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​Chapter One - The Wrong Kind of Interesting
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The trick to working a room like this one was knowing which conversations to have and which ones to perform.

Val had learned the difference at twenty-six, standing in a bankruptcy court hallway in a blazer that was one size too large because she couldn't yet afford a tailor, watching a senior partner work a cluster of city officials with the particular ease of a man who had never needed to try. She'd studied the geometry of it: who he turned toward, who he let speak, when he laughed and when he simply smiled. She'd taken notes, mentally, the way she took notes about everything. By thirty she had her own version of it, refined and fitted and entirely hers. By thirty-four she'd stopped thinking of it as a performance at all.

It was just what she did at fundraisers.

The Harrington Gallery on a Thursday evening in October looked exactly the way Harrington Gallery events always looked: vaulted ceilings and borrowed light, a jazz quartet in the corner playing something sophisticated and forgettable, a hundred people in business-formal pretending the open bar was incidental to their attendance. The firm's annual Legal Futures gala was one of the better ones on the circuit—the catering was actually good, the auction items weren't embarrassing, and Councillor Hartwell had the political instinct to keep the speeches under eight minutes apiece. Val had helped him trim the third one herself.

She was on her second glass of Barolo, which was her limit at events where she needed to remember names, and she was having the kind of conversation she could have conducted in her sleep: Henderson from Northside Pro Bono about the Cook County housing docket backlog, which was real and important and also something she'd discussed four times in the past two months and could now navigate on autopilot. She nodded in the right places. She asked a question she already knew the answer to, because the answer would make Henderson feel heard, which would make him useful next month when the docket paperwork needed a signature.

"Brilliant as always," Saoirse said from her left elbow, appearing with the precise timing of someone who had been watching for an exit.

"He has good instincts," Val said.

"On the housing question, absolutely. On the length of the anecdote about his law school lacrosse team, less so." Saoirse Adeyemi lifted her wine glass toward a cluster of guests near the auction display. "Hartwell wants you for the thing with the alderman."

"Which alderman."

"The useful one."

"They're all useful tonight, that's the point of tonight."

"The one who actually controls the zoning variance on the Pilsen project," Saoirse said patiently. "The one Tomás has been cultivating for three months. The one whose wife just told me she loves your work on the Mendez case."

Val set down her glass. "Now you tell me."

"I was waiting to see how long the lacrosse story went." Saoirse's accent sharpened slightly, the Dublin in it surfacing the way it did when she was being precise. "Four minutes and forty seconds, by the way. Impressive endurance from Henderson."

They moved through the room the way they always did at these things—Val slightly ahead, Saoirse at her shoulder, the two of them running a quiet commentary that nobody else could hear. This was one of the things Val valued most about Saoirse Adeyemi: she was one of the few people in Val's professional life who was genuinely funny, and she was funny in the specific mode Val trusted most, which was funny in the way of someone who sees things clearly and chooses to find them absurd rather than bleak.

They were halfway to the alderman when Val stopped.

She wasn't sure, afterward, what had caught her attention first. It might have been the stillness of it—the specific quality of someone who had consciously decided not to move, which in a room full of people in motion read as strange, almost architectural. It might have been the position: not near the bar, not near the auction tables, not in any of the conversational clusters that mapped neatly onto the room's social topography. Near the fire door, instead, which was propped open two inches to let in a thread of cold October air, and which led to a parking garage, and which was, objectively, not where you stood if you wanted to be at this party.

The woman standing near it was tall—genuinely tall, the kind of height that couldn't be minimized, though it was clear some effort had been made. Dark layers, careful posture, broad shoulders slightly rounded as if the goal was to occupy less space than the body actually required. Close-cropped hair. Hands that looked too large for the small red notebook she was writing in, bent over it with a concentration that was completely indifferent to the room around her.

She was wearing a security badge on a lanyard, which explained the fire door and didn't explain anything else.

Val watched her turn down three conversations in the span of four minutes. Not rudely—there was nothing rude about it, each one resolved with a brief exchange and a small nod—just conclusively, in the way of someone who had calculated the exact minimum engagement required and was executing it with precision. The room's gravitational pull simply did not apply to her. She was a fixed point in a room full of orbiting bodies, and she seemed, remarkably, not to care.

She wrote something in the notebook. Read it back. Crossed it out. Wrote something else.

Val became aware that she had stopped walking.

"Val," Saoirse said.

"Mm."

"The alderman."

"In a minute."

A pause. Saoirse followed her sight line. "The security guard near the fire exit."

"Yes."

"Interesting choice of focus."

"She's the only person in this room who isn't trying to be somewhere," Val said. She watched the woman—the security guard, who was writing in a notebook at a charity fundraiser with the focused attention of someone who was, actually, somewhere else entirely—snap the elastic closure around the cover and tuck it into her inside jacket pocket. The movement was practiced, habitual. She did it without looking down.

"She might just be bored," Saoirse offered.

"Everyone in here is bored. She's the only one who doesn't think that's a problem." Val picked up her wine glass again. Set it down. "What do you know about security vendors for the firm's events?"

"I know we use Midwest Prestige Security, I know they've been on contract for two years, and I know where this is going." Saoirse turned to look at her directly, with the expression she reserved for when Val was about to do something she'd already decided was worth doing. "You could just go talk to her."

"I am going to go talk to her."

"That wasn't a suggestion, it was a—" Saoirse stopped. Tilted her head. "You've already decided."

"I decided forty seconds ago."

"The alderman—"

"Will still be here in fifteen minutes. His wife wants to talk to me and he knows it." Val handed Saoirse her glass. "Tell Tomás I'll be at the Pilsen conversation by nine-thirty."

She heard Saoirse say, behind her, something that sounded like the Irish for God help us, which was the closest Saoirse ever got to a blessing.

The walk across the room took under a minute. The woman near the fire door had pulled out her phone and was looking at it with the specific quality of attention that meant she was reading something rather than waiting for something—actually reading, head down, one thumb scrolling in a slow, even rhythm. She did not look up as Val approached. She looked up when Val stopped, which was a beat later than most people would have, and the glance she directed at Val was brief, assessing, and entirely without performance.

Dark eyes. The kind of gaze that took its time.

"You're going to tell me the exit's for staff," Val said.

The woman looked at her for a moment. "It's for staff," she said. Her voice was low and even, with a cadence that wasn't quite American—something underneath it, British maybe, or once-British, worn smooth. "And guests who need air. And attorneys who've been working the room for two and a half hours and want somewhere quiet to stand."

Val felt something adjust, slightly, in her assessment. "You've been here two and a half hours."

"Since setup." A beat. "It's a long shift."

"You were writing."

Something crossed the woman's face—not alarm, exactly, but something adjacent to it, quickly contained. "Occupational hazard."

"Of security work?"

"Of having too much time between rounds." She said it flatly, with a finality that was clearly intended to close the subject.

Val had spent a decade reading people in deposition rooms and courtrooms and negotiating tables. She knew a closed door when she saw one, and she knew, with the same instinct, when the closed door was the most interesting thing in the room.

"Valentina Cruz," she said. "I'm with Alderman Hartwell's firm. One of the event organizers, technically, though I've spent most of tonight not organizing anything."

A pause. The woman looked at her hand—Val had extended it without thinking, a reflex from a thousand professional introductions—and then took it. Her grip was firm and brief and careful, the grip of someone aware of their own strength.

"Bex," she said. Just the one name, the way people gave single names when they hadn't decided yet how much to offer.

"Bex," Val repeated. "Are you from here? Originally."

"Chicago. Before that, Manchester." She said it in a way that indicated this was more information than she'd intended to give. "You?"

"Chicago. Born and raised." Val leaned against the wall—not the fire door, just the wall beside it, at an angle that was conversational without being crowding. She was aware, precisely, of the calculation she was making, and also aware that she was not doing it entirely on autopilot the way she usually did. There was something about this woman that required actual attention. "What do you write?"

The pause was longer this time.

"Notes," Bex said.

"Notes."

"Things I want to remember."

Val looked at her. Bex looked back, steady and unhurried, and did not elaborate, and the silence settled between them with a quality that was not uncomfortable so much as deliberate—a silence that Bex was clearly capable of living in for considerably longer than most people.

This was not what Val had expected. She wasn't sure what she had expected, exactly, but it had not been this: a woman who answered questions in the minimum number of words required and seemed, genuinely and without apology, to find the room around her only marginally worth engaging with. It was not rudeness. It was something closer to the opposite of performance, which was rarer than it had any right to be.

Val's phone buzzed. She didn't look at it.

"Have you been to these before?" she asked. "The fundraisers."

"A few." Bex glanced toward the room—a quick, habitual scan, the kind Val recognized as professional rather than social. "They run together after a while."

"They do," Val agreed. "The speeches get shorter every year, which helps. Though I've noticed the auction items have gotten more optimistic." She tilted her head toward the display: a wine-country weekend starting at four thousand, a private dinner with a chef who'd been on a cooking competition show five years ago. "Someone is going to go home tonight having bid eight hundred dollars on a kitchen gadget they'll use twice."

Bex's mouth did something at the corner—not quite a smile, but the possibility of one, the ghost of it.

"The immersion circulator," she said. "Table six. The guy in the blue tie has already circled it twice."

Val looked. There was a man in a blue tie at table six, doing exactly that. She felt something light up behind her sternum—genuine amusement, the real kind, which she kept separate from the professional kind and which arrived less often than she would have liked.

"You've been watching the room," she said.

"It's the job."

"You're better at it than most people I know who are paid to watch rooms."

Bex said nothing. She was looking at the room again, another scan, and then she looked back at Val with an expression that was harder to read—not unfriendly, not guarded exactly, but careful. Considered. Like a person who had arrived at a decision and was still holding it in their hands.

"Your colleague," she said, "has been trying to get your attention for about three minutes."

Val turned. Saoirse was across the room, making the specific face she made when Val was being Val about something, which was not quite exasperated and not quite fond but contained both equally.

"The alderman," Val said.

"Probably."

She should go. The evening had its architecture and she was one of its load-bearing elements; Tomás had put in three months on the Pilsen project and she'd promised nine-thirty. She knew all of this. She also knew that she had spent two and a half hours at this party and had one genuinely interesting conversation, and it was happening here, next to a fire door, with a woman who wrote things down and wouldn't say what they were.

"I have to go be useful," Val said. "That's what I'm here for."

Bex nodded once. It was a nod that didn't particularly ask her to stay.

Val picked up the thread of the evening and walked back into it. She found the alderman, she was warm and precise with his wife, she said three things to Tomás that shortened his next month of work by two weeks, she gave Councillor Hartwell a note about the zoning variance that he received with the particular satisfaction of a man who likes being handed the right answer. She did all of it with her usual competence and her usual ease and with one small corner of her attention still near the fire door, where a woman in dark layers was writing in a red notebook.

At ten forty-five, she looked up and the fire door was closed.

She looked at the closed door for a moment.

Then she found Saoirse, handed back the wine glass she'd reclaimed from the bar, and said, "What do we know about Midwest Prestige Security?"

Saoirse looked at her. "You're going to make this interesting, aren't you."

Val smiled—not the professional one. "When do I not."

Outside, three blocks east, the October air was doing what October air in Chicago does: cutting through every layer like it had a personal grievance. Val stood on the gallery steps for a moment after the car service notification came, breathing it in, thinking about a woman who had called herself Bex and given away exactly nothing, and the way the corner of her mouth had moved at the immersion circulator.

She took out her phone. Opened her notes app. Typed one word and then deleted it, because she didn't need to write it down.

She already knew what this was.

It was the particular feeling of deciding to want something. Clean, electric, and pointed directly at the thing she hadn't known she was looking for until she was standing in front of it.

She put her phone away.

The car arrived. Val got in. She did not think about exits.
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​Chapter Two - Six Feet of No Thank You
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The thing about being large was that people had expectations.

They expected presence, volume, a kind of physical authority that took up the room the way the room expected to be taken up. Bex had spent the better part of her twenties learning to disappoint these expectations quietly and completely—rounding her shoulders, choosing corners, making herself, by degrees, into something that could stand six feet one in a room and nonetheless not require acknowledgment. She was good at it. She'd become good at it the way you become good at anything you practice every day for long enough: without noticing, and then entirely.

The Harrington Gallery event had a good corner. Southwest side, near the fire door that led to the parking structure, with a sightline to the auction tables, the bar, both public entrances, and the quartet's position. Textbook placement. She'd clocked the room in eleven minutes after setup and returned to this spot like it was a decision she'd made in advance.

It wasn't a bad event, as these things went. The catering actually smelled like food, which was not a given. The speeches had been short. Nobody had spilled anything near the auction display, which was always the main structural risk at these. The guests were the usual configuration: civic money and nonprofit money and the particular kind of legal money that came with good suits and better politics, all of it circulating in the practiced patterns of people who attended these things often enough to know where they were supposed to be.

Bex was not supposed to be anywhere at this point except near the fire door, attentive and invisible, which suited her.

She'd noticed the woman in the burgundy blazer twenty minutes before the woman noticed her.

That was the job—noticing things before they notified you—but this was different. This was the specific quality of noticing that bypassed the professional and went somewhere she didn't have a tidy category for. The woman worked the room the way skilled attorneys worked courtrooms: purposeful, easy, with a quality of attention that was turned on and off with precision, warmth deployed like a tool and then recalibrated. Bex knew what it looked like when someone was genuinely having a good time and when someone was excellent at appearing to. This woman was excellent. Possibly she was also having a good time. The combination was unusual enough to watch.

She'd made a note of her. Force of habit. Then she'd gone back to the sestina she was working on, which wasn't going anywhere because sestinas rarely went anywhere unless they went somewhere uncomfortable, and this one was uncomfortable, and she was circling the center of it the way she always did before she could make herself go in.

She'd been aware, in peripheral terms, of the woman's trajectory shifting. The angle of it, the way the room's vectors adjusted. She'd finished the line, re-read it, crossed it out. Written it again.

She looked up when the footsteps stopped.

Up close, the woman was precisely as composed as she'd appeared from across the room, which was either impressive or slightly terrifying. Dark eyes, sharp cheekbones, posture that was professionally deliberate in a way Bex associated with people who stood in front of judges. A small scar through her left eyebrow that she'd made no effort to conceal, which meant she'd stopped thinking about it. The kind of detail that told you more than the person intended.

"You're going to tell me the exit's for staff," the woman said.

And Bex—who had three standard responses to being approached at events, all of them effective and none of them warm—said what she said, and somehow a conversation started anyway.

That was the problem with this woman. Valentina Cruz. The name fit her: precise and full of itself in the way that names were when the person wearing them had decided not to be embarrassed by anything. She asked questions like she already knew the angles of the answers and was interested anyway, which was not how most people asked questions, which was why most people's questions Bex could deflect with monosyllables and something resembling a smile.

She'd tried that. It hadn't worked the way it usually worked.

The immersion circulator. She hadn't meant to say that. The man in the blue tie was a real observation, the kind of cataloguing she did without thinking, but she'd said it out loud because the comment about the auction items had been genuinely funny in a dry, offhand way and her response had come before the part of her brain that managed responses could intervene.

The corner of her mouth had moved. She'd felt it and filed it under problems.

Val had looked at the man in the blue tie and made that small adjustment in her face—something brightening and genuine, a flash of it, quickly regulated—and Bex had looked away from her and done a room scan because the room scan was the appropriate professional response and also because she needed about four seconds to not be looking at Valentina Cruz directly.

She'd told her about Saoirse. She'd done that on purpose. Not because she wanted the conversation to end, exactly—which was itself a problem, which she was noting and filing—but because she'd felt the shape of it starting to settle into something comfortable, and comfortable things were where she lost track of herself.

Val had gone. She'd watched her go. Watched her navigate back into the room's current with the ease of someone who lived there, sliding into the orbit of the alderman and his wife, and Bex had stood next to the fire door with her notebook and understood that the problem was not resolved.

She ran her shift. She did it well. She always did it well—the work was not difficult, it was just present, and presence was something she could do reliably. At ten-thirty she did her final circuit and at ten-forty she locked down her sector and at ten-fifty she was in her car, engine running, pulling out of the parking structure onto Michigan Avenue.

The flowers were on the passenger seat. She'd picked them up before the shift—Sunday ritual run early this week because of the rescheduled shift—and they'd been in the car for three hours, which meant they were slightly less fresh than she preferred. Her mother would not care. Her mother never cared about the freshness. She said the fact that Bex came at all was the part that mattered, and Bex always said nothing to this because it was the kind of thing that, if she acknowledged it, would require her to sit with why she drove to her mother's apartment every Sunday and bought the same flowers from the same florist and stood in that small warm kitchen for two hours, and she knew the why, she just didn't like looking at it directly.

The city rolled past. Bex drove the way she drove everything: with attention, without commentary.

Her phone buzzed on the seat beside her. Darius.

She picked it up, plugged it in, hit the speaker button. "Hey."

"How was the thing?" Darius's voice had the particular texture of someone who'd been awake for a long time and was comfortable with it. He worked the late shift at the club most nights; his circadian rhythm had long since made peace with the dark.

"Fine," Bex said. "Good event. No incidents."

"Mm." A pause that Darius deployed the way some people deployed punctuation. "You sound weird."

"I'm driving."

"You sound weird when you drive too. This is different weird."

Bex merged onto the expressway. The flowers rustled slightly in the passenger seat. "Something happened at the event."

"Something."

"Someone." She heard herself say it and regretted the specificity immediately. "One of the guests. She came over and talked to me."

"Okay," Darius said, in the tone of someone holding a larger observation at arm's length.

"She was—" Bex stopped. The expressway was clear ahead, the city lights doing what they did at this hour, burning off the dark in that particular orangish haze she'd never quite gotten used to even after years of late shifts. "I don't know. Direct. She didn't perform any of it."

A pause.

"And you talked to her," Darius said.

"Briefly."

"Briefly that lasted how long?"

Bex thought about it. "Twelve, fifteen minutes maybe."

The pause on Darius's end had a different quality now. She could hear him deciding whether to say the thing he was deciding whether to say. This was one of the things she valued about Darius Webb: he made these decisions carefully and he usually got them right.

"You know your problem?" he said.

"I don't need you to tell me my problem."

"You always leave before anyone gets the chance."

Bex said nothing. This was her second default response and it worked better than the first one; silence stopped most conversations from going where they were trying to go. Darius, who had built a friendship with her largely on the understanding that silence was its own form of communication, let it sit for a moment.

"I'm just saying," he said. "Someone talks to you at a party and you're weird about it in the car afterward, that means something."

"It means I'm tired and I'm driving and it was a long shift."

"It means something."

"Good night, Darius."

"Good night," he said, which was the thing he said when he was right and he knew it and he was going to let her have the last word anyway.

She drove the rest of the way to her mother's building without music, which she almost never did. The city did what the city did at eleven-fifteen on a Thursday: went about its business with complete indifference to whether Bex Obiora was thinking about a woman in a burgundy blazer who had called her Bex and then walked back into the room and worked it like she owned it, and hadn't looked back once.

That was the detail. Bex noted it carefully, the way she noted everything she was trying not to think about.

She had not looked back.

Nkechi was still awake, which Bex had expected. Her mother kept late hours; it was one of the things she'd inherited from a teaching career that required marking until midnight and a habit of early-morning reading that had never quite calibrated itself to a reasonable bedtime. The apartment was warm and smelled like the palm oil her mother kept on the stove at all times, and the kitchen table had a half-finished crossword and a cup of tea that was probably cold.

"You brought flowers," Nkechi said. She was in her dressing gown, glasses on, and she was neither surprised to see Bex nor performing unsurprise the way some people did. She was simply glad.

"I always bring flowers."

"You brought them on a Thursday." Her mother looked at her over her glasses. "You had the thing tonight."

"Event," Bex said. "It ran late."

"Sit down. I'll make tea."

Bex sat. The kitchen table had a specific quality of light at this hour, the overhead bulb warm and low, that she associated with every difficult conversation she'd ever had with her mother, and several that hadn't been difficult at all. She looked at the crossword. 23 across: a five-letter word for threshold.

"Did anything interesting happen?" Nkechi asked from the stove.

The kettle started. Outside, a car passed. Bex looked at 23 across.

"Not really," she said.

Her mother said nothing. Bex was aware, without looking, of the specific quality of her mother's not-saying-anything, which was its own form of language—warm, patient, and in no particular hurry, which was the mode Nkechi Obiora brought to most things and had brought, steadily and without fanfare, to raising Bex alone from the age of fourteen.

The tea arrived. They drank it. They talked about the crossword and about the neighbor downstairs and about a documentary Nkechi had seen about deep-ocean fish that she described with the cheerful precision of a woman who had spent thirty years making things interesting to sixteen-year-olds. Bex stayed for two hours. When she left, Nkechi kissed her cheek and said, "Same time Sunday," and Bex said yes.

In the car, she opened the notebook.

She drove to the parking spot outside her building—three floors up in a walk-up in Wicker Park, the apartment she'd had for two years and had not quite made fully her own—and she sat in the car in the dark and she wrote.

She wasn't trying to write anything specific. This was not how it worked; trying to write specific things produced nothing but the awareness of trying. She just wrote until something arrived, the way she always did, the way she'd done since a creative writing professor at Northwestern had given her a sestina form to fill and she'd spent nine hours on it and at the end had the particular feeling of having said something true that she hadn't known how to say in any other structure.

What arrived, tonight, was six words.

She looked at them. They were not the six words she would have chosen, if she'd been choosing. She hadn't chosen. They were just there, the way the truest things always arrived: without asking permission.

She looked at them for a moment.

Then she wrote, underneath them, in small, careful handwriting: She
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