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In 1934, Chicago was learning how to breathe again.

The papers said Prohibition was over. The headlines were loud about it—about repeal and relief and a country ready to step back into the light. Licenses were issued. Bottles reappeared behind respectable bars. Men toasted openly for the first time in years, as if legality alone could rinse the taste of secrecy from their mouths.

But habits did not vanish with a vote.

Men who had learned how to knock softly did not suddenly start pushing doors open. They still arrived after work with their coats buttoned high, their voices low, their eyes trained to notice who was watching. They still knew which places asked questions—and which did not.

Chicago had spent too long pretending not to see what lived beneath it.

Speakeasies did not close overnight. Some emerged blinking into legitimacy, their back rooms scrubbed clean, their names printed in block letters on freshly painted signs. Others chose a different path. They stayed quiet. They stayed narrow. They stayed useful.

The Obsidian Room belonged to the latter.

It had never existed for the liquor.

Even now—especially now—it was not the drinking that mattered. It was what happened when the noise of the street fell away. When the men who descended its stairs were no longer required to perform strength, or certainty, or desire they did not recognize as their own.

The Room had been built during scarcity and pressure, when restraint was praised and honesty was dangerous. It had learned how to survive by remaining unnamed. By changing hands without changing purpose. By understanding that when the world shifted, the underground always followed—carefully, deliberately.

By 1934, the Obsidian Room had begun to sense the change above it.

Men came differently now. Less frantic. Less afraid of the law. But no less burdened. The rules of the world had loosened, yet the rules inside them had not. If anything, the confusion made the need sharper. What had once been forbidden by law was now forbidden by habit, by marriage, by reputation, by the quiet agreements men made with themselves in order to survive daylight.

The Room noticed these men.

It always had.

It noticed the ones who waited rather than rushed. The ones who listened before speaking. The ones who carried their lives like weight and were tired of deciding where to set it down. It noticed when two men arrived separately but left with the same stillness in their posture. When glances lingered longer than they should. When routine began to bend.

The Obsidian Room did not create these things.

It recognized them.

As Chicago learned how to drink openly again, the Room prepared to move. Not because it feared exposure, but because it understood permanence. Places that survived did so by knowing when to change location without changing shape. When to remain hidden even as the city insisted it no longer needed hiding.

Aboveground, men returned home to wives and warm kitchens and familiar responsibilities. They sat at tables and spoke of shifts and prices and the ordinary work of staying afloat. Life continued, outwardly intact.

But after midnight, the rules were different.

And the Obsidian Room waited—for the men who would soon discover that legality did not mean freedom, and that some desires, once recognized, refused to remain contained by daylight.

1934

Chicago, Illinois

After midnight, the rules were different.
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The whistle blows at four-thirty, sharp enough to cut through bone.

I straighten before it finishes sounding, hands already moving, because the floor doesn’t reward hesitation. It never has. Machines slow reluctantly, belts shudder into silence, and the air holds onto the heat like it resents letting us go. Sweat sticks my shirt to my back. My arms ache in the familiar way—the kind of ache that means tomorrow will feel exactly the same.

Tom Callahan shuts down the press beside mine with the same economy he uses for everything. No wasted movement. No hurry. He wipes his hands on a rag, folds it once, tucks it into his pocket. I’ve noticed that about him—how he folds things. How he stands. Like his body understands where it belongs even when the world doesn’t.

“Long day,” I say, because silence feels stranger than conversation after ten hours of noise.

“Same as yesterday,” he replies.

His voice is low, even. Irish lilt softened by Chicago years. It doesn’t invite more, but it doesn’t shut me out either. We’ve worked the same line for months now, close enough that our shoulders brush if one of us shifts wrong. Close enough that I know the rhythm of his breathing without ever looking.

We clock out with the others, the punchcards lined up like confessions. Men peel away quickly—some to bars that can finally call themselves bars, some to home, some to nowhere in particular. The street outside the factory is gray with late afternoon, coal dust clinging to cuffs and collars.

Tom buttons his coat. I do the same.

“You ready to go?” he asks.

I hesitate, surprised by the question. “Yeah.”

“Let’s go.”

That’s how it starts. Not intention. Just overlap.

We fall into step without thinking about it. The sidewalk is crowded at first, men spilling out in clusters, but it thins as we move west. The city breathes differently away from the factory—quieter, slower, like it’s holding something back.

“Sarah’s got a pot on tonight,” Tom says after a few blocks. “Claims she found a cheaper butcher.”

“Let me know if it’s true,” I say. “Helen’s convinced prices only go one way.”

He smiles—not wide, not often—but something loosens in my chest at the sight of it. “They talk?”

“Seems like it,” I say. “Stoop mostly. Recipes. Complaints. Same things, different days.”

“Probably good for them.”

“Probably,” I agree.

Our building comes into view sooner than I expect—a narrow brick thing wedged between taller neighbors, stoop worn smooth by years of feet. Home. Or what passes for it. We are neighbors who live in the same building.

Tom slows. So do I.

“Home-sweet-home,” he says.

“Yeah.”

We stop, facing the door, neither of us reaching for it. I can hear voices upstairs—women, laughter drifting faintly through an open window. The ordinary sound of a life continuing.

Tom glances at me, then back at the street. “You ever stop after work?” he asks.

“Where?”

He nods down the block. There’s a place there that’s been quiet for years—no sign, no music spilling out, just a narrow door that opens when it decides to. I’ve passed it a hundred times without letting myself wonder too much.

“Sometimes,” I say. It’s not exactly a lie. I’ve stood outside it before. I’ve listened.

He considers me for a moment. “One drink,” he says. “Helps take the edge off.”

The edge. I know exactly what he means.

“Yeah,” I say. “All right.”

We don’t tell the wives. Not because it feels wrong—because it feels unnecessary. One drink isn’t a confession. It’s a pause.

Inside, the light is low and warm, amber catching on glass and wood. The room hums instead of shouts. Men sit close but not touching, coats draped carefully, voices kept low out of habit more than fear. The law may have changed, but bodies remember.

Tom orders. I don’t question it.

We take our glasses to a small table near the wall. The liquor burns clean, steady. I let my shoulders drop a fraction.

“Feels different,” I say.

“What does?”

“Being able to come in without knocking.”

He huffs a quiet laugh. “Does it?”

I think of the way the door still closes behind us. Of the way the room holds itself. “Maybe not.”

We sit, drink slowly. He talks more than me; he talks about the line, the foreman, a belt that’s been slipping for weeks. Ordinary things. Necessary things. And underneath it, I feel something—an awareness that feels new and not new at the same time.

Tom sets his glass down first. “You always this quiet?”

“Only when I’m thinking.”

“About?”

I shrug. “How tired I am.”

He nods like that makes sense. Like it’s answer enough.

When we leave, it’s darker outside. The streetlamps have come on, light pooling at our feet. We walk back in step, closer now without deciding to be.

At the stoop, the door opens before we reach it.

“Eddie,” Helen says, smiling. “You’re late.”

“Stopped for a drink,” I say.

Her eyes flick to Tom, then back to me. No judgment. Just noting.

“Tom,” Sarah says from behind her. “I saved you some.”

He nods, polite. “Thank you.”

We go up together, parting at our doors with a shared look that lingers a second too long.

“Tomorrow,” Tom says quietly.

“Tomorrow,” I echo.

Inside, Helen asks about my day. I answer. I eat. I sit. But my mind keeps circling back—to the rhythm of Tom’s steps beside mine, to the way my body seemed to settle when he spoke.

Later, lying in the dark, I listen to the building breathe. Pipes knock. A door closes somewhere below. The city moves on.

I think of the bar. Of the quiet. Of the way one drink felt like permission to stop holding myself so tight.

And I think, for the first time without knowing why, that tomorrow might not feel exactly the same.

***
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OUR BUILDING WAKES before it wants to.

I hear it every morning—the groan of pipes, the soft thud of footsteps overhead, the cough of someone already dressed and late. It smells like boiled coffee and yesterday’s coal dust, like wool coats drying too slowly in narrow hallways. It’s not a place anyone dreams of living, but it holds us all the same.

Helen hums while she ties her hair back. She does it without thinking, the tune always the same. I watch her from the doorway, leaning my shoulder against the frame.

“You’re staring,” she says, smiling without looking up.

“Just listening.”

She turns then, studies me with that quiet attentiveness that made me marry her. “You slept better.”

I hesitate. “Did I?”

“You didn’t toss,” she says. “Didn’t mutter either.”

I didn’t dream. Or if I did, it slipped away before morning could catch it.

“That drink must’ve helped,” she adds, light, teasing.

“Maybe.”

She kisses my cheek and reaches for her coat. “Sarah and I are going to the market later. You’ll be back by supper?”

“Should be.”

She nods, satisfied, and steps into the hallway. I follow a moment later, locking the door behind me.

Tom and Sarah are already there.

Sarah stands with her basket hooked over one arm, coat buttoned neatly. She’s practical in a way that feels deliberate, as though she’s learned the value of appearing unruffled. Tom waits beside her, hands in his pockets, hat pulled low.

“Mornin’,” he says.

“Morning,” I answer.

Helen brightens. “Sarah, I wanted to ask you about that butcher you mentioned.”

Sarah laughs. “Turns out he was exaggerating. But he’s still cheaper than the others.”

“That’s something,” Helen says.

They fall into step together immediately, heads inclined, voices soft. I watch them go, struck by how natural it looks—two women finding comfort in shared routines.

Tom and I follow a few paces behind.

“They seem to get on,” I say.

“They do,” he replies. “Good thing, too. Makes things easier.”

Easier. The word sits between us.

At the corner, the women split off toward the market. Sarah squeezes Tom’s arm before she goes.

“Don’t forget,” she says. “You promised.”

“I won’t.”

Helen waves at me. “Try not to work yourself to the bone.”

I smile. “No promises.”

Then it’s just Tom and me again, walking the rest of the way to the factory. The street is damp from last night’s rain. Our boots scuff in near unison.

“You ever think about moving?” I ask, not sure why the thought surfaces now.

He glances at me. “Sometimes. But rent’s fair. And it’s close to the line.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s what I tell myself.”

Inside the factory, the day settles into its rhythm. Machines roar back to life. Heat builds. Time stretches thin and relentless. Tom works beside me, steady as ever, correcting a misfeed before it becomes a problem, catching my eye just long enough to signal what needs doing.

I follow without thinking.

It’s not submission. Not yet. It’s efficiency. Trust.

Still, I feel it—how my body eases when he’s near, how the work feels more manageable when I take cues from him. It unsettles me enough that I drop a bolt, the clatter sharp against the din.

“You all right?” he asks, already crouching to help.

“Yeah,” I say quickly. “Just distracted.”

He hands the bolt back, fingers brushing mine for a fraction of a second. Heat flares, brief and confusing.

“You want to switch positions?” he asks. “Might give your arms a break.”

I nod, grateful for the excuse. He signals the foreman without fuss, and we swap places, the line barely noticing.

Later, at lunch, we sit together on overturned crates. Bread, cheese, the same thin apple slices. Nothing special.

“You heading straight home tonight?” he asks.

“Probably,” I say. “You?”

He shrugs. “Depends how the day sits.”

I know what he means. Some days cling to you longer.

When the whistle finally blows again, I feel the same strange anticipation I did yesterday—a sense that something is waiting beyond the routine. We walk home together once more, stop at the same quiet bar, take the same small table.

This time, the silence between us feels different. Not awkward. Charged.

“You ever feel like the days just stack up?” I ask suddenly. “Like you’re carrying them all at once?”

Tom studies his glass. “Yeah.”

“And the nights?”

He looks at me then, really looks. “Those are harder.”

The admission lands softly, but it stays.

Back at the building, the hallway smells of stew and soap. Sarah and Helen’s voices drift from one of the apartments—laughter, then a hush as we pass.

Tom stops outside his door. I stop at mine.

“Tomorrow?” he says again.

“Tomorrow,” I answer.

By the time I get inside and take off my coat, Helen is back and talking to me about the market; about Sarah’s plans for Sunday supper. I listen, nodding in the right places. But part of me stays in the hallway, replaying the way Tom said nights were harder.

Lying in bed later, I stare at the ceiling and think about the building—how it holds us all in place, keeps our lives aligned whether we mean them to be or not.

I think about the factory. The bar. The walk between.

And I wonder, quietly, what it would feel like to stop deciding everything on my own.

***
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BY THE THIRD NIGHT in a row, it feels less like a decision and more like habit.

We don’t talk about it on the walk. We don’t need to. When we reach the corner, Tom turns without looking at me, and I follow. The door opens after a pause, the same quiet assessment as always, and then we’re inside.
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