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	The bear’s name was Marcus, and every morning for three years Nadia had walked past it without thinking, until the morning she walked past it and couldn’t stop.

	
ACT ONE: WHAT THE SILENCE COST

	Chapter One

	BEFORE

	Nadia

	The drafting table was six inches longer than any desk she’d owned in her marriage, and Nadia had chosen it on purpose. She hadn’t told herself that at the time. At the time she’d told herself it was a practical decision—she needed room for the new topographic overlays, the site plans for the Wicker Park project were running large—but she knew. She’d known when she slid the tape measure across the showroom floor and felt something quiet and deliberate settle in her chest, some small, private act of claiming. This is mine. All of it. Mine.

	It was six-fourteen in the morning.

	The city was doing what the city did before the rest of the world remembered it existed: making itself, in the blue-grey hour between streetlights and sunrise, into something almost beautiful. From her window she could see the roofline of the building across the alley, the water tower on Paulina Street, the faint amber glow where the el tracks curved north. She’d drawn that curve. She’d drafted the adaptive reuse proposal for the warehouse below it, the one that had won the AIA award last spring and sat framed on the wall behind her desk in a position she told herself was accidental and was not.

	She had her coffee. She had her drafting pencils arranged by grade in the ceramic cup her mother had sent from Oaxaca. She had the soft snore of the white-noise machine filtering down the hall from Ellie’s room, that familiar rhythm, her daughter’s sleeping breath, the sound that had been the most reliable fact of her life for three years.

	She had everything she needed.

	She kept telling herself that. She’d gotten very good at it.

	* * *

	The bear was on the shelf above Ellie’s bed.

	Nadia didn’t look at it when she put Ellie to sleep. She’d trained herself out of that the way you trained yourself out of pressing on a bruise—not through willpower, exactly, just through the gradual accumulation of days in which you chose to look somewhere else. The bear was brown, well-worn at the ears, purchased from a hospital gift shop when she was eight months pregnant and could not sleep and had walked to the convenience store at two in the morning just to have somewhere to walk to, and had seen it in the window and bought it without thinking. She’d brought it home and put it on the shelf she’d already assembled in the room she’d already painted, and two years later—when Ellie was old enough to name things, old enough to move through the world with opinions and language and a ferocious sense of ownership over everything she loved—she had pointed at the bear and said: “Marcus.”

	Nadia had asked her where she’d gotten the name.

	“It’s his name,” Ellie had said, with the authority of a person for whom names were simply facts, not choices.

	Nadia had said: “Okay, bug.” And she had not moved the bear.

	She still wasn’t sure, three years in, what that said about her.

	* * *

	At six-forty-five, the white-noise machine stopped.

	This was the signal. It had been the signal since Ellie was nine months old and had learned to reach up and swipe at the button with one fat, imperious hand, furious at being contained by sleep when there was a whole apartment to investigate. Nadia had laughed the first time. She’d laughed for weeks, every morning, the way she’d laughed through a lot of those early months—at necessity, at the sheer comedy of being entirely responsible for a small creature who was, it turned out, already a person with preferences and complaints and very firm ideas about the correct time to wake up.

	Laughing had been easier than the alternative.

	She heard the small sounds of Ellie arranging herself—the thump of feet meeting the floor, the specific drag of the bear being pulled off the shelf—and then the door opened and Ellie appeared in the hallway, three years old and disheveled and wearing the pajamas with the yellow moons that had been through the wash so many times they’d gone soft as skin.

	She was holding the bear by one ear.

	“Morning, bug,” Nadia said.

	“Marcus is hungry,” Ellie announced.

	“Marcus will have to wait like the rest of us.”

	Ellie considered this, decided it was acceptable, and climbed into the kitchen chair with the stack of books on it that served as a booster, settling the bear in her lap with the careful deliberateness of a woman at a business lunch. Nadia poured the small amount of coffee she allowed herself before switching to water, broke two eggs into the pan, and thought about nothing. She was very good at thinking about nothing. She had built entire mornings out of it—the weight of the spatula, the sound of the eggs setting, the way Ellie narrated whatever conversation she was having with the bear in a low, private murmur that was not meant for Nadia to hear.

	This was her life. It was good. She said so to herself regularly, not as reassurance but as fact, the way you’d note the weight-bearing capacity of a load-bearing wall. Sound. Structurally sound.

	* * *

	She’d been an architect for eight years.

	She’d been a mother for three.

	She’d been a wife for four, and for one year of that, technically still a wife with a signature she hadn’t changed yet and a legal status that hadn’t caught up with what her kitchen floor already knew.

	She didn’t think about that last part. Not in the mornings. The mornings were Ellie and eggs and the drafting table and the city arranging itself outside the window. The mornings were hers.

	Her phone was face-down on the counter. She turned it over to check the calendar—she had a ten o’clock, a new client intake, the Hartfield group, the historic preservation case she’d been brought in for. She’d read the brief twice already. Mixed-use adaptive reuse on a former industrial block off Fulton Market, complicated by the city’s landmark designation and a financing arrangement that involved, apparently, an external legal team being brought in alongside the city’s planning counsel.

	She scrolled past the meeting reminder.

	She poured juice for Ellie.

	She did not look at the bear.

	* * *

	The building where Nadia worked—a boutique firm called Kessler & Vane, six architects, two junior associates, and a culture of bringing very good wine to Friday reviews—occupied the third floor of a converted printing warehouse in the West Loop. The exposed brick was original. The beams were original. The conference room had a window that faced the tracks and every twenty minutes the el went past and rattled the mugs and nobody mentioned it anymore, the way you stopped hearing something once it became part of the structure of your days.

	She liked it there. She’d chosen it carefully—she’d chosen everything carefully, in the years after, with the specific attention of a person who had learned, in the worst possible way, what happened when you stopped paying attention. She’d chosen the apartment on Hoyne for the afternoon light and the proximity to Ellie’s daycare. She’d chosen the drafting table. She’d chosen this firm, Kessler’s slightly chaotic energy and Vane’s meticulous drafting standards, the combination of the two, which was exactly, she’d thought on the day she accepted the offer, what she was trying to be. Ordered and a little alive.

	She arrived at eight-thirty. She made a second coffee. She sat at her desk and reviewed the brief again and made notes in the margins and did not think about why the external legal team was being brought in, did not think about law firms, did not think about the specific category of man who worked in law, who moved through the world in suits and with authority and who had once looked at her across a party they’d both been dragged to by mutual friends and said, with no apparent awareness of how devastating it would turn out to be: “Have we met? I feel like we’ve met.”

	She made her notes. She drank her coffee.

	At nine-fifty-five, she picked up the brief and her notepad and walked down the hall to the conference room.

	* * *

	The room was already set up. Cara, the office manager, had put water on the table and the good pens and the little ceramic dishes of mints that Nadia had never eaten but found oddly comforting, the gesture of being expected, of a room arranged for your arrival.

	The clients weren’t there yet.

	The legal team wasn’t there yet.

	She sat in her usual seat, second from the head, and opened her notepad to a clean page, and wrote the date at the top the way she always did, and drew a small line under it, and waited.

	This was the last ordinary thing she did for quite some time.

	 


ACT ONE: WHAT THE SILENCE COST

	Chapter Two

	WHAT THE KITCHEN FLOOR REMEMBERS

	Nadia

	The memory came to her that afternoon, while she was standing at the sink rinsing Ellie’s lunch dishes and watching the alley cat that lived behind the restaurant across the way make its slow, contemptuous way across the fence top.

	She hadn’t summoned it. She never did. The memory of that Tuesday had no respect for context—it arrived when it wanted, through whatever gap appeared in whatever wall she’d built that week. The smell of Marcus’s cologne on someone else in an elevator. A specific angle of city light. The word “late” in any sentence about any man, in any context whatsoever.

	Today it arrived through a door she’d left open without knowing: she was thinking about the ten o’clock, the new client, the legal team that hadn’t arrived yet. She’d been thinking about law firms, and law firms led, involuntarily, to a particular Thursday afternoon when she’d sat across from a man in a grey suit at a table in a mediator’s office and signed her name on a line that unmade four years of her life.

	And that led, as it always did, to the night before the night before that.

	It led to the kitchen floor.

	* * *

	She had known something was wrong.

	She wanted to be clear about this—not to him, not anymore, but to herself, in the privacy of whatever tribunal she’d been running in her own head since the morning she’d packed a bag and driven away from the penthouse with her jaw clenched and her hands steady on the wheel and three weeks’ worth of unspoken knowledge vibrating in her chest like a tuning fork.

	She had known. Not the specifics. Not the name, not the four months, not the particular texts that would later organize themselves in her memory into a kind of terrible poetry for the specific way they communicated intimacy without affection, the shorthand of two people who had talked long enough to develop a private language. She hadn’t known any of that. But she’d known the way your body knows things before your mind has the language for them—the changed angle of him in a room, the slight adjustment in how he occupied space when she asked about his week. The way he’d started putting his phone face-down on surfaces. A man who had never, in four years of marriage, given her a single reason to notice where he put his phone.

	She’d told herself she was imagining it.

	She’d been telling herself that for three weeks.

	* * *

	It was a Tuesday in November.

	She knew this because she’d been trying to remember if she’d turned the heat on before she left for the Wicker Park site visit, and she’d been thinking: it’s already November, I should have turned the heat on, and she’d come home at seven to find the apartment warm and his coat on the hook by the door and his phone on the kitchen counter, screen-up, which was unusual, which she’d noticed the way you notice any break in a pattern you’ve been unconsciously tracking.

	He was in the shower.

	She’d put her bag down. She’d looked at the phone. She hadn’t picked it up.

	And then it had lit up.

	The preview showed four words. Four words were enough. She didn’t need to read the rest. She could have—the phone wasn’t locked, she knew the code, she’d known it for four years, and later she would understand that he had left the phone face-up and unlocked not because he was careless but because some part of him had been waiting, in the exhausted way of a person who is sick of carrying a secret alone, for the decision to be made for him.

	She didn’t pick it up.

	She sat down on the kitchen floor.

	* * *

	The floor was cold. They’d chosen it together—honed limestone, she’d wanted the texture, the imperfection, he’d deferred to her on every surface finish in the apartment because he knew it mattered to her more and because he understood, in the way he’d understood her for most of their marriage, what it meant to her to make a space that was right. She’d overseen the installation herself. She’d run her hand along the finished surface the day the contractors left and felt something she rarely let herself feel in a professional context: pride. Uncomplicated pride.

	She sat on that floor for a long time.
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