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Chapter 1: Cracks in the Foundation
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(Seattle, a rainy October afternoon)

Rain pattered against the loft’s floor-to-ceiling windows, tracing winding paths on the cold glass. Emily Carter clutched the old photo album to her chest, her fingers grazing the worn leather binding.

Noah. The name echoed in her mind like a death knell, as heavy as the autumn sky.

On the gray linen couch, Daniel was typing on his laptop, the bluish glow of the screen carving shadows under his eyes. He had forgotten to turn on the lamps again.

“Do you mind if we look at these photos?” she asked, her voice too loud in the silence.

He barely looked up. “I have to finish this report for tomorrow. Sorry.”

Sorry. The word burned in her ears.

Two years.

Two years since they had left the hospital with empty arms, the white crib in the guest room remaining desperately unoccupied. She flipped open the album to the cursed page: a photo of herself, pregnant, beaming, her hand resting on her round belly.

Noah, 24 weeks.

The numbers flashed in her memory: 3.2 kilos. 47 centimeters. Black hair, just like yours.

The clatter of keyboard keys shattered the memory.

“Daniel... can we talk about it? Just once.”

He shut his laptop with a sharp motion. “I have a meeting at 8 AM. I’m going to bed.”

The bedroom door slammed.

Emily remained still, her clammy palms pressed against the glossy paper.

On the shelf, the snow globe they had bought at the maternity ward—“For our little warrior”—caught her eye. The artificial snow had clumped together in lifeless chunks.

Her phone vibrated.

An Instagram notification: @NathanCole_Photography liked your photo.

Her heart pounded as she clicked.

Nathan. Her Nathan. The one from feverish nights in Chicago, from empty wine bottles on paper tablecloths, from whispered promises against her neck.

His profile showed a new picture: him in Patagonia, shirtless under a waterfall, his smile just as dazzling as when he was 22. 1,234 new followers.
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