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CHAPTER 1: The Wall That Should Have Held

	“Don’t let anybody touch that header until I finish measuring the deflection.”

	Genesis Owen stood with one boot on a sheet of cracked plaster and the other balanced against the exposed rib of an old South Side theater that had been half-gutted before anyone thought to ask whether it wanted to stay standing. Above her, a steel beam ran through the ceiling like a bad decision someone had hidden behind paint for fifty years. A contractor in an orange vest shifted behind her, impatient enough that his keys kept clicking against his belt loop.

	“It’s been holding since seventy-eight,” he said.

	Genesis slid the laser measure along the brick opening and watched the number blink red. “That isn’t the same thing as safe.”

	The theater smelled of wet masonry, machine oil, and the old popcorn sugar that had somehow survived inside the walls. It clung to the dust every time someone moved. Two rows of seats remained near the back, their upholstery split open, yellow foam showing through like bone. Someone had once painted the ceiling blue. Years of leaks had turned it the color of a bruise.

	The contractor, whose name was Rob and whose patience had been gone before she arrived, stepped closer. “The owner wants that wall preserved. Historic character. You know how they talk.”

	Genesis took a pencil from the coil of hair at the back of her head and marked the sketch clipped to her board. “Historic character doesn’t carry load.”

	“Can’t we shore it? Sister a beam? Something?”

	She looked up again, counting the cracks by habit, not number but direction. Vertical cracks worried owners. Diagonal cracks worried engineers. This wall had both, and the mortar had powdered at the joints. It was failing in more than one language.

	“You can shore the adjacent bay until demolition,” she said. “This section comes down.”

	Rob exhaled through his nose. “That’s not going to make them happy.”

	Genesis capped the pencil. “Neither will a partial collapse during a walkthrough.”

	A young laborer stopped sweeping near the aisle and glanced up. That usually happened when she said collapse aloud. People liked softer words. Settlement. Movement. Compromise. She had learned early in her career that soft words made dangerous buildings sound negotiable.

	Her phone vibrated in the inner pocket of her jacket. She ignored it. Another vibration followed, then a third.

	Rob looked at the wall, then at her. “You always this cheerful?”

	“Only before lunch.”

	The corner of his mouth twitched despite himself. Genesis stepped off the plaster sheet and wiped brick dust from her glove onto her black work pants. She was aware, in the same practical way she was aware of cracked tile underfoot, that men like Rob often expected women on job sites to cushion bad news. Add warmth. Apologize for physics. She had stopped doing that before thirty.

	She crouched beside the base of the wall and pressed two fingers to the mortar joint. It crumbled under almost no pressure. Another note went on the board. Remove section B-4. Temporary shoring required at adjacent span. Verify beam pocket after removal.

	Her phone vibrated again.

	This time she pulled it out.

	Daisy Contreras had sent four messages.

	Where are you?

	Do not say inside a death trap.

	Okay, say it, but also answer.

	GENESIS. We got it.

	Genesis stared at the last message while a chunk of plaster broke loose somewhere overhead and hit the floor three rooms away. The sound cracked through the theater. Rob cursed. The laborer froze with his broom raised.

	Genesis slipped the phone back into her pocket.

	“Everybody out of the center aisle,” she said.

	No one argued after that.

	By the time she reached Owen Vale Preservation’s office in the Loop, the cuffs of her pants were gray with theater dust and her hair smelled faintly of insulation. The office occupied the seventh floor of a narrow old building that had once housed a printer, which meant the floors were scarred maple, the windows were too tall for modern blinds, and the elevators had the moody timing of a person who resented being rushed.

	Genesis liked the building for all the wrong reasons. Its beams were honest. Its repairs were visible. No one had tried to make it look younger than it was.

	Daisy was waiting in the conference room with two coffees, three file folders, and the expression of a woman holding in news so hard it had become a full-body exercise. She wore a red sweater under her blazer and had balanced one heel on the chair rung, which meant she had been there longer than five minutes.

	“You look like you fought a basement,” Daisy said.

	“Balcony wall. The basement behaved.”

	“I don’t want to know what that means.” Daisy pushed one of the coffees toward her. “Drink before I tell you.”

	Genesis peeled off her gloves and set them on the edge of the table, palms down so the dust stayed contained. “That bad?”

	“That good.”

	Genesis did not reach for the coffee yet. Good news had a way of demanding facial cooperation.

	Daisy tapped the top folder. “Southside Arts Foundation made the award this morning.”

	For one clean second, Genesis thought of the grant only as a number. Eight months of work. High visibility. Historic ballroom. Community arts center. Structural assessment, stabilization design, adaptive reuse coordination. The kind of project that could carry a firm into a new tier of city contracts if handled correctly.

	Then Daisy opened the folder.

	The Majestic Grand stared back at her in a glossy site photo, its arched entrance half-hidden by scaffolding and winter grime. The old marquee still carried the faded outline of letters that had not lit in years. In the picture, someone had captured the front doors from a low angle, so the building looked bruised but proud.

	Genesis’s hand stopped halfway to the coffee.

	Daisy noticed. Of course she did. Daisy noticed hairline fractures in people and pretended she did not until she could no longer stand it.

	“I asked if you wanted me to push back,” Daisy said quietly.

	Genesis looked up. “When?”

	“When the shortlist came in. Two weeks ago.”

	“You knew?”

	“I knew they were considering us. I didn’t know we had it until this morning.”

	The office sounds sharpened around them: printer rollers, Ian O’Neal laughing near the sample library, the low hum of the heating system fighting Chicago cold through old glass. Genesis focused on the folder because paper made sense. Paper could be arranged.

	“You should have told me.”

	“I almost did.” Daisy folded her hands around her own coffee. “Then I thought if we didn’t get it, I’d have made you think about that place for nothing.”

	That place.

	Genesis had not been inside The Majestic Grand in eight years. Not since a June evening when the ballroom lights had thrown gold over Cannon McDonald’s face and his hands had been warm around hers. Not since she had stood beneath a restored plaster medallion, twenty-seven years old and certain of things only twenty-seven-year-old brides could be certain of.

	She picked up the coffee. The lid was slightly loose, and a bead of heat touched her thumb.

	“Who’s the foundation contact?” she asked.

	Daisy held still for a beat too long.

	Genesis set the cup down.

	“Daisy.”

	“The creative director is Cannon.”

	The room did not tilt. People said things like that in books and hospital waiting rooms, but rooms did not tilt. They stayed square. Tables remained level if their legs were even. The coffee stayed in its paper cup. The folder stayed open to the building where Genesis had married the man she had not lived with for three years.

	She pressed her thumb against the hot bead of coffee until it cooled.

	“Of course he is,” she said.

	Daisy leaned forward. “We can discuss internal reassignment.”

	“No.”

	“You haven’t heard the options.”

	“I said no.”

	“This is not a porch assessment in Lincoln Park. It’s The Majestic Grand. It’s him. It is eight months of meetings, site walks, donor tours, city oversight, and God knows what else.”

	Genesis closed the folder. “Which is why reassignment would look personal.”

	“It is personal.”

	“It can’t be.”

	Daisy gave a short laugh with no humor in it. “That sentence belongs in a museum.”

	Genesis stood and carried her coffee to the window. Down below, traffic moved along Wabash in impatient fits. A delivery cyclist argued with a cab through a closed window. A woman in a camel coat held a folder over her hair against a thin, mean drizzle that was not quite snow. Chicago in February always looked like it had been scraped with a metal tool.

	Her reflection hovered in the glass, pale under the office fluorescents, dark hair twisted too tightly, safety vest still zipped over her black jacket. Competent. Contained. Slightly dusty. Nothing in the reflection suggested that her wedding ring had spent three years in a velvet box under thermal socks in the second drawer of her dresser because she had never found a better place for it.

	“You don’t have to prove anything,” Daisy said behind her.

	Genesis watched the cyclist push off into traffic. “Yes, I do.”

	“To who?”

	The answer came too quickly, which meant she did not say it.

	To the firm. To the city. To every person who had looked at her after the funeral like she might break in a public place. To Cannon, maybe, though that one annoyed her enough that she pushed it away before it made a shape.

	She turned from the window. “When is kickoff?”

	Daisy’s mouth flattened. “Three o’clock.”

	“Today?”

	“City wanted it fast. Grant timeline is tight.”

	Genesis checked her watch. 11:42. Enough time to shower in the office gym, change into the emergency suit she kept in the cabinet, review the preliminary conditions report, and decide whether to pretend she had known Cannon’s involvement all along.

	Daisy slid another folder toward her. “Genesis.”

	“What?”

	“Don’t do the thing where you make your voice calmer because everything inside you is on fire.”

	Genesis picked up the folder. “My voice is my voice.”

	“Your voice is a locked filing cabinet.”

	“That sounds useful.”

	“It sounds lonely.”

	Genesis looked at her then. Daisy’s anger had softened around the edges, and Genesis disliked that more. Anger she could meet with facts. Tenderness required tools she had misplaced years ago.

	“I need the roof history, prior inspection notes, original occupancy if we have it, and the city’s grant conditions,” Genesis said. “Send me everything.”

	Daisy held her gaze for another moment, then nodded once. “Fine. But I’m coming to the meeting.”

	“You’re project architect. I assumed you were.”

	“I’m coming as your friend, too.”

	Genesis opened the folder. “That’s inefficient staffing.”

	“Bill me as emotional shoring.”

	Despite herself, Genesis almost smiled. Almost counted.

	At 2:58, she stood outside The Majestic Grand’s temporary project office, which had been set up in a former storefront two doors down from the ballroom entrance. She wore the charcoal suit that lived in her cabinet and never fit quite as well as the ones at home. Her hair was smooth now. Her boots had been cleaned. No trace of the theater remained except a half-moon of dust under one fingernail she had missed.

	Daisy stood beside her with a tablet tucked under one arm. “You can still let me lead the first part.”

	“I’m lead structural.”

	“That wasn’t my point.”

	“I know.”

	Through the glass wall, Genesis could see a long table, a city representative in a navy coat, two foundation staffers, and presentation boards propped along the wall. The renderings showed the restored ballroom with warm lights, polished floors, and people moving through the space as though buildings simply forgave neglect when money arrived.

	Cannon was not visible.

	For one foolish second, her lungs accepted that as mercy.

	Then a door opened inside the office.

	He came in carrying rolled plans under one arm and two paper cups in a cardboard tray. Cannon McDonald had always moved like music had taught his body something architecture never could. Not graceful in a delicate way. Worse. At ease. He wore a dark green sweater under a wool coat, his beard trimmed closer than she remembered, his hair shorter at the sides. There was a thin line near his mouth she did not know. Three years had put it there without asking her permission.

	He said something to the city representative and placed the coffee tray on the table. His hand paused over one cup, turning it so the sleeve faced outward.

	Genesis knew before she could stop knowing.

	Oat milk latte. No vanilla. Extra hot because she hated lukewarm coffee and would rather burn her tongue than drink something weak.

	Cannon looked up.

	The glass between them caught a reflection of traffic, Daisy’s red sweater, Genesis’s own still face. For half a second, Cannon did not move. His eyes went to her hair first, then her mouth, then the empty space at her left hand. Not long enough for anyone else to notice. Long enough for her to feel the old reflex of closing her fingers.

	Daisy muttered under her breath, “I can trip him if needed.”

	Genesis reached for the door handle. The metal was cold against her palm.

	“Don’t,” she said.

	“I meant emotionally.”

	“I know.”

	Genesis opened the door.

	Conversation softened, then reorganized itself around her arrival. The city representative smiled with the strained brightness of a woman who had read too many grant agreements before lunch.

	“Ms. Owen, wonderful. We’re so glad your firm could move quickly.”

	Genesis stepped inside. The room smelled of coffee, fresh printer ink, and the faint damp wool scent of people who had come in from bad weather. Cannon stood at the far side of the table, one hand still near the cup he had turned for her.

	“Genesis,” he said.

	Her name in his voice had not changed enough. That was the first unkind thing the day did to her.

	“Cannon.”

	No one at the table missed the pause that followed. They might not understand it, but people always recognized a loaded silence. It had weight. It changed posture.

	The city representative cleared her throat. “I didn’t realize you two were already acquainted.”

	Genesis set her folder on the table with care, aligning its edge to the seam in the wood veneer. “We are.”

	Cannon’s eyes stayed on her face. “We were married here.”

	Were.

	The word landed between them with paperwork attached. Not divorced. Not together. Not anything that fit cleanly on a form.

	Daisy pulled out the chair beside Genesis with more force than necessary. The chair legs scraped the floor.

	The city representative blinked once, then recovered. “Well. Then I suppose this project has unusual continuity.”

	Genesis looked at Cannon’s outstretched hand. Professional introductions required it. City money, foundation oversight, firm reputation, community expectation, every practical part of her life stood in that room waiting for her to behave like the person she had spent years becoming.

	Cannon did not reach farther. He did not soften his face for her. He simply held his hand there, steady and open, accepting that she could refuse it in front of everyone.

	Genesis placed her hand in his.

	His palm was warm.

	That was the second unkind thing.

	“Genesis Owen,” she said, her voice level enough to satisfy steel. “Lead structural engineer.”

	Cannon’s fingers closed around hers for one measured second.

	“Cannon McDonald,” he said. “Southside Arts Foundation.”

	He let go first.

	Genesis sat down before her body could mistake that for mercy. Across the table, the rendering of The Majestic Grand glowed under printed lights, whole and beautiful and structurally impossible without intervention.

	She opened her folder to a blank page.

	At the top, with the same pen she had used that morning to condemn a theater wall, she wrote the project name.

	The Majestic Grand.

	Under it, because her hand moved before she could stop it, she wrote one word.

	Husband.

	Then she drew a straight line through it so hard the paper tore.

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 2: Twelve Blocks Away

	The paper tore under the point of Genesis’s pen.

	Not much. Just a small puncture near the center of the line she had drawn through the word she should not have written. The kind of damage nobody at the table would notice unless they knew where to look. Genesis rested her left hand over the page and slid the folder two inches closer to her body.

	Across the table, Cannon glanced down.

	Of course he saw it.

	He had always noticed the things she tried to contain with neat edges. A wineglass turned half an inch too far from her plate. Her fingers pressing into a napkin during hospital discharge instructions. The way she reorganized receipts by date when she was angry because numbers behaved better than people.

	“Ms. Owen?” the city representative said.

	Genesis looked up. “Yes.”

	The woman, Valerie Ponce according to the tent card in front of her, had a city planner’s smooth voice and the tight smile of someone trying to keep several powerful groups from disappointing one another. “I asked whether your firm foresees any barrier to the eight-month restoration schedule.”

	Daisy’s heel touched Genesis’s shoe under the table. A warning, or support. With Daisy, the difference usually depended on how close Genesis stood to doing something self-destructive in a professional tone.

	Genesis turned to the rendering board propped near the wall. It showed The Majestic Grand as a place full of polished brass, clean plaster, and obedient light. The artist had brightened the south clerestory windows beyond anything the current glazing could support. Attractive lie, she thought. Common in donor presentations.

	“We need a full structural assessment before I can speak responsibly about schedule,” Genesis said. “The preliminary report flags water intrusion at the roofline, settlement along the east wall, and possible balcony fatigue. If those conditions are worse than documented, eight months becomes a public-relations date, not an engineering date.”

	A man from the foundation, Kelvin Frederick, shifted in his chair. His suit was expensive in the way donor-facing nonprofit suits were expensive, carefully chosen to look modest. “The grant has community commitments attached. Opening by fall matters.”

	“So does opening with the balcony still attached.”

	A small sound came from Daisy’s side of the table. Not a laugh. Daisy was too disciplined for that in a kickoff meeting. But Genesis knew the exact pressure of it.

	Cannon leaned forward, forearms on the table, hands loosely clasped. No wedding ring. She had not allowed herself to check before. Now the absence sat there, plain as a missing brick.

	“Genesis is right,” he said.

	The room accepted his use of her first name before it accepted his agreement. Genesis kept her face angled toward Valerie.

	Cannon continued, “The foundation wants the building open. We don’t want a rushed restoration that fails the neighborhood after the ribbon cutting.”

	His voice had changed less than his face. Lower maybe. Roughened at the edges, like he had spent three years speaking in rooms where hope needed persuasion. He used to talk that way about music, leaning over their kitchen island in a faded Northwestern sweatshirt while coffee burned in the pot because neither of them wanted to cross the room first.

	Genesis wrote Roofline inspection: priority on the page beneath the torn place.

	“Then we’re aligned,” Valerie said, sounding relieved enough to make Genesis trust her less. “The first site access window is tomorrow at nine. We’ll need Owen Vale’s preliminary safety memo within ten business days.”

	“Seven,” Cannon said.

	Genesis looked at him.

	He met her gaze for the first time since the handshake. Not long. Not soft. Just enough to make the back of her neck aware of every pinned strand of hair.

	“Community board meets earlier than expected,” he said. “They’ll want something concrete.”

	“They can want anything they like,” Genesis said. “The building decides what it gives us.”

	Kelvin’s eyebrows rose.

	Cannon did not smile. That was new. The old Cannon would have smiled to ease the edges, to translate her bluntness for the room, to make sure nobody mistook her for cold when she was only being exact.

	This Cannon let her sentence stand.

	“We can frame the memo as preliminary,” he said. “No promises beyond what Genesis can verify.”

	Daisy’s heel touched Genesis’s shoe again, lighter this time.

	Genesis turned a page in the folder, though she had already read the line in front of her three times. “Seven business days is possible if we receive existing drawings, roof access, environmental reports, prior stabilization records, and uninterrupted site availability.”

	“You’ll have them,” Cannon said.

	She kept her pen moving. “From the project administrator?”

	“From me.”

	That brought her eyes up again.

	The conference room had cheap ceiling tiles and one radiator ticking beneath the window. Three feet behind Cannon, a printed image of the ballroom showed a dance floor that no longer existed in that condition. It had been waxed the night before their wedding. She remembered the smell of lemon oil when the doors opened, and Cannon’s mother crying before the ceremony began because the florist had placed white roses where she wanted cream.

	Genesis pushed the memory down with the flat of her hand against the folder.

	“Fine,” she said.

	The meeting went on for forty-seven minutes. Genesis knew because she noted the time when Valerie began explaining reporting requirements and again when Kelvin asked whether they could invite local press to the first major site walk. She answered when needed, asked for documentation, refused two soft deadlines, and did not once look at the coffee Cannon had placed near her side of the table until it went lukewarm.

	When chairs finally moved back and people began gathering coats, Genesis closed her folder and stood.

	“Ms. Owen,” Valerie said, offering her hand. “We’re counting on your expertise.”

	Genesis shook it. “Count on the assessment. Not on assumptions.”

	Valerie blinked, then gave the same tight smile. “Understood.”

	Daisy stepped close as the others dispersed. “We’re leaving.”

	“In a minute.”

	“No, we’re leaving in a minute. You are currently using the voice that makes interns cry in the storage room.”

	“I’ve never made an intern cry.”

	“Not where you could see.”

	Genesis gathered her papers into a clean stack. Cannon remained at the far side of the table, speaking quietly with Kelvin, but his attention kept catching on her like a sleeve on exposed nail. She could feel it without looking, which irritated her. Bodies should not keep records longer than minds permitted.

	As she reached for her bag, Cannon said, “Genesis.”

	Daisy’s posture changed beside her. Not dramatic. Just one shoulder squaring, one foot setting itself as if the conference room had become a curb and Cannon was traffic.

	Genesis turned. “Project documents can go through email.”

	“I know.”

	“Then email.”

	His gaze moved briefly to Daisy, then back. “The coffee was presumptuous.”

	The cup sat untouched beside her folder, sleeve turned outward. Oat milk latte. Extra hot gone ordinary.

	“Yes,” Genesis said.

	A muscle worked near his temple. Not his jaw. She would not give him the satisfaction of familiar places. “I’m sorry.”

	Daisy made a small, sharp sound behind her tongue.

	Genesis picked up the cup and dropped it into the trash by the door. It hit the liner with a dull, wet thud.

	“Noted,” she said.

	Cannon took that without flinching. She wished he had flinched
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