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Chapter 1


The apartment is silent in a way that used to crawl under my skin and bite. Now it just fits. I’m curled in the farthest corner of the couch, knees bracketed around the dull orange of a library book, a glass of pinot at my feet collecting condensation. The sun set hours ago, but I haven’t bothered to turn on more than a lamp—just the haloed pool over my shoulder, spotlighting the printed words and making a cave out of the living room.

I hear him before I see him. The soft pop of the fridge door. The click of his shoes on tile. The shape of him in the threshold, framed by the brittle light of the kitchen and wearing the same expression he brings to every argument: faintly amused, unhurried, as if the conversation is happening mostly for my benefit.

“Hey,” he says. His voice is velvet-smooth, practiced. “You’re up late.”

I keep my eyes on the page, but the words don’t land. They’re just shapes, the suggestion of meaning. The actual story is Jonah watching me from ten feet away, trying to decide what script to use tonight.

He lingers, and I feel him peeling back the layers—Is she mad? Is she waiting for an apology? Will she say something first? This is his idea of foreplay: tension, followed by the controlled release of casual affection.

I turn the page slowly, as if it actually matters to me. “Couldn’t sleep,” I say.

He takes it as permission and crosses the room. He’s in sweats and an ancient concert t-shirt, trying to look relaxed. He sits at the edge of the couch, not at the other end, but closer. Close enough that if I wanted to, our knees could touch. I don’t.

He leans forward, elbows on his thighs, fingers twined tightly. “You seem far away lately. Everything okay?” The concern is perfectly pitched, as if he practiced in front of the mirror. Maybe he did.

I close the book, leaving a finger between the pages. “I’m fine, Jo.”

He waits, expects a return volley: And you? Or the sweetener—are you okay? I give him nothing. I’ve learned that it’s better not to play.

His lips twitch, a micro-expression of irritation he’ll deny if I ever call it out. “Work is just...a lot right now,” he offers, as if I haven’t already memorized his tells.

I lift the glass of wine, let the cold bead along my palm. “I said I’m fine.”

There’s a time when I would have softened it. When I’d have asked about his day, or apologized for being “distant” even though he never asked what I actually wanted. Those days are fossilized somewhere under this new surface. I don’t feel like digging.

He picks up the remote and turns on the TV. The sound comes in low, some rerun he doesn’t watch but likes as background noise. He stares at the screen, not at me. His knee shifts, closing the tiny gap. An old play: physical proximity in place of intimacy.

I watch the reflection of him in the black window behind the TV. The city is just a smear of gold and gray outside, anonymous lives stacked on top of each other. The only thing real in here is the animal certainty in my chest that says: Don’t move. Don’t flinch. Don’t let him win.

“Do you want to talk?” he asks. He keeps his eyes on the TV.

I shake my head. “Not really.”

He exhales, but it’s not defeat. It’s calculation. I know he’s marking time, planning a fresh approach for tomorrow. I almost admire his stamina.

The show drones on, the laugh track punctuating the silence. I sip my wine, which tastes like nothing, and open my book again. He doesn’t move away. I pretend not to notice.

The silence is an animal, too. It settles in, making itself comfortable. I let it.
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The silence follows us into the kitchen, stretching thin and brittle as glass. Neither of us breaks it first.

We circle each other in the kitchen like ghosts who died of pettiness. I stand at the counter with a sponge in hand, drawing lazy figure eights in a puddle left by the cutting board. The overhead light is punishing, bleaching out the blue tile and making everything look forensic. I can see dust motes in the air, a hairline crack in the bowl I use every morning. It makes me want to laugh.

Jonah is at the sink, sleeves shoved up, hands busy with plates and forks and the absurdly complicated system he has for arranging the dishwasher. He doesn’t look at me. I watch his reflection in the microwave door. His jaw is clamped so tight that the shadow of it flares and recedes with each movement, a metronome of repressed commentary.

We could go all night without a word, but he’s not built for that.

“How’s that project going—the one with Daniel?” He doesn’t even bother to make it sound casual.

I wring the sponge, watching the foam bleed out. “It’s on schedule. Daniel’s handling his end.” I use his full name on purpose, not Dan like Jonah calls him when they’re together. I want to see if he notices.

He does. “Good.” A pause, thin as a sheet of printer paper. “You’ve been putting in long hours.” There it is. Not quite an accusation, but he’s circling.

“Somebody has to,” I say, but not sharply. I keep it level, as if I haven’t been keeping count of every passive swipe for months. I rinse the cloth, fold it into a neat square, set it on the counter. “I like the work.”

He glances at me then, just long enough to register my face. “I just want to make sure you’re not carrying too much.”

“I’m not.”

He’s surprised I don’t take the bait. He’s surprised I don’t fold or offer the old olive branch: Thank you for worrying, or I know you’re looking out for me. I watch him try to recalibrate.

“You don’t have to do everything yourself, Mara.” The warmth in his tone is calculated, but effective. He can be very charming when he wants to be.

I press my palms flat against the counter, letting the coolness of the Formica travel up my arms. “I’m aware.”

Another silence. He fills it with activity, rinsing a glass and ramming it into the rack with a thud that’s just a little too aggressive.

“You should let people help you sometimes,” he says, not looking at me.

I wait. The words hang there, greasy with implication. He wants me to ask what he means. I can practically taste the script: Is this about Daniel? Or maybe, Are you talking about you? Either way, he gets to play the misunderstood hero.

Instead, I say, “Why do you care?”

His hand freezes mid-air, fingers wrapped around the handle of a steak knife. He sets it down with precision, as if he’s afraid I’ll see something if he lets it slip.

“Because I love you,” he says, as if it’s a court order.

The words echo in the humming fridge, and I realize how rare they’ve become. Once, he said it daily. Now it’s like a witness taking the stand.

I nod. “Thank you.”

He blinks, processing the fact that I believe him—or worse, that I don’t need to hear it anymore.

He shuts the dishwasher, wipes his hands on a towel, and leans back against the sink. The kitchen feels half the size. I can see the pulse in his throat.

“You’ve changed,” he says, but softly, as if admitting something intimate.

I meet his eyes. “So have you.”

It’s the truest thing I’ve said all night. I can see the flicker of relief in his posture, the way he relaxes, because if we’re both changing, maybe it’s not his fault.

He crosses his arms, smiles a little. “Is this about us?”

“No,” I say. “It’s about me.”

That’s not the answer he wants. He pushes off the counter and bridges the space between us, stopping when he’s so close I can smell the starch on his shirt, the citrus from the dish soap.

“Mara—” he starts, but I cut him off with a shake of my head.

I want to touch him, want to run my hand down his spine and remind myself what it feels like to want him. Instead, I step sideways, put the width of the fridge between us.

“Goodnight, Jo,” I say. I breathe it.

He watches me leave, probably thinking I’ll come back. But I know that tonight, I won’t.

I close the door behind me and lean against it, feeling the pressure of the air shift as if the entire apartment has started breathing with me.

This is what I’ve been preparing for.

By the time I reach the bedroom, the entire apartment feels smaller, as if the walls have been inching inward all night.

I go to bed without the usual choreography: no face-wash, no lingering in the closet, no slow, deliberate folding of tomorrow’s outfit. I just walk down the dark hall, shut the bedroom door, and turn the lock, a click so small I doubt he hears it. The sheets are cold, which suits me. I undress in silence and let the stillness fill every empty crevice of the room.

The only light comes from the city, flares and smudges sneaking around the blackout curtains. I lie on my back, hands crossed over my stomach, as if I’m waiting for an autopsy. My pulse flutters beneath my fingers, fast but not panicked. I’m more alive than I’ve felt in weeks.

I listen for him. The TV downstairs clicks off. His footsteps pad across the hardwood, slow and heavier than usual. He hesitates in the hall outside the bedroom. I picture him with his hand raised, fingers splayed, hovering over the grain of the door, not sure if he wants to knock or punch a hole through it.

For the first time, I don’t care what he decides.

He stands there for almost a minute, long enough for my breathing to settle into something even and shallow. I know he’s listening for the old cues: a sigh, a sniffle, the creak of bedsprings as I shift and soften and eventually call him in. Tonight, he gets nothing.

He’s not used to it. Not used to being the one on the outside, orbiting, waiting for permission. This is the cruelty of boundaries: they don’t have to be loud to hurt.

I close my eyes and feel his presence as a distortion in the air, a ripple of gravity just outside my chosen perimeter. I almost want to comfort him, tell him that it’s not permanent, that I’ll be myself again by morning. But I don’t want to lie, not even for peace.

He retreats, footsteps receding, the door to the guest room opening and closing with more force than necessary. There’s a brief thrill in knowing I drove him there, a ripple of guilt that dissipates before it can take root.

The room is so quiet I can hear my heartbeat. The stillness is not empty; it’s charged, electrified by everything I refuse to say. I stare up at the ceiling and count the cracks, imagine each one as a hairline fracture in the old script, the script I’m finally finished performing.

Tomorrow will be awkward. Or not. I’ll drink the cold coffee, tie my shoes, walk out the door with the kind of composure that looks a lot like victory.

For now, I rest inside the silence, feeling it settle over me like armor. There are worse things than being alone in the dark. There are worse things than being the one who says nothing.

I close my eyes and let it become my declaration.


Chapter 2


The next night, the living room is a war zone disguised as a safe house. The only light is a hand-me-down lamp that stains the hardwood in jaundiced yellow, just enough to cast every dust particle as a searchlight. I stand near the wall, one foot on the rug, the other on bare floor, arms slack at my sides as if I could melt and seep through the baseboards. Jonah paces between the couch and the kitchen, sweat-darkening the neck of his shirt, a glass of whiskey in one hand and something invisible in the other—his expectations, maybe, or the script of what happens next.

He moves like a caged animal, but the performance is for me. He wants me to read him as unsteady, volatile, a man pushed to the edge by my cool distance. The problem is I’m not playing the right part. I watch him stalk the ten-foot territory, tongue running along his teeth, eyes raking over me as if counting my flaws.

“Mara,” he starts. He always uses my name when he wants to pull me into the present, make me small enough to fit between his teeth. “Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

The whiskey glass lands on the table with a heavy, wet clink, and his knuckles are pink where they grip it. I think about how many times I’ve watched him do this, how the glass is always half-full when the conversation starts and empty when it ends.

I cross my arms. “What what is about?”

He smiles—tightly, not amused. “This. The cold shoulder. The locked doors. You didn’t even come to bed last night.”

He leaves out the part where he waited in the guest room, lights on, checking his phone for movement. I know because I listened. I heard the soft click of his notifications, the way he cleared his throat to see if I’d answer from down the hall.

“I was tired,” I say, and mean it.

He lets the words drop. They hit the floor and don’t bounce. His pacing resumes, this time stopping at the lamp to adjust its shade, sending the light slashing across my face for a second before he relents.

“You’re tired,” he repeats, as if he’s considering it for the first time. “You work all day, come home, don’t say two words to me, and you’re tired.”

I don’t respond. I watch the flex in his jaw, the little white line that forms above his left eyebrow when he’s holding something back. Once, I thought that crease was endearing, a sign that he cared. Now I know it’s just a warning light.

He tries again, a little softer. “Is this about Daniel?”

The name lands between us like a dead bird. I watch to see if it moves. I consider telling him that Daniel isn’t the problem, that I barely remember to reply to Daniel’s texts, but it’s not my job to comfort his paranoia. So I let the silence stretch, let it snap and contract as he gets more desperate to fill it.

“I’m not accusing you,” he says, which is a lie, because he’s been circling this accusation for weeks. “I just want you to be honest with me.”

I keep my eyes on the glass in his hand. He’s finished the whiskey already and doesn’t seem to realize it. He gestures with it, like a baton, pointing to the space between us.

“I am being honest,” I say. “I’m exhausted. I don’t have the energy for a fight tonight.”

He laughs, surprised by the word. “Who said anything about a fight?”

But I can see he’s wound up for it. He wants the catharsis, the tearful apology, the make-up sex that tastes like old secrets. I’m denying him the script, and it’s making him feral.

“I don’t want to do this,” I say. “If you want to yell, do it now so I can be done with it.”

The statement hangs, a dare. I see him measure it—does he take the bait, or try a different tactic?

He sets the glass down harder this time. “You used to tell me things, Mara. You used to—fuck, you used to need me.”

The word need stirs something ugly in my stomach. I push it down. “People change.”

He blinks at that, actually startled. “Did I miss something? Did something happen and I just—” He makes a chopping motion in the air. “What, one day you wake up and decide I’m the enemy?”

My chest tightens. I uncross my arms, flattening my palms against the wall behind me. “You’re not the enemy. I just—” I search for a word that doesn’t sound like a cliché, doesn’t hand him an easy out. “I need space.”

He laughs, a raw, barking sound. “In my own fucking house?”

He wants to shame me, but there’s nothing left to burn. I don’t even feel the heat. “It’s our house.”

He runs a hand through his hair, leaving it standing at odd angles. “Jesus, Mara, I’m trying here. I’m trying to understand you. But you don’t even give me a chance. You just go ice cold and expect me to guess what I did wrong.”

My mouth opens, then shuts. I watch him pace, the way he never lets his back fully turn to me, always angling so he can keep me in sight. I wonder if he does it on purpose.

“I don’t expect you to guess,” I say. “I just don’t want to talk.”

He closes the gap between us in two steps, standing just out of arm’s reach, but I can smell the sweat and the sourness of whiskey on his breath.

“That’s not how this works,” he says. “You don’t get to freeze me out and pretend it’s my fault.”

“I’m not pretending anything.”

He flinches, and I realize I’ve cut deeper than I meant to. The room feels smaller; every shadow exaggerated, every sound amplified. I can hear the hum of the fridge, the pop of the ice settling in his abandoned glass, the faint whistle of his breath through his teeth.

He drops his voice. “What are you doing, Mara?”

The question is almost plaintive. I want to tell him I’m surviving. That I’m finally remembering how to breathe my air. But I don’t trust him with that answer.

I tilt my head. “What do you mean?”

He shakes his head, almost gentle. “I mean—” His hand lifts, wavers, then drops. “I mean this. The walls, the—fuck, I don’t know. I don’t know what you want.”

For a second, I almost pity him. Then I remember the months of subtle undermining, the way he’d rewrite arguments to make me the aggressor, the hours spent explaining my feelings to a man who had already decided they were wrong. I owe him nothing.

“I want to be left alone,” I say. It comes out steadily, not as a plea, but a fact.

He steps back, as if I’d pushed him. “Are you fucking someone?”

The words hit with all the force he meant them to. I feel nothing. I watch him, watch his face warp through a dozen emotions—anger, disbelief, fear—then settle on contempt.

“No,” I say, and mean it. “I’m not.”

He doesn’t believe me, but that’s not my problem.

He’s breathing heavy now. He wants to throw something, maybe the glass, maybe himself. Instead, he sinks onto the couch, elbows on knees, head in his hands. For a moment he’s perfectly still, a monument to self-pity.

I don’t move to comfort him. I stand at my post by the wall, let the silence calcify between us. It feels less like a standoff, more like a surrender.

He lifts his head. His eyes are red. “Are you leaving me?”

Not tonight, I think, but I say, “No.”

He closes his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You’re killing me, Mara.”

I watch him suffer, watch him crumple into the shape of a man who has run out of tricks. I wonder how many more nights like this it will take for him to believe I’m really gone.

The lamp flickers. I watch our shadows overlap, his so much bigger than mine, stretched and hollow. He won’t ask again tonight. I won’t answer. The distance holds.

I let him sit there and stew. I watch the clock hands drag themselves past midnight. When I finally leave the room, I do it without a sound. I walk the length of the hallway and shut myself into the bathroom, running the faucet so loud it could drown a confession.

I stare at myself in the mirror, watching my lips form the words: “I want to be left alone.”

They sound right in my voice. Like something I could believe.
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I keep myself out of the bathroom until the water runs cold, counting the tiles, watching my breath make a ghost in the mirror. When I finally step back into the hall, Jonah is there, waiting, braced against the wall like he’s afraid he’ll fall if he lets go.

He doesn’t speak at first. His shirt is un-tucked, one button missing, and the shadow of a beard on his jaw makes him look even less like the man I married and more like the man I should have run from. The lamp’s glow has bled into nothing, so only the hall light outlines him, carving his shape out of darkness.

He leans in close, but not enough to touch. “You’re not even going to try,” he says. His voice is a new thing—low, brittle, full of air and loss. There’s no accusation left, just a kind of stunned disbelief.

I let the words rest between us. I cross the living room on bare feet, feeling the ache in my arches. I keep my posture loose, my face blank as a dealer at a card table. He follows, steps echoing mine, stopping only when he’s blocking the way to the bedroom.

I don’t try to move past him. I stand, hands at my sides, waiting.

He runs both hands through his hair and grips the roots. “You’re just going to—what? Pretend I’m not standing here?”

The question is so desperate it’s almost funny. I bite back a smile.

“No,” I say. “I know you’re there.”

He lets his hands fall, eyes shining in the low light. “Just tell me what’s wrong, Mara. I can’t fix it if you don’t tell me.”

“You can’t fix it.”

He hears the finality, and his entire body tenses, as if the words are barbed wire cutting his arms. He moves in closer, crowding my space, a tactic he’s used before to back me down. I hold my ground. We’re almost touching, but not quite, our breaths mingling and separating in the air.

“Is it someone else?” he asks, quieter now, like he’s whispering a curse.

“No,” I say. My voice is powerful enough to surprise even myself.

He laughs, a short, sharp bark. “You expect me to believe that?”

“I don’t expect anything from you.”

He blinks. He’s never heard me say it that way before.

He slams his palm into the wall, right above my head, just hard enough that the picture frame jumps. “You’re lying.”

I don’t flinch. I watch the vein pulse at his temple, the way his breath staggers.

“I’m not lying,” I say. “I just don’t want to be here.”

He drops his head, forehead almost touching the wall. His free hand hovers, as if he wants to reach for me but isn’t sure if I’ll cut it off. For a long minute, he just breathes, big ragged gulps like he’s surfacing from deep water.

When he looks up again, he’s glassy-eyed. “You’re not even going to fight for us?”

“There’s nothing to fight for.”

He laughs again, but there’s no humor in it. “Wow,” he says. “You are colder than I thought.”

I shrug. “That’s what you liked about me.”

He straightens, rocking back on his heels. “I liked that you were strong. I didn’t think you’d use it against me.”

That almost gets to me. I remember our first winter together, snowed in for days, him tracing the lines of my spine with his tongue and telling me I was the sharpest, fiercest woman he’d ever known. I thought it was a compliment. Maybe it was a prophecy.

He stares at me, and for a second I think he’s going to cry. Instead, he reaches for the whiskey, finds it empty, and hurls the glass across the room. It hits the kitchen tile and shatters.

“You want me to leave?” he asks, voice strangled. “Is that what you want?”

I watch the glass glitter on the floor, each piece reflecting a crooked little world. I imagine the cleanup, the slow, careful sweep, the tiny shards that get stuck in your heel for weeks. I know all about those.

I say, “No. I want to be left alone.”

He shakes his head as if to clear it. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because I have to.”

He snorts. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

We stand there, nothing but air and broken things between us. I see how badly he wants to close the gap, to force a confession or an apology, or even a slap. He feeds off reaction, good or bad. I’ve starved him out.

Finally, he steps back. “You know what? Fine. If you’re going to freeze me out, at least have the decency to admit it’s over.”

I don’t say anything.

He waits a full minute, then turns and storms down the hall, slamming the guest room door so hard the hinges rattle. The house vibrates with the echo of it, like it’s holding its breath.

I sink onto the couch, press my hands to my face, and count backward from ten. My pulse hammers in my throat, but my eyes are dry. I listen for footsteps, for any sign that he’ll come back, but there’s nothing. Just the sound of the fridge cycling, the distant city hum, and my own measured breathing.

I let the quiet fill me up. It’s the only thing that feels right anymore.
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By the time I change and step back out, he’s in the kitchen, braced as if he’s holding up the ceiling.

He doesn’t let it die. By the time I’ve washed my face and changed into a t-shirt, he’s standing in the kitchen, hands on the counter, head bowed. The lamp is off now; only the range hood throws a thin blue light, painting us both in hospital colors.

I hover in the doorway. He doesn’t look up right away, but I know he’s rehearsing the next line, building the moment like he always does.

Finally, he raises his head and stares at me, eyes rimmed red. He wipes his face on the back of his hand and asks, quietly: “Who are you?”

It isn’t an accusation. It’s not even a question for me. He wants to know what’s become of the woman he married, the one who smiled through his storms, who accepted every mood and rewrite and guilt-trip as part of the package. He wants to know what happened to the version of me he thought he owned.

I think about giving him the soft answer. I think about apologizing, or pretending, or inventing a reason that would let him put me in a box and tape the lid shut. But I’m tired of boxes.

So I say, “I’m not who you built me to be. I haven’t been for a long time.”

He stares, lips parted, as if he’s trying to catch air that isn’t there. The words take a second to hit. Then his shoulders curl in, as if I’ve punched him in the stomach.

He looks around for the whiskey glass, finds it in pieces on the kitchen floor, and for a second I think he might cry after all. Instead, he braces himself on the counter, jaw working. He wants to be angry, but it doesn’t land.

He says, “So what now?”

I shrug. “We live. We keep breathing.”

He laughs, a thin, wet sound. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

He shakes his head, presses his palms to his eyes, and groans into them. “You’re really not coming back from this, are you?”

“No,” I say. “I’m really not.”

He looks at me, trying to burn a hole through my forehead. “Why?”

The word lands with less force than he wants. I don’t look away. “Because I can’t.”

He straightens, finally, pushes himself off the counter, and stands. There’s no menace left, no grandeur. He’s just a man in a dark room, asking the universe for a mulligan.

He walks past me, stops just short of touching, and says, “You know, I did love you.”

“I know.”

Then he’s gone, the bedroom door creaking shut behind him.

I stand in the kitchen, surrounded by shards of glass, the faint smell of whiskey and aftershave, and I realize I feel lighter than I have in months. I walk barefoot to the sink and start cleaning up, piece by piece, every glittering fragment a tiny confession: I survived. I’m still here.

I finish the dishes. I turn out the lights. When I climb into bed, I sleep hard, and I dream of nothing.


Chapter 3


The next fight starts before I even finish the last one in my head. The living room is jaundiced with the cheap light of a single standing lamp, the color of old teeth or late-stage bruise. The shades are drawn, not because either of us cares about the neighbors, but because we need the world to go away while we tear each other down to the studs.

Jonah’s already pacing when I come out of the bedroom, still wearing my sleep shirt, still damp at the collar from a too-fast rinse. He’s drawn the lines of his warpath: a narrow triangle between the couch, the kitchen island, and the bar cart that now exists only to support a decanter of bourbon and two mismatched glasses. He’s clutching one of them, fingers white at the rim, and I can tell by the way he pivots his body at every corner that the pacing isn’t just for show. He’s in flight mode and wants me to watch.

I stop at the threshold, arms loose at my sides, hands empty. I don’t say anything. I don’t even sigh, though I want to, just to see what he’d do if I let out the fatigue like air from a balloon. Instead, I match his silence, breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth, a yoga teacher in a room full of broken glass.

He circles for another minute. Then: “Are we just not speaking now?” His voice is hoarse, the gravel edge of a smoker or a man who’s been yelling at nothing. “Is that the plan? You go mute and I get to guess which version of you I’m dealing with?”

I raise one eyebrow. “You seem to be enjoying the guessing.”

He laughs, a dry snap. “That’s funny to you?”

I watch his feet, the way they grip and release the wood floor, looking for cracks. “Not really. But I can’t stop you.”

He throws back the whiskey, draining it in a single swallow, and for a second I see the shape of his throat move like he’s trying to choke down the truth. “What’s the endgame here, Mara? Are you trying to punish me? Or is this just how you are now?”

The way he says it—just how you are now—like I’ve contracted some disfiguring illness that makes me unrecognizable.

I shift my weight, heel to toe. “I’m not punishing you.”

He slams the glass on the bar cart hard enough to make the decanter wobble. Amber liquid sloshes and beads on the glass top, pooling under his wrist. “Could’ve fooled me,” he says.

The script says I’m supposed to say something conciliatory now. Something like, I’m sorry, I don’t mean to hurt you, or I’m just tired, or please, let’s try to be civil. But all the lines have rotted in my mouth. Instead, I offer nothing, just let him circle the ring, hoping he’ll punch himself out.

He pushes off from the cart and takes a hard left, closing the gap between us to the length of a kitchen knife. “You’re not talking, you’re not sleeping, you don’t even look at me anymore unless you’re cataloging my flaws. Is that what this is? A checklist? Are you tallying up reasons to leave?”

The fact that he guesses right only makes him angrier. He wants a fight; he wants to see me bleed. But I’m out of blood, and I think he knows it.

He looks me straight in the eyes. “Who are you right now? Because I don’t know you. I don’t recognize you.” His voice actually cracks on the last word.

It hangs in the air, raw and ugly.

I hold his gaze. “I know.”

Just two words, but I can see them knock the air out of him. He falters for a second, then recovers by grabbing the decanter and pouring another two inches of bourbon into the glass. The glug-glug-glug is the only sound in the room for a good ten seconds.

He doesn’t drink it right away. He sets it down, palms flat on either side, and bows his head. “You don’t even care,” he says. “That’s the part that kills me. It’s like you made a decision and turned off everything human inside you.”

I tilt my head, considering. “I didn’t turn anything off. I just stopped pretending.”

He snaps upright. “Pretending what? That you ever loved me?”

He’s louder now, the sound ricocheting off the kitchen cabinets, the framed print of Lake Superior, the closed doors of the apartment we used to share like a secret. His hands are trembling, which I notice because he hates when they do that. Once, early on, he told me about his father’s hands—how the shakes got worse every year, how the man would break glassware just by trying to wash it. I wonder if he remembers telling me that.

I walk a few steps into the room, not too close, but enough to show I’m not afraid of him. “I didn’t stop loving you, Jonah. I just started loving myself more.”

He barks a laugh, then wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “That’s rich. So all this—” he gestures, whiskey glass sloshing—“is self-care?”

“Maybe,” I say. “Or maybe it’s survival.”

He shakes his head, eyes glossy, not from the drink but from something worse. “That’s so fucking cold, Mara.”

I shrug. “I’ve been warm long enough for both of us.”

He looks away, jaw clenching. The silence grows legs and paces with him, up and down, up and down, like a dog waiting to be let out.

He pivots again, this time with less force. “Tell me what you want, then. Just say it. You want me to leave? You want a divorce? You want to start over with Daniel?”

The fact that he brings up Daniel, even now, tells me everything. I never even touched the man outside of work, but Jonah’s jealousy is so radioactive it’s warped his memory. He needs a villain; he can’t imagine I’m leaving for any reason that doesn’t cast him as the victim.

I keep my voice even, softer than I expect. “I want you to stop needing me to be miserable so you can feel better about yourself.”

He blinks, stunned. “What the fuck does that mean?”

I choose my words with care, slicing them thin as prosciutto. “It means you’ve been blaming me for being unhappy, but you’d be lost if I got better.”

The words land hard. He sags against the counter, knuckles white, staring at the spilled bourbon.

“You think I like this?” he says, and his voice is hollow, bottomed out. “You think I wanted any of this?”

“I don’t know what you want,” I say. “But I know it isn’t me.”

Six feet of hardwood stretch between us, and in it: five years of shared grocery bills, the faintest possible outline of a child neither of us really wanted, one almost-affair, too many apologies, and an uncountable number of nights spent in the dark wishing the other would say the right thing.

He stares into the distance, face going slack. “So what do we do now?”

I almost say, “We breathe,” but even that feels too generous.

Instead, I say, “We stop pretending.”

He nods, just once. His jaw works, like he’s chewing through every possible response, but nothing comes out. He lifts the glass, stares at it, sets it down untouched. Then, as if all the air has left the room, he simply sits down on the floor, right where he’s standing, legs splayed out and back pressed to the cabinet.

He looks up at me, utterly lost. “Is this real?” he whispers.

I nod. “It’s been real for a long time.”

He closes his eyes, rests his head against the cupboard, and breathes through his mouth. I watch the rise and fall of his chest, the way his hands flex and relax like he’s trying to remember what to do with them.

I stay where I am, not moving forward, not backing away. I’m the steady point in his unraveling, the cold star he’ll eventually steer by.

The jaundiced lamp buzzes, spitting out its sickly light. The room doesn’t feel smaller anymore. It just feels honest.

We stay like that, two animals in a silent standoff, neither willing to blink.

This time, I let the silence win.

The quiet doesn’t settle; it curdles. By the time he stands, I can feel the shift in the air.

I can see the internal coil winding tighter with every tick of the wall clock, the way he drums his heel against the wood and snaps his gaze back to me every time I breathe too loudly or shift my weight. He’s waiting for me to fix him, to throw him a rope, or even just to break the silence with something familiar so he can crawl back inside the old story.

When I don’t, he detonates.

He surges up off the floor so fast he kicks the baseboard, sending a hollow thud through the room. “You’re not even going to try, are you?” His voice is loud again, but not steady—there’s a quaver in it, the kind that comes before a man sobs or punches a wall.

I keep my arms at my sides. “Try what, Jonah?”

He gets in my face, close enough that I can smell the whiskey and whatever panic sweat he’s started to produce. “Anything. Fight for this. For us. Scream at me. Throw something. Fucking cry, Mara, for once in your life—”

He’s so close I have to look past him to keep my eyes from crossing. “You don’t want me to cry,” I say, quietly.

He laughs, but it’s a sharp, animal noise. “Don’t tell me what I want. Just do it.”

I don’t move, and that enrages him. He whirls away, making a show of running both hands through his hair, fingers twisting so tight I think he might actually pull some out. “You’re not real,” he spits. “You’re some kind of—I don’t even know what you are anymore.”

He turns back and closes the gap again. “Is it Daniel? Is that what this is about? You want to fuck him so bad you’ll burn this all down?”

I actually snort. “No, Jonah. It’s not Daniel.”

“Then what? What could be so bad that you’d rather destroy us than fix it?” He’s yelling now, pure volume, like the answer is hiding behind my breastbone and if he shouts loud enough it’ll come tumbling out.

I don’t answer. I just look at him. I know what he sees: a woman whose face he used to read like a menu, now blank and closed for renovations.

He grabs my wrist. Not hard enough to hurt, not to bruise, but the intent is unmistakable: you will not leave me here alone with this. His hand is damp and shaky. The physical contact is so out of place it might as well be a stranger’s hand.

I look down at the fingers circling my wrist, then back up at him.

He says, “Say something. Anything.”

I say, “This isn’t about anyone else. It’s about me. It’s always been about me.”

He shakes his head, eyes wide with a kind of childlike confusion. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

He holds on for another beat, staring at me, eyes glossy and wild. Then something in him folds. The hand slips off my wrist, and he stumbles back a step, as if I’ve infected him with cold. There’s a faint red mark where his fingers pressed, and I resist the urge to rub it away.

He paces again, but it’s shorter and more erratic now—two steps, pivot, hand to hair, hand to face, repeat. “You’re so fucking selfish,” he says, but there’s no heat in it, only exhaustion. “You know that? You make everything about you, even when you’re the one tearing us apart.”

I shrug. “I learned from the best.”

That actually gets to him. For a second he just stands there, mouth open, nothing coming out. Then he whispers, “I built everything around you.”

The words hang between us like a spiderweb, delicate and loaded.

I don’t soften. “I know. That was never something I asked you to do.”

He backs away until his shoulder blades hit the wall next to the bookshelf, and then he just…slides down it. He ends up half-crouched, one hand splayed against the plaster for balance, the other covering his mouth. He’s making a noise now, something between a sob and a laugh, but it’s muffled and raw.

I stay where I am. I don’t approach; I don’t offer comfort. I just watch as he shakes, his whole body compacted into a trembling knot.

It’s not even victory I feel. Just relief. Like pulling a shard of glass from your heel and watching the blood pool, knowing the pain is finally the honest kind.

We stay like that for a long time. I stand upright, unmoved, watching the man who thought he owned the blueprints for my heart realize he’s been living in a house built on sand.

The lamp hums. The shadows on the wall twitch and stretch, but they don’t break.

Neither do I.
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He doesn’t stay broken. He gathers himself into something quieter, something worse.

Jonah stays on the floor for a long time, back pressed flat against the wall, legs sprawled as if he’s forgotten how to stand. The whiskey glass is still on the counter, a halo of liquid spreading across the tile where it overflowed. The lamp’s light gives everything the look of a faded photograph, as if someone might walk in and find us both yellowed with age, posed for maximum regret.

He finally lifts his head and looks at me. What’s in his eyes isn’t anger anymore. It’s not even grief. It’s the hollow, final clarity of a man who’s just realized the tide’s been going out for years and only now sees how much shoreline is left.

I don’t move. I let him take his time.

He clears his throat, but the sound is small, barely there. “When did you stop?” His voice is so faint I almost don’t hear it.

I don’t pretend not to understand. I search the ledger, all the dates and data points, every micro-failure and half-hearted apology, and I realize the answer isn’t a date or a moment but a direction.

I say, “I didn’t stop. I started.”

He closes his eyes for a second, like he wants to un-hear it. When he opens them again, they’re rimmed with red, but dry. He nods. Once, slow. Then he looks away, past me, past the walls, like he’s searching for an escape route that doesn’t exist.

I let the silence grow until it’s too big for either of us to fill.

Then I turn and walk down the hallway toward the bedroom. I don’t look back. I don’t slam the door. I just pull it shut behind me, the click as soft and final as a period at the end of a confession.

Behind me, the living room stays frozen in its dim, jaundiced light, whiskey spreading in a slow delta across the tile, and Jonah sitting in the stillness of a life he’s only now realizing was never really his to keep.

I sit on the edge of the bed, hands in my lap, and let my eyes adjust to the dark. There’s no victory, no crash of relief. Just quiet. Honest and undiluted. I breathe in, hold it, let it go.

For once, the silence is mine alone.


Chapter 4


The morning after, the apartment is cold but not hostile. The radiators gurgle and spit as if they resent the effort. Outside, the city is already awake—cars slur across slush, somewhere a bus hydraulics its brakes, a dog barks with the tenacity of an unpaid intern. The sun blasts in at an angle that makes every surface harsh, every dust mote visible. There’s nothing gentle about the way the light slaps the hardwood; it’s an interrogation, and I’m the only suspect left.

I’m already dressed. The burgundy wrap dress is a decision, not a mood. I cinch it tighter around my waist with a double knot. The color is deliberate: not a safe blue, not the soft pastels he used to buy for me as “treats.” The fabric is thick enough to hold a shape, even if I’m not sure what mine is supposed to be this morning. My reflection in the microwave door looks sharper than I remember. I leave it be.

First, the kitchen. The whiskey glasses—last night’s crime scene—have to go. I open the cabinet and see two left, not the matched four we started with. One shattered a year ago, another sent flying across the room in a rare, early-days argument that ended in frantic, half-dressed sex on the kitchen floor. I wonder if he remembers it the same way. The remaining pair feel like teeth in a broken mouth.

I set the glasses in a small box, no padding, just cardboard against crystal. I find the roll of packing tape under the sink and pull a long strip—rip it, fold it, press it down with the heel of my hand. The sound is satisfying, like a verdict. I stack the box by the front door, next to the half-deflated umbrella that neither of us ever remembers to use.

I wipe the shelf where the glasses lived. The cabinet looks vacant; the shelf paper slightly discolored in two neat rings. I stand back and let the vacancy settle in.

The next step is quick but decisive. I twist the wedding ring off my finger. It leaves a pale groove, a ghost of ownership. I don’t hesitate, don’t let my hand shake. I walk it to the counter and drop it in the little ceramic dish I use for keys and loose change. The sound of gold on porcelain is a single, unambiguous syllable. I leave it there, catching the sunlight, a warning beacon or a dare.

In the bedroom, my method gets more meticulous. I open the closet and scan for his leftovers: four dress shirts, two still in dry cleaner plastic. The crisp white one I never liked, the blue oxford that’s worn thin at the collar, the patterned shirt he bought on a dare, and the dark one he called his “funeral shirt.” I don’t think he ever wore it to a funeral. I pull each off the rod, smooth them out, and fold them flat into a reusable shopping bag—the one that says “Save the Planet” in cheerful block letters.

My own clothes hang in color order now: black, slate, burgundy, cream. I slide the hangers so they all face the same way. The empty space where his shirts were is more eloquent than any apology.

I catch sight of the guest room door from the corner of my eye, its knob just visible in the hallway’s oblique winter light. It’s closed, locked from the inside. The lock is for privacy, or maybe it’s for drama. I pass it twice, once with the shirts, once empty-handed. I don’t touch the door. The closedness is the point.

Back in the bedroom, I strip his side of the bed—fitted sheet, pillow, comforter. I fold everything military-tight and place it in a laundry basket at the foot of the bed. The nightstand on his side is already bare, but I open the drawer to make sure he didn’t leave anything behind. Only a single AA battery, a crumpled sticky note with my handwriting (“pick up yogurt”), and a condom in a faded silver packet. The battery rolls back and forth as I close the drawer, a little relic of intention.

I go back to the kitchen and boil water for coffee. The single mug on the drying rack is a souvenir from a lake trip we never repeated. I fill it, black, and wrap my hands around it until the heat hurts. The smell is grounding, a solvent for the aftertaste of last night.

I do a lap of the apartment, scanning for evidence. His shoes are gone from the rack by the door; the bathroom shelf is minus his beard trimmer and cologne. The single toothbrush in the holder is mine. I allow myself a small, thin smile. Every subtraction is an addition.

I take a sip of coffee and walk to the living room, standing in the new geometry of the furniture. No one’s on the couch; the throw blanket is folded and in its place; the remote sits centered on the coffee table like an offering to the gods of order. I don’t sit. I just stand, feet apart, mug cradled in both hands, letting the sunlight hit me full in the face. My jaw is set, my shoulders are level, my hands are steady. There’s nothing for me to do except inhabit this new arrangement.

The silence is not waiting for anything. It’s complete, finally, and it doesn’t flinch.

I finish the coffee, rinse the mug, and set it back on the drying rack.

I don’t linger. There are no more steps to rehearse. I walk a circuit of the rooms one last time, and everything is exactly where I left it.
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The apartment stays still long enough that I almost believe it’ll let me have the morning.

I’m two sips into my second coffee when the knock comes: three measured raps, always the same, always just short of police protocol. June Caldwell, emissary of the building’s ancient nervous system, never leaves the front desk unless she has a message that can’t be trusted to the mail chute. I set my mug down, count to five. I don’t want to look eager, or like I’m waiting for anything.

At the door, I pause just long enough to peer through the peephole, though I know her shape by now: hunched, sensible cardigan, reading glasses hanging from a lanyard like a borrowed artifact from her dead husband’s collection. She’s holding something in her right hand—paper, not a package.

I open the door only as far as the chain will allow. The chain is new, installed the week after we moved in, back when Jonah insisted, “good fences make good neighbors.” I leave it latched, not for safety but for theater.

She looks over the top of her glasses, face collapsed in a tight little smile. “Ms. Linton. I have a letter for your husband.” She pronounces the word like an X-ray. The envelope is cream, the handwriting aggressive, slanting right like it wants to outrun the facts.

“Thank you,” I say, voice set on neutral. I don’t reach for the envelope right away. We do the ritual: her eyes flick past my shoulder, sweeping the visible interior, cataloging the absence of his shoes by the door, the box of whiskey glasses, the small white dish on the counter cradling my wedding ring like an egg in a nest.

“Early start for you,” she says, holding the envelope up. “Dressed and everything.”

I look down at the burgundy wrap, brush a hand over my hip. “Some of us work better in the morning.” I say it with just enough chill that she can hear the subtext: not all of us drink ourselves horizontal by noon, June.

She offers the envelope, but her hand doesn’t come through the gap. She waits for me to unhook the chain, to step out, to break the boundary. I don’t oblige. I slide my hand through the gap, take the letter, and nod.

“I’ll make sure he gets it,” I say, and I stare until she blinks.

She doesn’t move right away, just stands there in her cloud of linen spray and administrative disappointment. “You know, it’s nice to see someone keep their place so tidy.” Her eyes go straight to the sealed box by the door, the label in my handwriting—Reyes, marked for storage.

“Spring cleaning,” I say, though it’s January, and both of us know it.

“Of course.” She smiles, just the teeth, and backs up half a step. “Let us know if you need anything.”

She turns, her shoes whispering on the hallway runner, and I close the door before she can say anything else. The lock’s click echoes like a pistol crack in the silence. I rest my head against the frame, count to three, then bolt the deadbolt for good measure.

The envelope is light, almost nothing. I drop it on the box, resist the urge to open it, and walk back to the kitchen. I reclaim my mug, find it still warm, and stand at the counter sipping, eyes fixed on the slant of sunlight now reaching almost to the stove. I don’t look back.

But I do catch her shadow retreating in the frosted glass of the hallway window. At the end of the corridor, she stops and glances over her shoulder, as if she wants to be sure she’s seen enough to file her report.

I raise my mug and take a slow drink, the posture of someone with nothing to hide.

Let her watch.

Once her shadow disappears from the glass, there’s nothing left to stay for.
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Mid-morning, I step out into the frigid corridor and let the door lock behind me. The heat in the building is a myth, so the air nips through the burgundy fabric and skims the backs of my knees. I don’t shiver. The city at this hour is in transition: dog walkers giving way to school drop-offs, the last of the graveyard shift scrubbing themselves out with streetlight and nicotine. Every block I walk, my shoulders loosen a fraction. By the time I reach the cafe—six blocks, each one easier than the last—I’m almost at zero gravity.

Grounds is a narrow slip of a place wedged between a dry cleaner and a psychic. Naya calls it her “church for the unrepentant,” and on Tuesdays, it’s almost empty except for one table of freelance dads swapping stories about custody, and the morning regular perched at the window, reading a foreign-language newspaper like it’s a secret code.

The space is all exposed brick and reclaimed wood; the menu chalked fresh every day in Naya’s handwriting, big loopy capitals that swoop with confidence. I push open the door, and the scent of burned sugar and dark roast coffee slams into me with the force of nostalgia I haven’t earned.

Naya’s behind the counter, pulling a shot with her whole body: left hand guiding the porta filter, right thumb tapping the side in a staccato that matches the music overhead. She clocks me immediately but finishes the shot before speaking. Her eyes flick over my dress, my hair, the exact angle of my jaw.

“Burgundy dress on a Tuesday,” she says. “Somebody either died, or you killed them yourself.”

I grin, first time all morning. “Something ended,” I say, and she nods as if she’s taking a confession.

I sit at the window bar, set my phone face down on the wood. The screen lights up with Jonah’s name, then blinks out. I don’t touch it.

Naya doesn’t need to ask for my order. She pours the cortado, tops it with a sliver of foam and a single perfect leaf, and slides it across the counter. She leans on her elbows, the tattoo on her forearm just visible under her rolled-up sleeve. “Want to talk about it or just mainline caffeine until you vibrate through the floor?”

“Dealer’s choice,” I say, and mean it. I take a sip, feel the heat flush down the back of my throat. Naya always gets the temperature right—never scalding, never lukewarm. She once told me it was about “respecting the bean,” but I think it’s about respecting the customer.

We settle into the easy silence of people who’ve been through worse mornings together. She wipes the counter; I watch the world refracted through the double glass. A sanitation truck idles at the corner; a woman with a stroller adjusts a knit cap on her baby. The city is a live feed of tiny, stubborn continuities.

Naya glances at my reflection in the window, not at me. “You know there’s a night market opening up in the warehouse district on Friday? Food trucks, live music, the works. You should come. Bring your fresh face.”

I watch the swirl of cream in my glass, the way it forms a spiral and then fades. “Yeah. I will.”

She smiles, and it’s real. “I’ll save you a seat at the bar.”

The dads at the table argue about whether three-year-olds can remember trauma. Naya makes a snide remark under her breath, and I almost choke on my coffee. She grins wider, and the spell of the morning is broken, just enough.

I stay at the window for a long time, drinking slowly. The phone buzzes twice—once from Jonah, once from an unknown number—but I don’t flip it over. I wrap both hands around the cortado, feel the pulse of warmth radiating outward.

On the street, the woman with the stroller is gone. The sanitation truck has left a trail of wet on the curb. The psychic’s neon sign flickers, then burns steady: OPEN.

I finish the coffee, set the glass down, and straighten my shoulders. Through the window, the world keeps moving. I let myself move with it.

My phone is still face down. My hands are steady.

I leave it that way.


Chapter 5


The apartment is gutted, but not abandoned. Boxes—five, maybe six—are stacked with geometric precision against the living room wall, each one labeled in my handwriting, the ink so black it looks intentional. The furniture we chose together has become negative space: the place where the couch was is a faded rectangle on the rug, the shadow of a coffee table ringed by pale wood. The surfaces are stripped bare, even the ones we never dusted. The last time I touched the shelves this often, I was arranging them for a housewarming party neither of us could remember by the next month.

I’m wearing my coat indoors. It’s not cold, but I like the weight of it, the way the collar hugs my jaw and the wool traps the last exhale of perfume against my skin. My bag—a battered carry-on with a busted wheel—waits at the door like a pet that’s learned not to beg. There’s nothing dramatic about it, nothing performative. I move through the rooms with a steady, forensic pace, scanning for missed evidence, but I already know there isn’t any. The method is the point.

At the entryway, the small table holds a ceramic dish: hand-thrown, glazed blue and brown, the lip chipped from an old argument over who forgot the keys. In the dish, the wedding ring glints, dull in the morning light. The band is thinner than I remember, the inscription inside shallow enough to be worn away by three years’ worth of absent-minded thumb rubs. I pick it up and turn it between my fingers. It’s lighter than it should be, but I don’t know if that’s physics or just my hand. I think of putting it on, just once, for effect, but I set it back down with a soft clink that seems to echo through the vacuum of the apartment.

I make a slow pass through the kitchen, running my hand along the counter. The only thing left out is a single mug drying on the rack. The mug is cheap ceramic, chipped at the base, with an inside rim stained by hundreds of cups of coffee and tea. I leave it there, as a record. The fridge is clean and empty; the shelves wiped dry. No magnets, no photos, no shopping lists. It’s almost sterile, and the thought makes me smile for no reason I want to explain.

I stop at the doorway to the bedroom. The door is open, but not inviting. The bed is stripped to the mattress, no sheets, no pillows. The closet gapes like a pulled tooth—my side empty, his side empty, too, but the smell of his deodorant and laundry detergent still lingers in the stale air. I hover at the threshold, not because I’m tempted, but because I want to verify my indifference. I watch the sunlight crawl up the far wall, the faint pattern of bars from the fire escape, and I feel nothing. I back away without stepping inside.

I move to the hallway mirror. The glass is cold and slightly warped at the bottom, so my reflection is two inches taller than I am. I stare into it, holding my gaze for as long as I can manage without blinking. The effect is strange: I look composed, almost clinical, but my lips are pressed into a line I don’t recognize. My coat is a dark slash against the beige wall. I think about smoothing my hair or adjusting my collar, but decide against it. I want to leave the reflection unchanged, a fixed point in the time-line of this morning.

From somewhere deeper in the apartment—probably the guest room, where he’s been hiding since last night—I hear Jonah’s footsteps. They’re heavier than usual, more measured, as if he’s trying to broadcast intention without causing a scene. I keep my eyes on the mirror and let the sound approach.

He doesn’t call out at first. He hovers behind a closed door, the cheap core hollow enough that I can hear the shift of his body weight, the scrape of a zipper or a sleeve against cotton. There’s a pause, a held breath, and then his voice, low and just on the edge of breaking: “Mara.”

He doesn’t say it again. There’s no repetition, no escalation. Just my name, once, said the way you’d say it if you thought it might be the last time.

I don’t answer. I don’t even turn my head. The silence after is thick, charged, but I let it rest. I imagine him behind the door, hand outstretched but not reaching for the knob. Maybe he’s hoping I’ll change my mind. Maybe he’s waiting for me to.

My jaw tightens, a flicker of old habit, then releases. I close my eyes, roll my shoulders once, and exhale through my nose. The sound bounces off the empty walls and returns to me, slightly distorted.

I reach for my bag. The handle is cracked; the zipper runs stiff, but it feels right in my hand.

I move to the front door, every step deliberate. The boots I’m wearing are new—an indulgence, bought with a secret credit card and worn only twice before today. The soles are un-scuffed, so they make a hollow, echoing sound on the hardwood. I like the way it announces my progress.

I don’t look back at the entryway. I don’t check the ring again.

I open the door. The hallway beyond is quiet, dust motes whirling in the gray light. I step through, pulling the door gently behind me, and listen to the click of the latch as it closes. Not a slam. Not a statement. Just a precise, finished sound.

I stand in the corridor for a second, the bag at my feet, my hand still on the knob. I picture the apartment behind me: the boxes, the mug, the blue ceramic dish. I let the image freeze, like a crime scene photo.

I walk away.

The silence doesn’t break when I leave; it just changes rooms.

The corridor outside the apartment is colder than I remember. The radiator at the far end hisses in protest, but the air still smells of steel and old cigarette smoke. My boots thud on the runner with a crisp regularity, each footfall spaced just so. The pattern is new, but the path is familiar. I can feel the muscle memory of a hundred rushed mornings, but today there’s no hurry, just a kind of ceremonial precision.

I set my bag down beside the door and press my palm flat against the wood. The surface is painted over in three layers, but beneath that I can still feel the old gouges from when we first moved in and Jonah tried to wedge the couch through sideways. He scraped the door so badly we had to cover it with a sticker from the hardware store. The sticker is gone now, but the scar is still there, a tactile fossil under my fingers.

I fit my key into the lock from the inside. It’s a tight fit—Jonah insisted on the heavy-duty deadbolt because “you can never be too careful,” as if the building’s ghosts might someday organize themselves into a credible threat. I turn the key until it clicks, then pull the door open an inch, letting the cold from the corridor rush in.

Behind me, from the interior of the apartment, his footsteps grow louder. I don’t need to look to know he’s there. There’s a soft, brief pause, then the sound of his breathing—shallow, ragged at the edges, the way it gets when he’s about to say something he thinks will change my mind.

He stands just behind the threshold. I can feel his presence the way you feel the approach of a summer storm: all ozone and static, nothing yet to see but impossible not to notice.

He says my name. Not a shout. It’s less than a question, more than a whisper, and there’s a split in it, the beginnings of something sharp.

I keep my body angled away, one hand bracing the door, the other curled around the handle of my bag. I can feel his gaze on the back of my neck, and for a second I wonder if I’ll turn around after all, just to see if his face matches the sound of his voice.

Instead, I step fully across the threshold into the corridor. The act is clinical, efficient: a transfer of mass from one side of a line to another.

He says it again, my name, and this time the word is brittle, almost fractured. “Mara—don’t do this.” Not a command. Not even a plea. Just a raw, exposed nerve.

I close the apartment door behind me. The latch makes a sound softer than I expect, a sigh more than a click. I don’t linger. I let my hand fall to my side, the key still warm between my fingers.

For three seconds, I stand perfectly still in the corridor. I count them out in my head, letting each one fill up the space that used to be us. The radiator hisses; the ancient pipes clank once, as if objecting to the change in atmosphere. Far below, the front door to the building groans open and then slams shut, the sound rising up the stairwell and dissipating before it reaches me.

I hoist the bag onto my shoulder and walk toward the elevator, boots rolling smooth and even over the carpet. I don’t look back. I don’t even blink. The motion is unbroken, an unspooling of self into the length of the corridor.

At the elevator, I press the call button and watch the numbers blink their way up: three, four, five. Each floor is a beat, a rhythm that steadies my pulse. I stand tall, shoulders set, the top of my coat turned up against the chill. I listen to the slow, mechanical climb of the elevator, the way the cables sing inside the walls.

When the doors open, the car is empty. I step in, turn around, and watch the corridor one last time as the doors ease shut. There’s nothing to see: just painted walls, a runner, the cheap brass numbers on the door. The apartment behind it is already fading, a place I used to be.

The doors slide closed with a soft pneumatic kiss. In the instant before they seal, I hear Jonah’s footsteps again, but he doesn’t call out. He just stands on the other side, breathing in the silence.

As the elevator descends, I let go of the handle on my bag and flex my fingers, one joint at a time. Each click is quieter than the last. My reflection in the brushed metal doors is smudged and ghostly, but it’s enough.

I hold my gaze all the way to the ground floor.
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