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Rose Calloway woke up to a cold bed and a colder apartment.

The left side of the mattress still held the impression of Rachel's body. A shallow dip in the memory foam, already fading. Four years of sleeping beside someone and this was what remained. A dent.

She reached across and pressed her palm flat against the empty sheet. Cool cotton. No warmth. Rachel must have packed while Rose slept, because the closet door hung open and half the hangers swung bare.

Rose pulled herself upright. Her eyes burned. Puffy, she guessed, without checking the mirror. She'd cried for two hours straight last night, curled on her side while Rachel stood over her explaining why this wasn't working anymore in that calm, measured voice she used for everything. Explaining it like she was reading the terms and conditions on a software update.

I love you but I'm not in love with you.

We've become roommates, Rose.

You deserve someone who makes you feel alive.

Every breakup cliche in the book, delivered with the emotional range of a GPS giving directions. Turn left. Recalculating. Relationship terminated.

The apartment on West 74th was Rose's. Had always been Rose's. Rachel moved in after eight months of dating, sliding into the space like water filling a glass. Now the glass was half empty. Or half full. Depends on your outlook.

Rose's outlook at 6:47 on a Tuesday morning was decidedly half empty.

She dragged herself to the bathroom. The mirror confirmed what she expected. Bloodshot blue eyes staring back at her from a face that looked five years older than thirty six. Her light brown hair, usually bouncy and shoulder length with a slight wave to it, hung flat and tangled around her face. The tip of her nose was red.

"You look like shit," she told her reflection.

Her reflection agreed.

Rose brushed her teeth. Washed her face. Applied concealer under her eyes with the precision of a surgeon and the desperation of a woman who did not want her coworkers asking what was wrong. She was not ready to say the words Rachel left me out loud. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

She dressed on autopilot. Black pants. A soft cream blouse that buttoned to the collarbone. Comfortable flats because heels required a level of effort she couldn't summon. Her bra, a simple nude number, sat snug against her small chest. Rose had always been slight. Narrow hips, B cup breasts that sat perky and high on her frame, a waist that nipped in without trying. People told her she looked younger than thirty six. She never knew if that was a compliment or if they were just saying she looked like she hadn't figured her life out yet.

Both, probably.

She grabbed her bag, her keys, and a granola bar she wouldn't eat. The subway was the same as always. Packed. Smelling of coffee and sweat and someone's too-strong cologne. She wedged herself between a tall man in a grey suit and a woman reading a romance novel with a shirtless cowboy on the cover. The cowboy's abs glistened.

Rose stared at her shoes and thought about Rachel.

They'd met at a gallery opening in Chelsea. Rose had been looking at a photograph of a woman's hands folded in her lap, shot in black and white, and Rachel had appeared beside her and said, "It's about loss." Rose had turned and looked at this striking woman, red hair pulled back, freckles scattered across her nose, confidence radiating from every pore, and said, "I thought it was about patience."

Rachel smiled.

That was it. Four years ago. Four years of Sunday brunches and shared Netflix accounts and arguments about whose turn it was to buy toilet paper. Four years of sex that started passionate and ended perfunctory. Four years of Rose saying I love you and Rachel saying it back in a way that sounded more and more like habit.

The subway lurched and Rose grabbed the pole. Her granola bar fell out of her bag and landed on the floor. She left it there.

Pinnacle Pension Solutions occupied floors 14 through 17 of a building on Lexington Avenue that had been built in the eighties and never updated. The carpets were grey. The walls were off white. The ceiling tiles were that pocked, acoustic material that made everything feel like a dentist's waiting room. Rose had worked there for eleven years, starting as a data entry clerk and working her way up to senior administrator in the client services department.

She loved her job. This was not something most people understood. Pensions were not sexy. Pensions were not exciting. But Rose liked order. She liked helping people. She liked the quiet satisfaction of solving a problem, of finding a missing contribution, of calling a retired teacher and telling them their pension was sorted and they could stop worrying. It made her feel useful in a way that nothing else in her life quite managed.

Her desk was near the window on the fifteenth floor. She had a succulent named Gerald and a small framed photo of her parents that she'd placed there her first week and never moved. Rachel's photo used to sit beside it. She'd taken it home two months ago, telling herself the frame was ugly. The truth was she'd stopped wanting to look at Rachel's face during the workday.

Should have seen the breakup coming, really.

Rose settled into her chair and turned on her computer. The screen blinked to life. 247 emails. A normal Tuesday. She opened the first one, read three words, and realized she'd absorbed none of them.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Rachel.

Left my yoga mat. Can I pick it up Thursday?

Rose stared at the message. Four years and this is what it came down to. A yoga mat. She typed back fine and put her phone in her drawer face down.

"Morning, Rose."

She looked up. Kevin from compliance stood at the edge of her cubicle with a mug that said WORLD'S OKAY-EST DAD. He was fifty three, balding, kind in that vague way that men who never really thought about other people's feelings were sometimes kind.

"Morning, Kev."

"You okay? You look a bit peaky."

"Didn't sleep great."

"Ah. There's fresh coffee in the kitchen. The good stuff. Someone brought in beans from that new place on 3rd."

"Thanks."

He nodded and moved on. Rose let out a breath. That was fine. She could do this. Just get through the day. One email at a time. One phone call at a time. Don't think about the empty apartment waiting for her at the end of it.

By lunchtime she'd managed to process six cases, eat half a sandwich she didn't taste, and cry once in the bathroom stall furthest from the door. Quick and quiet, dabbing her eyes with toilet paper and reapplying concealer. Nobody noticed. Or if they did, they didn't say.

The afternoon dragged. At four thirty, her manager Diane stopped by with a stack of onboarding paperwork.

"New starter next Monday," Diane said, dropping the folder on Rose's desk. "Graduate trainee for the admin team. She'll be sitting with you for the first couple of weeks until she gets her feet under her. Show her the ropes, yeah?"

"Sure." Rose flipped open the folder. A headshot was paperclipped to the top page. Young woman. Twenty two, according to the DOB on the form. Dark blonde hair falling past her shoulders in loose waves. Full lips curved in a nervous smile for the camera. Pretty. More than pretty. There was something warm about her face, even in a passport sized photo.

Melody Ashworth. That was the name on the form.

"She seemed lovely at interview," Diane added. "Bit shy but very eager. Good degree. I think you two will get along."

Rose nodded and closed the folder. A new person to train. Good. Distraction was what she needed right now. Something to focus on that wasn't the Rachel shaped hole in her chest.

She left work at five thirty. The subway home was worse than the morning. More crowded. Hotter. Someone's elbow in her ribs the whole way.

The apartment was dark when she got in. Quiet. She kicked off her shoes by the door and stood in the hallway for a long moment. Rachel's coat was gone from the hook. Her shoes from the rack. The small ceramic bowl where she kept her rings was gone from the console table, leaving a dust ring in its shape.

Rose made pasta. Ate it standing at the kitchen counter. Drank a glass of wine. Then another. Called her mother, listened to twenty minutes of sympathetic clucking and unsolicited advice about joining a book club. Hung up. Poured a third glass of wine and sat on the sofa with her legs curled beneath her.

The TV was off. The apartment ticked and settled around her. Pipes in the walls. The fridge humming.

She thought about Melody Ashworth's photo. That nervous smile. Twenty two. God, what was it like to be twenty two? Rose couldn't remember. She'd been in her first proper job, sharing a flat in Queens with two other girls, going to bars on the weekend, kissing strangers. She'd been thin and bright eyed and full of something she couldn't name anymore. Hope, maybe.

She finished her wine and went to bed. The left side of the mattress was still cold.
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Four miles across the city, in a studio apartment above a dry cleaners in Astoria, Melody Ashworth sat on the edge of her bed with her face in her hands.

The apartment was small. A single room that served as bedroom, living room, and kitchen, separated from the bathroom by a door that didn't quite close flush. The walls were thin. She could hear her downstairs neighbour's TV through the floor, some late night talk show host's tinny laughter seeping up through the boards.

Melody was naked. She'd just gotten out of the shower, towel abandoned on the bathroom floor, and now she sat on her bed with water still beading on her skin and dripping from the ends of her hair onto her thighs.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





