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​Chapter One - Separate Doors
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The kitchen timer chimed at six forty-five, the same as it did every Tuesday morning. Margot Chen silenced it without looking, her hand finding the phone on the counter beside her sketchpad with the efficiency of eight years' practice. Outside the windows of their loft apartment, the city was still caught between night and dawn, the sky that particular shade of charcoal that meant the sun hadn't quite committed yet.

She'd been awake for an hour already. The jade bracelet on her wrist—her grandmother's, cool and smooth—clicked softly against the edge of her coffee mug as she returned to the elevation drawing spread across the breakfast table. A community center in the Bronx. Good bones, terrible execution. She'd inherited the project from a colleague who'd moved to Seattle, and spent the past week mentally rebuilding it from the foundation up.

Structure was everything. You couldn't skip steps. You couldn't pretend load-bearing walls would hold if you'd cut corners on the foundation.

Behind her, the bedroom door opened. Margot knew without turning that Iris would be wearing the gray t-shirt from the concert three years ago, the one with the small hole near the hem that she refused to throw away. That her twists would be gathered in a silk wrap. That she'd shuffle to the coffee maker in those ridiculous fuzzy socks with the cartoon avocados on them, a gift from her sister that had somehow become permanent.

"Morning," Iris said, her voice still textured with sleep.

"Morning." Margot moved her pencil case so Iris could set down her mug. "There's oatmeal on the stove."

"You're too good to me."

It was what Iris always said. Margot offered a small smile, eyes still on her drawings, and that was what she always did.

The routine had a rhythm. Iris ate standing up, scrolling through her phone, occasionally reading Margot snippets from the news. Margot half-listened, making notations on the drawings. They'd perfected this dance years ago—how to share space without collision, how to orbit each other in comfortable silence.

Iris rinsed her bowl, set it in the dish rack. Margot heard her move to the small desk in the corner where she graded papers most mornings before school. The scratch of red pen on paper. The occasional sigh. The sound of Iris existing, which should have been comforting but lately felt more like white noise.

"Hey," Iris said after a while. "Random thought."

Margot looked up. Her wife was leaning back in her chair, pen between her teeth, that expression on her face that meant she was about to suggest something. Margot's hand found her bracelet, thumb sliding across the jade.

"What if we did something this weekend?" Iris continued. "Like, spontaneous. We could drive upstate, find a bed and breakfast, just... be somewhere else for a bit."

The project deadline was Friday. Margot had planned to spend Saturday detailing the structural revisions, Sunday reviewing code compliance. She'd already blocked out the time in her calendar, the digital blocks of hours stacked like the careful Tetris of her life.

"I have the community center deliverables," Margot said. "The presentation's Monday."

"Right. Of course." Iris's smile didn't quite reach her eyes. "Just a thought."

She turned back to her papers, and Margot returned to her drawings, and the moment passed between them like it had never existed at all.

Except Margot felt it, the small stone of it, settling somewhere beneath her ribs.

This was how it went lately. Iris would reach out, tentative and hopeful. Margot would cite logistics, practicalities, the architecture of her obligations. Iris would fold the hope back up and tuck it away. Neither of them talked about the pattern. Patterns were only visible from a distance, and they were too close, too enmeshed in the daily mechanics of their life together.

By seven-thirty, they were moving in parallel tracks toward departure. Iris in the bathroom, Margot packing her laptop. Iris gathering her teacher bag with its perpetual overflow of novels and handouts. Margot checking that she had her site visit notes, her good pens, the measuring tape she never left home without.

They met at the door.

"You have your lunch?" Margot asked.

"You have your phone charger?" Iris countered.

"Yes."

"Then we're both functional adults." Iris leaned in, pressed a kiss to Margot's cheek. Her lips were warm, familiar. The gesture was affectionate, automatic. Like a ritual observed because it was Tuesday, because this was what they did.

Margot touched her face after Iris pulled away, a reflexive gesture. She wanted to say something—she wasn't sure what. Something about the weekend, about trying, about the fact that she loved her wife and somewhere along the way loving had become maintaining and she didn't know when that shift had occurred.

But Iris was already opening the door, already stepping into the hallway with a "Have a good day, babe," already gone.

Margot stood in the apartment they'd furnished together, walls painted a warm gray that Iris had chosen, furniture with clean lines that Margot had selected. Everything in its place. Everything optimized for efficiency and aesthetic harmony.

Good bones, she thought. But something was missing in the execution.

Her phone buzzed. A message from her mother: Call me about Thanksgiving. Another from her project manager: Client wants the revisions by COB Thursday. Another from the bike shop: Your tune-up is ready for pickup.

Margot answered them in order of priority, fingers moving across the screen with practiced speed. She grabbed her bag, her travel mug, her keys. Locked the door behind her. Descended to the street where her bicycle waited, chained to the rack where she left it every night.

The morning air was cool, October sliding toward November. Margot clipped into her pedals and pushed off into traffic, her body finding the familiar rhythm, her mind already cataloging the day ahead. Meeting at nine. Site visit at eleven. Lunch at her desk. Afternoon in the office, headphones on, undisturbed.

Somewhere in the back of her consciousness, Iris's question lingered: What if we did something spontaneous?

But spontaneity required surrender. Required not knowing the outcome before you began. Required trust that the structure would hold even when you couldn't see all the load-bearing walls.

Margot signaled left, merged into the bike lane, kept moving forward.

At a red light, she found herself touching the bracelet again. Her grandmother had given it to her the summer before she died, during Margot's last visit to Taipei. "For protection," she'd said in Mandarin, sliding it onto Margot's wrist. "For luck. For remembering where you come from."

Margot had worn it every day since. Through graduate school, through coming out to her parents, through meeting Iris at a bookstore in the Village on a rainy March afternoon. Through their wedding in the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, eight years ago, through the decision to move in together, through the slow accumulation of years that had brought them here.

Eight years. Not a small thing. Long enough to build a life, a home, a history.

But lately, when Margot looked at that life, it felt like a blueprint someone else had drawn. Perfect on paper. Precise measurements. All the right materials. And yet somehow, in the execution, something had been lost. Some essential element she couldn't name, couldn't quantify, couldn't fix with better drafting or clearer specifications.

The light changed. Margot pushed forward.

Behind her, the apartment building receded. Ahead, the day waited, structured and predictable. And somewhere in between, in the space she didn't have time to examine, the question mark of her marriage hung suspended, patient and unanswered.

Her phone buzzed again in her pocket. Probably her mother calling instead of texting. Margot made a mental note to respond during lunch, added it to the list of tasks queued in her mind like careful architectural layers—foundation, framing, systems, finishes.

She'd built her whole life for stability. Planned for every contingency. Designed for resilience against failure.

And still, somehow, she couldn't shake the feeling that the ground beneath her was less solid than it appeared.

By the time she reached her office, the sun had fully risen, burning off the last of the morning uncertainty. Margot locked her bike, straightened her shoulders, and walked through the glass doors into the clean, controlled environment of the firm.

The rest of the day would follow its designated path. Meetings. Drawings. Decisions made with precision and care.

It was only later—much later, when she was back home and Iris was already asleep and Margot stood in the darkened living room holding a glass of water she'd come out for but forgotten to drink—that she let herself acknowledge the truth sitting quiet in her chest.

She was lonely in her marriage.

Not the dramatic kind of lonely that came from fighting or distance. The subtle kind. The kind that accumulated slowly, like sediment, until one day you looked around and realized you'd been building walls when what you needed was doors.

Outside, the first drops of rain began to fall. The weather report had mentioned a storm system moving in. Something about unusual atmospheric conditions, pressure systems colliding, the possibility of flooding.

Margot set down her glass. Touched her bracelet. Went to bed beside her wife, who was warm and familiar and somehow, impossibly, still felt far away.

She didn't know it yet, but the storm was already coming.

And it would change everything.
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​Chapter Two - Different Keys
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Dev Kapoor woke at five-thirty to the sound of his own breathing, measured and quiet in the darkness. He didn't need an alarm anymore—his body had internalized the rhythm of twelve-hour shifts at the hospital, of pre-dawn runs, of the careful choreography required to move through the world without disturbing it.

Beside him, Hollis was a tangle of limbs and sheets, one arm flung over his face, the other dangling off the edge of their bed. His breathing was deep, irregular. Lost somewhere in whatever dream currently held him.

Dev watched him for a moment, this man he'd married seven years ago in a courthouse ceremony with ten people present. Hollis's hair was a mess of auburn against the pillow. There was a smudge of ink on his jaw—he'd fallen asleep at his desk again, probably worked until three in the morning before finally giving in and coming to bed.

Carefully, so carefully, Dev slid out from under the covers. The apartment was small, every sound amplified. The floorboards creaked near the dresser. The bathroom door needed oil on its hinges. He'd been meaning to fix it for months, kept forgetting.

In the bathroom, Dev splashed water on his face and studied his reflection in the mirror. Thirty-five years old. The laugh lines his mother had promised would appear were settling in at the corners of his eyes. His beard was getting some gray in it, which Hollis claimed to find distinguished. Dev just felt tired.

He dressed in running clothes, laced up his shoes in the dark living room. Their apartment was a study in controlled chaos—Hollis's art supplies bleeding into every available surface, Dev's attempts at organization visible in the neat stack of mail on the counter, the shoes lined up by the door, the folded blanket on the couch.

He'd stopped trying to impose order on Hollis's creative process years ago. Now he just tried to maintain small islands of sanity in the sea of sketches and ink bottles and reference books stacked in precarious towers.

The morning air was sharp when Dev stepped outside, promising rain. He could feel it in the pressure, the way the air sat heavy against his skin. Weather report had said something about a major storm system. He should check the forecast again, make sure they had batteries, water, the things you were supposed to have.

Dev started his run at an easy pace, heading toward the park. His mind automatically began sorting through the day ahead. Seven AM shift at the pediatric unit. Mrs. Rodriguez's daughter was due for her post-op check. The Freeman twins were scheduled for discharge if their vitals stayed stable. He needed to follow up with the attending about the new protocol for pain management.

His grandfather's watch ticked steadily against his wrist. Dev had worn it every day since the funeral eight years ago. Time is a gift, his dadaji used to say. Don't waste it on worry.

But worry was part of Dev's operating system. It was how he'd gotten through nursing school while working two jobs. How he'd learned to anticipate problems before they became crises. How he'd taught himself to be indispensable, first at the hospital, then in his marriage.

When did I become his assistant instead of his husband?

The thought arrived unbidden, sharp and uncomfortable. Dev pushed his pace faster, as if he could outrun it.

It wasn't that Hollis didn't love him. Dev knew he did, in the intense, consuming way Hollis loved everything that mattered to him. But lately—lately there was a distance. Hollis would surface from his work, blinking like he'd forgotten Dev existed. Would accept the coffee Dev brought him, the reminders to eat, the gentle management of his schedule, all with grateful distraction.

And Dev would smile and say it was fine and go back to the careful work of keeping their life running while Hollis created.

Someone had to be the steady one.

Someone had to remember to pay the electric bill and buy groceries and call the landlord about the leak in the ceiling.

Someone had to be the adult.

The park was nearly empty, just a few other early risers. Dev found his rhythm, his breathing settling into the familiar pattern. This was his time, the only hour of the day that belonged entirely to him. No patients, no Hollis, no expectations. Just the steady strike of his feet against pavement and the expanding light of dawn.

He thought about the marathon he wanted to train for. Had wanted to train for, past tense, because he'd mentioned it to Hollis three weeks ago and Hollis had said "That's great, babe" without looking up from his laptop.

Dev had let it drop. Added it to the list of things he wanted that felt selfish to pursue when Hollis was in the middle of a deadline, when money was tight, when there were always more immediate concerns.

When did wanting things for himself become selfish?

By the time he returned to the apartment, the sky had lightened to that particular gray that meant the sun was up but hidden. Dev let himself in quietly, started the coffee maker, pulled eggs from the fridge.

Hollis emerged from the bedroom at six-forty-five, right on schedule despite the late night. He was wearing Dev's old college t-shirt and boxer briefs, hair standing up in six different directions, squinting against the light.

"Morning," he mumbled, heading straight for the coffee.

"Morning." Dev cracked eggs into a pan. "How'd the work go?"

"Good. I think. I don't know." Hollis leaned against the counter, cradling his mug like it was a lifeline. "I got stuck on the perspective in panel twelve. Spent four hours redrawing the same hand."

"I'm sure it's perfect now."

"It's passable." Hollis's mouth quirked. "You're off today?"

"Seven to seven."

"Brutal."

"It's fine."

Dev plated the eggs, set one in front of Hollis, took the other to the small table wedged between the kitchen and the living room. Hollis followed, collapsing into the chair across from him with the graceless exhaustion of someone who'd burned through all their energy reserves.

They ate in comfortable silence. This, at least, was still good between them. The quiet morning moments, the ease of shared space. Hollis's foot hooked around Dev's ankle under the table, a casual point of contact.

"You working through lunch?" Dev asked.

"Probably. Deadline's Friday."

"Want me to leave you something in the fridge?"

"You don't have to."

"I know."

But he would anyway, because this was what he did. This was who he was in this marriage—the one who anticipated needs, who smoothed paths, who made everything easier for the person he loved.

Hollis looked at him, really looked at him, for the first time that morning. His green eyes were tired but present. "You okay?"

"Yeah. Why?"

"You seem quiet."

"I'm always quiet."

"Different quiet." Hollis tilted his head, studying him with the same intensity he brought to his artwork. "Something happen?"

Dev could tell him. Could say: I feel invisible. I feel like your assistant. I feel like I'm disappearing in my own life. I don't know who I am outside of being useful to you.

Instead, he smiled. "Just tired. Long week."

"You should rest more."

"I will."

Another lie, gentle and habitual.

Hollis's phone buzzed. He glanced at it, grimaced. "My brother."

"Everything okay?"

"Yeah, he just—" Hollis gestured vaguely. "Wants to know if we're coming to Pennsylvania for Thanksgiving. I told him probably not but he keeps asking."

"We could go."

"You hate driving to Pennsylvania."

"I don't hate it."

"You tolerate it out of love for me."

This, at least, made Dev laugh. "Accurate."

Hollis reached across the table, found Dev's hand. His fingers were ink-stained, always ink-stained. "I love you, you know that?"

"I know."

"Even when I'm a disaster."

"Especially then."

It was meant to be reassuring. But Dev heard how it sounded—like he was signing up for a job instead of a marriage. Like his role was to manage Hollis's chaos rather than build something with him.

Hollis squeezed his hand and released it, already checking his phone again, mind wandering back to the deadline, the work, the consuming fire of his creativity that Dev had loved about him from the beginning and now sometimes resented.

Dev stood, cleared the plates. "I should get ready for work."

"Yeah. Hey—" Hollis looked up. "Thanks. For breakfast. For everything."

"Of course."

In the shower, Dev let the hot water run over his shoulders and tried to remember when they'd last had a real conversation. Not logistics or schedules or Hollis's work, but an actual exchange about feelings, fears, dreams. Tried to remember when he'd last told Hollis what he wanted instead of just facilitating what Hollis needed.

Tried to remember if he even knew what he wanted anymore, or if he'd become so practiced at subordinating his desires that he'd lost track of them entirely.

His grandfather's watch sat on the bathroom counter, water-spotted and faithful. Dev picked it up, ran his thumb over the worn leather band. Dadaji had given it to him the summer before he died, during a visit when Dev was home from college.

"You're always taking care of everyone else," his grandfather had said in Gujarati, pressing the watch into Dev's palm. "But who takes care of you?"

Dev had laughed it off. Said he was fine, he didn't need taking care of, he liked being useful.

His grandfather had just looked at him with those dark, knowing eyes. "Being needed and being loved are not the same thing, beta. Remember that."

Eight years later, standing in his cramped bathroom getting ready for another shift, Dev finally understood what he'd meant.

He dressed in his scrubs, laced up his work shoes. When he emerged, Hollis was already back at his desk, headphones on, lost to the world. The untouched plate of eggs sat beside him, growing cold.

Dev covered it with plastic wrap, put it in the fridge for later. Wrote a note—Don't forget to eat. Love you—and left it where Hollis would see it.

Then he grabbed his bag, his travel mug of tea, his keys.

Paused at the door to look back at his husband, who was bent over his work, completely absorbed, beautiful and distant as a star.

Dev wanted to say something. Wanted to cross the room and pull off those headphones and say: Look at me. Really look at me. See me as something other than the person who keeps your life running.

But he had a shift in twenty minutes. And Hollis had a deadline. And the moment passed, as moments always did, sliding by unmarked and unmourned.

"See you tonight," Dev said, even though Hollis couldn't hear him.

He locked the door behind him and headed down to the street, where the morning had fully arrived, gray and heavy with the promise of rain.

His phone buzzed. A text from Priya: Brunch this weekend? I need to download about the absolute chaos of my dating life.

Dev smiled despite himself. Priya, at least, saw him. Asked him questions. Wanted to know about his life, not just what he could do for hers.

He typed back: Definitely. Sunday work?

The response came immediately: Perfect. Prepare for drama. I kissed TWO different people last week and now it's A Situation.

Can't wait to hear about it, Dev wrote. And he meant it.

At the subway station, he descended into the familiar press of the morning commute. Squeezed into a car with two dozen other people, all of them sealed in their own private worlds, all of them heading somewhere they had to be.

Dev found a handrail, steadied himself against the lurch of the train. Through the window, the city slid past in ribbons of gray and brown and the occasional shock of color—a graffitied wall, a red jacket, a cluster of yellow leaves stubbornly clinging to a tree.

He checked the weather app on his phone. Storm system intensifying. Possibility of significant rainfall. Flood warnings for low-lying areas.

Their apartment was on the third floor, but their building was old. The basement flooded every few years. Dev made a mental note to ask the landlord about the sump pump, whether it had been serviced, whether they should be concerned.

Always managing. Always planning. Always three steps ahead, anticipating problems, solving them before they became crises.

It was how he survived. How he'd always survived.

But somewhere beneath the practiced efficiency, beneath the careful caretaking and the habitual self-sacrifice, Dev felt something stirring. A restlessness. A hunger for something he couldn't name.

The train emerged from the tunnel, rattling into daylight. Dev looked at his reflection in the window—a man in scrubs with tired eyes and a patient expression, carrying other people's weight like it was his job.

When had it become his job?

When had he decided that being good meant being selfless?

When had he stopped believing he deserved to be someone's priority instead of their support system?

The train lurched to a stop at his station. Dev exited with the crowd, climbed the stairs to street level, walked the three blocks to the hospital. Through the sliding doors into the familiar smell of antiseptic and recycled air. Past the security desk where Marcus waved him through. Into the elevator, up to the pediatric floor.

He clocked in, checked the board, fell into the rhythm of his shift.

And for the next twelve hours, Dev Kapoor was exactly who everyone needed him to be—competent, calm, endlessly patient. The steady hand in crisis. The gentle voice in pain. The person you could count on to show up, to follow through, to care.

It was only later—much later, during his break when he sat alone in the staff room with a cup of bad coffee and the fluorescent lights humming overhead—that he let himself admit the truth.

He was so tired of being steady.

Tired of being the one everyone leaned on.

Tired of being good.

His phone buzzed. A text from Hollis: Forgot to eat lunch. Thanks for the eggs. I love you. You're the best.

Dev stared at the message. Felt the familiar warmth of being appreciated, the hollow ache of being useful.

Love you too, he wrote back.

Then he set down his phone, pressed his palms against his eyes, and allowed himself sixty seconds of selfishness.

Sixty seconds to feel what he felt—the loneliness, the resentment, the grief for the marriage he'd thought they'd have and the distance that had grown between them like sediment, so slow and so steady that he'd barely noticed until he was already buried.

Sixty seconds.

Then he stood, threw away his coffee cup, and went back to work.

Because someone had to be the steady one.

And Dev had learned a long time ago that someone would always be him.

Outside, the sky darkened. The first drops of rain began to fall. And somewhere in the city, a storm system was building, pressure meeting pressure, systems colliding.

Dev didn't know it yet, but everything was about to change.

The ground beneath him was already shifting.

He just hadn't felt it move.
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​Chapter Three - The Flood
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MARGOT

The rain started Thursday afternoon, just as Margot's meeting with the zoning board was wrapping up. Through the conference room windows, she watched the sky turn the color of old bruises, heavy and threatening. Her phone buzzed with a weather alert: Flash flood warning in effect until 11 PM.

"Looks like we're in for it," said Martin, the lead inspector, gathering his papers. "Better get home safe."

Margot nodded, already mentally recalculating her evening. The presentation was tomorrow. She'd planned to work late at the office, refining the structural details. But if the rain was going to be bad—

Her phone rang. Iris.

"Hey," Margot answered, stepping into the hallway.

"Are you seeing this weather?" Iris's voice carried an edge of excitement, the kind she got when routine was disrupted. "They're saying it's going to be historic. The news is calling it a hundred-year storm event."

"I'm seeing it."

"You should come home. They're talking about flooding near the river."

Their building was six blocks from the water. Close, but they were on the fourth floor. Margot ran the calculations automatically—elevation, drainage systems, the age of the infrastructure. "We should be fine."

"I know. But still. Come home?"

There was something in Iris's voice. Not quite fear, but need. The desire for company in uncertainty. For once, Margot didn't argue.

"I'm leaving now," she said.

The subway was already experiencing delays. Margot stood on the platform with a hundred other people, all of them checking phones, all of them watching the rain intensify through the station grates. When the train finally came, it was packed. She wedged herself into a corner and held onto the overhead rail, her bag pressed against her chest.

The woman next to her was on the phone, speaking rapid Spanish. Something about getting her kids from school, about the basement apartment, about needing to move things upstairs. Her voice climbed with each sentence, fear threading through the words.

Margot felt it then, the first whisper of unease. The city was built for this, engineered for resilience. But engineering had limits. And old buildings, old systems, old infrastructure—

Her phone buzzed. A text from her project manager: Office is closing early. Everyone go home. Be safe.

Another from her mother: You okay? Very bad rain on news.

Margot responded to her mother first: I'm fine. Heading home now.

The train lurched to a stop between stations. The lights flickered. Someone groaned. After a long minute, they started moving again, slower now, cautious.

By the time Margot emerged at her stop, the rain had reached the kind of intensity that defeated umbrellas. She ran the three blocks to her building, arriving soaked, her good work shoes squelching with every step.

Iris met her at the apartment door with a towel, worry and relief battling across her face.

"You're drenched."

"It's biblical out there." Margot stripped off her jacket, her shirt plastered to her skin. "Any updates?"

"They're evacuating some of the low-lying areas. The mayor's on TV telling people to shelter in place." Iris handed her dry clothes. "I made tea."

It was such a Iris thing to do, making tea in a crisis. Margot felt a rush of affection for her wife, standing there in leggings and an oversized sweater, hair in a messy bun, trying to impose comfort on chaos.

"Thank you," Margot said, and meant it.

They spent the evening camped on the couch, Margot's laptop open but ignored, watching the news coverage. The storm had stalled over the city, dumping rain at rates the drainage systems couldn't handle. Streets were turning into rivers. Cars were floating. The footage looked apocalyptic.

"This is wild," Iris murmured, curled against Margot's side. "Like, genuinely wild."

Margot's architect brain was cataloging failure points. Old combined sewer systems. Insufficient green infrastructure. Buildings without proper flood barriers. The city had been meaning to upgrade, to modernize, but funding and politics and the slow machinery of bureaucracy—

Her phone rang. Unknown number. She almost didn't answer.

"Ms. Chen? This is David Rodriguez, your building super. I need to inform you that we're experiencing significant flooding in the basement and lower floors. The water main has been compromised. We're asking all residents to conserve water and prepare for possible evacuation if conditions worsen."

Margot sat up straight. "How bad is it?"

"First floor is taking on water. We're working on it, but—just stay alert, okay? I'll keep you posted."

After he hung up, Margot looked at Iris, who'd heard
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