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Chapter 1The Cup That Never Empties
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The coffee had been sitting on the kitchen table for twenty minutes, and Nora Voss had not touched it.

She knew, in the way you know things about your own habits, that she would not touch it. That the coffee would cool to the temperature of the apartment — which was, on most mornings, the temperature of something quietly given up on — and that eventually she would pour it down the drain before she left for work. She did this most days. She made the coffee because making coffee was a normal thing that normal people did, and sometimes, if she performed enough normal things in a row, the day had a kind of order to it that felt almost like being alive.

The apartment was very clean. This was the first thing anyone would have noticed about it, if anyone had ever visited — which no one did, not really, not the way people visit when they feel welcome. Every object sat at a precise angle. The stack of books on the small shelf beside the window were arranged by height, tallest to shortest, their spines aligned to the same invisible line. The single plant on the windowsill — a succulent, because succulents were said to be nearly impossible to kill, and Nora liked the idea of something in her home that could survive her level of attention — had been turned the same direction for so long that it leaned faintly toward the glass.

On the wall above the table hung a single framed photograph. Not a print, not a decorative piece — a real photograph, the kind developed from film, with the slightly warm, slightly imprecise color that digital images never quite manage to replicate. In it, a girl of about seven stood in the corner of a school playground. She wore a red coat. Her hands were at her sides. Around her, at various distances, other children ran and played and existed in the blurred, energetic way of children who have not yet learned to be still — but the girl in the red coat was perfectly still, and she was looking at the camera with an expression that was not quite a smile and not quite sadness but some third thing that had no name because it did not occur often enough to have been given one.

Nora looked at this photograph every morning while she waited for the coffee to cool. She looked at it the way you look at something you are trying to understand and have been trying to understand for a long time and have begun to suspect you will never finish understanding.

Her phone buzzed against the table.

She looked down. A calendar reminder, white text on a gray screen:

REMINDER: Mom's Birthday. Call her.

The reminder had been set six months ago, during a brief period when Nora had decided she was going to be the kind of person who remembered her mother's birthday and called to say so. She had set it with good intentions and a feeling she had not been able to name at the time but could name now, in retrospect: hope. Small, heavily armored, probably doomed hope.

She closed her eyes. She breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth, the way the internet had told her to breathe when the feeling in her chest became too much to simply carry. Three counts in. Five counts out.

She did not pick up the phone.

Outside, the city was doing what cities do — continuing, indifferently, without her.
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Chapter 2The Office at the End of Everything
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The office was the kind of place that had been designed by someone who believed that natural light and open floor plans produced happiness, and had not considered that some people find open spaces terrifying.

Nora's desk was in the corner. She had not chosen the corner — she had simply arrived on her first day and found that the corner desk was empty, and that sitting with her back to two walls felt like the safest option available to her. In two years at this job, she had not moved. She had, in fact, arranged the few personal items on her desk — a coffee mug she never used, a small succulent that matched the one at home, a notepad — in such a way as to create a partial barrier between herself and the rest of the room. Not a wall. Just a suggestion.

She typed. She was good at her job in the way that very quiet, very careful people are often good at their jobs: thoroughly, without error, without drawing attention to the thoroughness. Her work was always done on time. Her emails were always answered. Her reports were clear and correctly formatted and occasionally, she suspected, read by no one.

A group of colleagues laughed near the kitchen. Nora's hands paused above the keyboard.

She did not look up. This was important — not looking up. If you did not look up, you could not misread the situation. You could not see a glance exchanged at your expense, or a group unconsciously closing ranks, or the micro-adjustment people made when they became aware of you and wished they weren't. If you did not look up, the laughter was simply laughter. Sound. Air moving.

She breathed carefully. Three in, five out.

Her manager, whose name was Derek and who had the particular energy of a man who had never once doubted that he was welcome in a room, dropped a folder on her desk without stopping walking.

"Nora, you're doing the Henderson report solo. Everyone else is tied up."

He was already past her desk by the time he finished the sentence. He did not look back. He would not have expected her to say anything — not because he thought badly of her, but because he did not think of her at all in the specific, particular way that would have required him to anticipate a response.

Nora looked at the folder. Inside would be someone else's half-finished work, which she would complete, correctly, by Friday, and for which Derek would receive the compliment in the all-hands meeting the following Monday.

She opened it. She began.

It was somewhere in the third hour of work that she glanced up from the document on her screen and caught her own reflection in the dark portion of the monitor — the strip of black at the edge where the display did not quite reach.

She looked at herself.

She blinked.

The reflection did not.

Just for a moment. Just for the space of
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