors in with the markers and I have to explain about the locked cabinet. By the time we are done, I am almost smiling.
	Almost.
	"Tomorrow," I say again, standing by the door with my keys in one hand and the record in the other.
	"Tomorrow." He stops in front of me, close enough that I can see the lines at the corners of his eyes, the ones that deepen when he is trying not to show how much something matters. "Isolde. Whatever you decide to say in that room. Whatever happens after. I will be there."
	"You said you were not attending the meeting."
	"I said I would not be there as director." His hand lifts, hovers near my face, then drops back to his side. "I will be there as something else."
	I do not ask what. I think I already know.
	I lock the door behind us. He walks with me to where my bike is chained to the rack, and he waits while I unlock it, and he does not offer to call me a car. Progress.
	"Goodnight, Everett."
	"Goodnight, Sunshine."
	The nickname catches me off guard. I look up at him, and he is almost smiling again, that expression that makes him look like a completely different person.
	"That is new," I say.
	"I have been thinking it for weeks." He shrugs, a gesture I have never seen him make before. "It seemed time to say it out loud."
	I get on my bike. I ride home through the dark streets with the record tucked carefully in my bag and the Post-it folded in my pocket and the word Sunshine echoing in my ears.
	Tomorrow I walk into a boardroom and tell the truth.
	Tonight I have a jazz record to listen to. Eventually. When I am ready.
	When I get home, I put the record on my kitchen table next to the calendar invite still glowing on my laptop screen. I make tea. I sit.
	Three months later, my tote bags live by his door. His curatorial notes fill the margins of my dissertation drafts. Tristan's insulin costs are handled by both of us and talked about openly. I pay for coffee every third morning, and he has stopped arguing.
	On the night my thesis is accepted, I come home to find a new first edition on my kitchen table, his handwriting in the margins alongside the original owner's notes. I open my tin of expensive chocolate.
	This time, I take a piece for myself. << If this line is going to be used in the next chapter, then I would omit this usage and keep the other one.
	Epilogue
	Chapter Six
	Isolde Fenwick
	Three months later, his kitchen still smells like cedar and old paper, even though he hasn't worked at the Foundation in ninety-two days.
	I stand at the counter with my second cup of coffee, watching him frown at his laptop like it has personally offended him. The morning light catches the silver at his temples, the reading glasses he pretends he doesn't need perched on his nose. He's wearing the sweater I bought him from the Atlantic Avenue thrift shop, the one with the slightly uneven hem that cost eleven dollars and made him look at me like I'd handed him something priceless.
	"You're staring," he says without looking up.
	"You're frowning at a spreadsheet. It's concerning."
	"It's your dissertation budget. Someone has to track the conference registration deadlines."
	I cross the kitchen and look over his shoulder. He's built an entire color-coded system for my academic calendar, cross-referenced with submission windows and funding opportunities. Three months ago, this would have made me want to throw something. Now I just kiss the top of his head and steal his coffee.
	"That's mine," he says.
	"I know."
	He catches my wrist before I can retreat, pulls me down into his lap. The laptop gets shoved aside with zero ceremony. His hands settle on my hips like they belong there, like they've always belonged there, and the truth is that after ninety-two days I still haven't gotten used to this. The ease of it. The way he touches me like touching me is the most natural thing in the world.
	"Your advisor called while you were in the shower," he says against my collarbone. "Something about a revised committee schedule."
	"Dr. Adisa can wait."
	"She said it was urgent."
	"Everything is urgent to Dr. Adisa. That's her entire personality."
	He laughs, and the sound of it still catches me off guard. Everett Voss laughing in his kitchen on a Tuesday morning, his hands warm through my borrowed t-shirt, his schedule cleared because he wanted to be here when I got the call about my thesis defense date. Three months ago he ran a Foundation with the precision of a military operation. Now he's tracking my conference deadlines and making sure I eat breakfast.
	The transformation should feel impossible. It doesn't.
	My phone buzzes on the counter. I ignore it.
	"That's the third time," he says.
	"I know."
	"It could be important."
	"It's Tristan. He wants to know if you're coming to his thing on Saturday."
	Everett goes still in that particular way he has, the way that means something just shifted in his chest. "His thing?"
	"The diabetes support group he started at his community college. He's doing a presentation on insurance navigation. He wants you there."
	"He wants me there."
	"That's what I said."
	"Why would he want me there?"
	I lean back to look at him, really look at him. The uncertainty in his face is so raw it makes my throat tight. Three months of shared dinners and honest conversations, three months of him learning how to be part of something instead of in control of it, and he still doesn't quite believe he's allowed to stay.
	"Because you helped him," I say. "Not by throwing money at the problem. By sitting with him last month and walking him through how to appeal the insurance denial. By showing up."
	"That was just practical."
	"That was everything."
	He doesn't say anything. His hand comes up to my face, thumb tracing my cheekbone, and the tenderness in the gesture makes me want to cry and laugh at the same time. This man who rebuilt himself into systems and distance, who kept a Post-it note in his pocket for six days because he couldn't explain why, who gave up the thing he'd built his whole identity around because he couldn't stand to have it between us.
	"I'll come," he says quietly. "If you want me there."
	"I want you there. Tristan wants you there. My mother wants you there, and she's terrifying, so you should probably be flattered."
	"Your mother called me 'that man' for the first six weeks."
	"She calls everyone 'that man' until they prove themselves. You passed when you fixed her garbage disposal."
	"I watched a YouTube video."
	"She doesn't know that. Let her have the illusion."
	He laughs again, and I catch it with my mouth, kiss him slow and thorough until we're both breathing harder than we should be at nine in the morning. His hands slide under my shirt, warm against my spine, and I'm seriously considering dragging him back to bed when my phone buzzes again.
	I groan against his mouth. "Tristan has no boundaries."
	"He's nineteen. Boundaries are theoretical."
	"You're defending him now?"
	"I'm observing. There's a difference."
	I pull back, grab my phone, and find three texts from my brother.
	The first one: saturday 2pm dont be late Italicize the text messages for emphasis.
	The second: tell everett to wear something normal not his weird fancy stuff
	The third: also mom wants to know if hes allergic to anything because shes making her chicken thing
	I show Everett the screen. He reads the texts, and something in his face shifts. Softens. Like he's seeing something he didn't expect to find.
	"His weird fancy stuff," he says.
	"He means your cashmere."
	"I don't have that much cashmere."
	"You have four cashmere sweaters. I counted."
	"Three. You stole one."
	"Borrowed. There's a difference."
	He looks at me, and the expression on his face is so open it makes my chest ache. This is what it looks like when Everett Voss lets someone in. Not the controlled performance, not the system he built to keep everyone at arm's length. Just him, sitting in his kitchen in a thrift-store sweater, reading texts from my teenage brother about his mother's chicken.
	"Tell him I'm not allergic to anything," he says. "And I'll wear the blue button-down."
	"The one with the tiny checks?"
	"You said it made me look approachable."
	"I said it made you look like you might occasionally experience human emotions."
	"Same thing."
	I text Tristan back, and then I text my mother, and then I put the phone face-down on the counter and climb back into Everett's lap. He catches me like he's been waiting for exactly this, arms wrapping around my waist, face pressing into my neck.
	"Your thesis defense is in three weeks," he murmurs against my skin.
	"I know."
	"Dr. Adisa thinks you're ready."
	"Dr. Adisa has been wrong before."
	"Not about you. Not about this."
	I pull back to look at him. "You talked to her?"
	"She called last week. Wanted to discuss your committee's preliminary feedback." He pauses. "And to apologize for telling you to run from me."
	"She didn't apologize."
	"She said, and I'm quoting, 'I may have underestimated which of you was the danger.'"
	"That's not an apology."
	"For Dr. Adisa, it's practically a sonnet."
	I laugh, and the sound fills his kitchen the way my tote bags fill the space by his door, the way his handwriting fills the margins of my dissertation drafts. Three months of building something together, one ordinary moment at a time.
	The archive room is still there, in the Foundation's thirty-first floor. I went back once, two weeks after the board meeting, to collect the books I'd left in my office. The standing lamps were off. The Baldwin letter hung in its case, untouched. I stood in the doorway for a long moment, remembering the weight of him against me, the cedar-and-ink smell of his jacket, the way he'd said tell me to stop like he was already bracing for the word.
	I didn't say it then. I'm not going to say it now.
	"I have something for you," he says.
	"It's not my birthday."
	"I'm aware."
	He shifts me off his lap, crosses to the drawer by the refrigerator, and comes back with something wrapped in brown paper. The package is small, rectangular, tied with twine that looks like it came from the same place as my tote canvas bags.
	I unwrap it slowly.
	Inside is a first edition. Not the one I found at the Crown Heights thrift shop, the one I left on the Foundation's reception desk the day I resigned. This is different. Older. The spine is cracked in places, the pages yellowed with age, and when I open the cover I find two sets of handwriting.
	The first is faded, cramped, decades old. Notes in the margins from a reader who loved this book enough to argue with it.
	The second is Everett's. His precise, architectural script, weaving between the older annotations. Adding to them. Continuing a conversation that started before either of us was born.
	"I found it at an estate sale in Brooklyn Heights," he says. "Three weeks ago. The original owner was a schoolteacher in the fifties. She wrote to the author once, asked about a passage she couldn't understand. He wrote back." He pauses. "I added my notes after. I wanted you to have all of it. The conversation, not just the book."
	I look at the pages. At the two voices tangled together, fifty years and one kitchen apart.
	"This is," I start, and my voice catches. "Everett."
	"I know it's not the same as the one you found. The one you gave back. But I thought." He stops. Tries again. "I thought maybe a conversation was better than a possession."
	I set the book on the counter. Cross the kitchen in three steps. Take his face in my hands.
	"You gave up the Foundation," I say.
	"I gave up a job."
	"You gave up a job you built your entire identity around."
	"I built a new one." His hands come up to cover mine. "You taught me that was possible."
	"I taught you how to argue about book curation in annotated footnotes."
	"Same thing."
	I kiss him. Slow and deep, the kind of kiss that means I love you and I forgive you and I'm staying, all at once. He kisses me back like he's been waiting his whole life for this, like every controlled moment and careful distance was just the long way around to here.
	When we break apart, I'm crying. Not sad tears. The other kind.
	"I have chocolate," I say. "The expensive kind. From the tin."
	"The tin you never open?"
	"I opened it last night. When the thesis acceptance came through."
	"You ate your emergency chocolate?"
	"I ate my celebration chocolate. There's a difference."
	He laughs, and I laugh, and the sound fills his kitchen like sunlight through the glass walls of a thirty-first-floor office, like a jazz fragment hummed unconsciously over a laptop at midnight.
	We eat chocolate at his counter while the coffee gets cold. He tells me about the consulting work he's been doing, helping smaller archives with their acquisition strategies. I tell him about the Crown Heights library's new reading series, the one Mrs. Patterson finally convinced the city to fund. Tristan texts again, this time with a photo of the presentation slides he's working on, and Everett spends ten minutes helping me edit the suggestions I send back.
	This is what it looks like. Not the grand gesture or the dramatic confession. Just two people choosing each other, over and over, in the smallest possible ways.
	Later, I bike to the library with my laptop and my notes and my grandmother's photograph tucked in my bag. Mrs. Patterson meets me at the door with a mug of tea and a stack of new arrivals that need cataloging. The fluorescent light in the back room still flickers. The carpet still smells like lemon cleaner. The kids show up at two with their notebooks and their dragons and their endings that need revision.
	At four o'clock, my phone buzzes.
	Everett: Track nine is playing. Thought you should know. Italicize the text messages for emphasis.
	I text back: Hum the first four bars for me.
	His response takes three minutes: I hummed them out loud. Mrs. Chen's cat looked at me like I was deranged.
	I'm laughing when Amara tugs on my sleeve, holding up her latest story. The dragon has a happy ending this time. She's learned that's allowed.
	I help her revise the last paragraph, and I think about Everett in his kitchen with the record playing, and I think about the book with two voices in the margins, and I think about all the ways we build our lives around the things that scare us most.
	When I get home that night, my tote bags go by his door. My laptop goes on his table. The first edition goes on the shelf he cleared for my books, next to the framed photograph of my grandmother that I finally unpacked from the box I'd been avoiding for months.
	He's in the kitchen, stirring something that smells like garlic and tomatoes. The record is still playing, track nine long past, but he hasn't turned it off.
	"You're late," he says without turning around.
	"You sound like someone I used to work for."
	"Difficult man, I hear. Very grumpy."
	"The grumpiest. Terrible communication skills. Kept assigning extra reading."
	"Did any of it stick?"
	I cross the kitchen. Wrap my arms around him from behind. Press my face into the space between his shoulder blades, where he smells like cedar and ink and home.
	"All of it," I say. "Every single page."
	He turns off the stove. Turns in my arms. Looks at me like I'm something worth keeping.
	"Dinner can wait," he says.
	"Good," I say. "I have three months of catching up to do."
	He laughs against my mouth, and I pull him toward the bedroom, and the record keeps playing to an empty kitchen.
	Outside, the city hums its usual evening song. Mrs. Chen closes her bodega. The Crown Heights library locks its doors. Somewhere on the thirty-first floor of a Midtown building, the Baldwin letter hangs in its glass case, waiting for the next person who needs to stand in front of it and remember why any of this matters.
	But that's not my story anymore.
	My story is here. In a kitchen that smells like garlic and old books. In a drawer full of conference schedules and insulin co-pay receipts. In the margins of a first edition where two voices learned to share the same page.
	I keep the chocolate tin on the counter now, where I can see it. Where I can reach it.
	And sometimes, when the afternoon light hits the window just right, I take a piece for myself.

