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​Chapter 1

​The Borrowed Word
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The warehouse smelled of linseed oil and old iron, the kind of smell that settles into a person's clothes and stays there for days. Late light came through the high windows in long slanted bars, catching the dust in the air, making it drift the way dust only drifts in a room where something is being made or unmade.

A woman knelt on the concrete floor beside a wrought iron church gate, her sleeves pushed to her elbows, a flathead screwdriver pinned between her teeth. The gate was Portuguese, mid-nineteenth century, with rust blooming across one hinge in a pattern that looked, if you squinted, like a small dark country.

"Come on," she muttered around the screwdriver. "Just give me this one."

The hinge gave a small reluctant click. She let out a breath that was half laugh, half exhale, and her shoulders dropped a quarter inch. Three weeks she had been negotiating with this gate, and the gate had finally said yes. Her name was Delia Remington and the warehouse was hers.

Well. Half hers. The other half belonged to a woman named Helena Volkov, who was somewhere on the mezzanine right now arguing with a Lisbon dealer in a voice that suggested the Lisbon dealer was losing.

Delia rocked back on her heels, wiped the back of her wrist across her forehead, and felt the screwdriver bump against her ear.

Right. The clip. She had lost it somewhere between a marble basin and a rosewood console two days ago. She pulled the screwdriver from her teeth and pushed it through the loose knot of hair at the back of her head, jamming it in like a hairpin.

It held. This, she thought, was the truest sentence anyone had ever written about her life. Her phone buzzed against the concrete. She glanced at the screen. Saul. A small private smile pulled at one corner of her mouth before she even picked up.

"Hello, husband."

"Hello, wifey." She could hear the wind in his voice. Traffic. The slap of his shoes against pavement. "You're breathing like you're walking somewhere," Delia said. "Walking back from the planning office. Long meeting." She braced her shoulder against the cold iron of the gate. The metal pressed through her shirt and she did not mind. "How long is long?" A small pause.

"Liminal length." Her brow pulled in.

Just slightly. Not enough to call a frown.

More like the way a tongue finds a chipped tooth, an inward correction, a tiny adjustment in a room she could not yet see.

Liminal.

She filed the word, very carefully, in a drawer behind her ribs that she did not open often. "Liminal length," she said, and made her voice light. "Is that a planner thing now?" "It might be. It might be becoming one."

He laughed.

She laughed too, because he was her husband of nine years and he had earned the laugh by being that, by being him, by being the man whose voice she had once known better than her own.

"Are you coming home?" she asked.

"I'm coming home. I might be late. Don't wait on dinner." "I never wait on dinner."

"I know," he said. "I love that about you." She closed her eyes for a half second, then opened them. The gate was still there. The dust was still drifting. The light was still slanting. "Drive safe," she said, and then corrected herself, because he was walking, not driving. "Walk safe. Whatever it is. Be safe." "You sound tired, Delia." "I'm not tired. I'm winning."

"What did you win?"

"A hinge."

He laughed again, and this one was warmer.

"Tell the hinge I'm proud of it."

"I will." She hung up.

And then she stayed exactly where she was, kneeling on the cold concrete with one hand still resting against the iron, and she became suddenly aware of how loud her own breathing was. In. Out. In. Out. It was a strange thing, to hear yourself breathe inside your own warehouse. She stood up. Her knees clicked.

She brushed the dust from her trousers and looked around as if the warehouse itself might tell her what had just happened, but the warehouse was the warehouse, and the warehouse never answered questions.

"Liminal," she said quietly, just to taste the word in her own mouth. It did not taste like Saul. That was the only honest thing she could say about it.

She walked the long aisle between the salvaged pieces. Past a marble basin still wrapped in burlap. Past a row of confessional doors leaning against the wall like men who had been told to wait their turn. Past a chandelier laid out on the workbench in pieces, each crystal labelled in her own handwriting.

Helena's voice drifted down from the mezzanine.

"No, you listen, Tomás. I gave you a price. The price was the price. The price is still the price. The price will be the price tomorrow morning when you call me back, which you will."

Delia smiled despite herself.

Helena had a way of arguing that made the other person feel they were being kindly escorted toward the only possible answer.

"Hey," Delia called up. "I won the hinge." Helena leaned over the rail, phone still pressed to her ear, and gave Delia a thumbs up without breaking her glare at whatever she was looking at on the floor below.

"Tomás, hold on. My partner won a hinge. This is more important than you." A pause. "I am joking. Slightly. Continue." Delia laughed. It was the kind of laugh that came out of her easily here, in this building, with this woman, with this work.

She wondered, fleetingly, where else in her life laughter came out that easily, and the question made her stop in the middle of the aisle.

Then she let it go. There was a session to prepare for. Freddie would be here soon.

She walked to the small office at the back of the warehouse and put the kettle on. Tea was a ritual. Tea was what she did before she did anything that required her to be charming. The buzzer at the front door rang. Delia checked her watch. Right on time. Freddie was always right on time, which Delia had come to read as a kind of respect. "Coming," she called, and crossed back through the aisles toward the wide front doors of the warehouse.

She slid the bolt and pulled the door open and there she was, Frederica Bale, camera bag slung across her body, hair caught at the nape with a small tortoiseshell clip.

Delia's eyes went to the clip first.

"That's a nice clip." Freddie laughed. The laugh had a slight catch in it. "My mother's. She gave it to me when I started taking the work seriously. She said professional women need professional hair." "Your mother sounds terrifying."

"She is. Pleasantly."

Delia stepped back to let her in, and Freddie came into the warehouse the way she always came in, like a person stepping into a cathedral she half believed in.

That was one of the things Delia liked about her.

Freddie understood that buildings, and the things inside buildings, had something close to a soul.

"I won the hinge," Delia said, already walking back toward the iron gate.

"You won the hinge?" Freddie's voice rose with pleasure. "The Coimbra gate?"

"The Coimbra gate."

"Oh, Delia."

Freddie was already unzipping the camera bag.

"That's our shot. That's the cover shot. Tell me you have not moved it. Tell me it is still kneeling there in the light."

Delia laughed.

"It is still kneeling there in the light. I have not moved it. I would not dare."

They walked together to the gate.

Freddie crouched, the way photographers crouched, like she was paying her respects to the floor.

She took three quick frames without speaking.

Then she lowered the camera and just looked.

"How did you get the hinge?"

"Patience and a screwdriver."

"Delia, seriously."

"Seriously, patience and a screwdriver. Three weeks of patience. One good screwdriver."

Freddie shook her head, smiling.

"You talk to objects."

"I do."

"Do they talk back?"

"They do. Not in words. But they do."

Freddie raised the camera again. Click. Click. Click.

The shutter sound was like a small animal walking across glass.

Delia stood with her arms crossed, watching the woman work, watching the way Freddie's whole body lowered into the shot, the way her left hand braced the lens, the way her right shoulder dropped a fraction when she found the angle she wanted.

It was, Delia thought, a kind of devotion.

"I showed your portfolio to Saul," Delia said.

It came out lightly, casually, the way she meant it.

Freddie did not lower the camera right away.

There was a fraction of a second, no more, where her shoulder did a small thing.

Not a flinch. Smaller than a flinch.

A held breath shaped like gratitude.

Then she lowered the camera and turned to face Delia, and her eyes were bright.

"You did?"

"I did."

"And?"

"He said you photograph buildings like they owe you an apology."

Freddie laughed. The laugh came out a half step too loud.

"He said that?"

"He noticed," Delia said. "He doesn't always notice."

"That's. That's very kind of him."

"He thought there might be work for you with the firm. They're putting together a portfolio of the riverfront redevelopment, before and after, and he said your eye was exactly the kind of eye that project needed."

"Delia."

Freddie's voice had a small wobble in it.

"You did not have to do that."

"I didn't do it as a favour. I did it because you're good."

"Still. Thank you."

Their eyes met.

Freddie's were too bright. Delia read this as gratitude, as the slightly embarrassed flush of a younger woman whose work had been championed by an older one, and she filed nothing. There was nothing to file.

Was there?

A small bell rang at the back of her mind, very faintly.

She did not hear it.

"Come on," Delia said. "Let's shoot the gate properly. The light is doing something I'm going to mourn in twenty minutes if you don't catch it now."

They worked for an hour.

Freddie moved around the gate like a dancer, low, then high, then flat against the floor.

Delia held a reflector when she was asked to hold a reflector, stepped out of frame when she was asked to step out of frame, and answered questions about provenance and dates with the half-distracted precision of a woman who had answered the same questions for fifteen years.

At one point Freddie said, "Tell me about this hinge."

"This hinge is from a church in Coimbra that was closed in 1974. The whole gate sat in a barn for forty years. The family who owned the barn used it as a chicken run."

"The chickens stood on a church gate."

"The chickens stood on a church gate."

"That's the most Portuguese thing I have ever heard in my life."

Delia laughed.

"I thought so too."

When they were done, Freddie sat down on the warehouse floor, cross legged, and scrolled through the back of the camera, her face soft and absorbed.

Delia brought her a mug of tea.

"Thank you," Freddie said, without looking up.

"Welcome."

A small silence.

Then Freddie said, without looking up still, "Tell Saul thank you. For me."

"I will."

"Tell him I said thank you. I mean, properly. Properly thank you."

Delia paused with her own mug halfway to her mouth.

She studied the top of Freddie's head, the smooth dark hair, the tortoiseshell clip, the curve of her neck.

"I'll tell him," she said.

And she meant it kindly, because she did mean it kindly, because at that moment she still had no reason in the world not to mean it kindly.

Freddie left a little after six.

The door clicked shut behind her and Delia stood in the suddenly empty front of the warehouse with her mug going cold in her hands.

Helena came down the spiral stair from the mezzanine, phone finally pocketed, hair more chaotic than it had been an hour ago.

"Well," Helena said. "Tomás folded."

"Of course he did."

"He always folds. I do not know why he tries."

Helena's eyes went to Delia's face.

She tilted her head.

"You look like you're thinking about something."

"I'm always thinking about something."

"You look like you're thinking about something you don't want to be thinking about."

Delia smiled.

It was not a real smile. It was the smile she used on customs officials.

"I'm thinking about dinner. I'm thinking I haven't shopped. I'm thinking Saul is going to come home and look at the empty fridge and be tragic about it."

Helena snorted.

"Saul is too refined to be tragic. He will just sigh in three different keys."

"Exactly."

"Go," Helena said. "I will lock up. Go feed your husband."

Delia went.

The drive home through Porto in the late afternoon was the part of her day she had always loved most.

The river to her right, dull silver under a sky going pink, the bridges stitching the two banks together, the trams clattering past her car in their patient old rhythm.

She turned into Bonfim and the streets narrowed, and the tiled facades closed in around her, blue and white and yellow and a sea green that had no name in any colour chart she had ever seen.

She parked on the cobbles outside their building and sat for a moment with the engine off.

Liminal.

The word came back to her without warning, like a small fish surfacing in a pond at dusk.

She shook her head.

It was a word. It was a word her husband had used. People learned new words. People used new words. People were allowed to grow vocabularies.

She got out of the car.

The entryway of their building was narrow and tall and the tiles climbed the wall in a pattern she had memorised years ago.

One tile, on the second row up, was cracked. Diagonally. A single clean fracture from the upper left to the lower right.

She could have replaced it. She had been able to replace it for nine years.

She had never replaced it.

She liked the honesty of damage. She liked a building that told you what had happened to it.

She climbed the stairs.

The door of the apartment opened before she reached it, and there he was, Saul, in the doorway, in his shirtsleeves, his hair still damp from a shower.

She had not heard the shower run.

But then she had not been home.

"You're back," he said.

"I'm back."

He stepped aside to let her in.

The apartment smelled of red wine and the faintest trace of his cologne, the one she had bought him three Christmases ago, the cedar one.

He had a glass of wine in his hand already.

He had poured one for her too. It was waiting on the low table by the window.

"You showered early," she said.

"I felt grimy. The office was hot today."

"Was it?"

"Stuffy. They have the heating set for January and we are not in January."

He leaned in to kiss her hello.

She turned her face up to receive it.

The kiss landed on the corner of her mouth.

Not the center.

She felt it land. She felt the precise geography of where his lips touched her skin, just to the left of her bottom lip, half on the lip and half on the cheek, in the place that was not quite a kiss and not quite not one.

She thought, with a small clarity that surprised her, that she could not remember the last time a kiss of his had landed in the center of her mouth.

A week ago? A month? A year?

She did not know.

She smiled and stepped past him toward the wine.

"How was the office?" she asked.

"Long. As advertised. How was the warehouse?"

"I won the hinge."

"The hinge?"

"The Coimbra hinge."

"Delia. That's wonderful."

He said it warmly. He meant it. He had always been good at meaning the small things.

She turned to face him with the wine glass in her hand.

She studied him for a moment.

The damp hair. The open collar. The way he had unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled them halfway up his forearms.

He had good forearms. She had always loved his forearms.

"What?" he said.

"Nothing. Just looking at you."

"That's allowed."

"I know it is."

He smiled. She smiled back.

They drank.

Then he said, "I was thinking we could just have eggs. I'm not hungry for anything complicated."

"Eggs are good."

"You're not disappointed?"

"Saul, I would be disappointed if you suggested anything other than eggs. I drove home in a state of mourning for the contents of our fridge."

He laughed.

He went into the kitchen and she heard him take the pan down from the hook, and the click of the gas, and the small domestic music of a man making eggs for his wife.

She stood by the window and looked out at the street and drank her wine and thought about absolutely nothing.

That, at least, was what she told herself.

After dinner she went into the bathroom to wash her face and her hands.

The bathroom was small and warm. The mirror above the sink was old and slightly silvered at the edges, the way old mirrors went, and she had always liked the way the silvering crept in like ivy around the reflection.

She washed her hands.

The water ran warm and then hot and then she added cold and got the temperature right and let it run over her wrists for longer than she needed to.

She looked up at the mirror.

Her face looked back at her.

Her hair was still pinned up with the flathead screwdriver. She had forgotten to take it out.

She did not take it out.

She studied her face.

The small lines at the corners of her eyes. The freckle she had always meant to ask a doctor about and never had. The mouth that her grandmother had called too generous, which Delia had taken, even as a child, to mean too much.

She tried to remember the last thing Saul had said that had surprised her.

Not in a small way. In a real way.

A sentence. A word. A thought that had come out of him that she had not seen coming.

She stood there with the water running and she tried.

Nothing came.

She tried harder. She combed back through the week. Through the month.

She found small things. A joke about a colleague. A complaint about a permit. The cedar cologne smell of his neck when he hugged her on a morning she could not now date.

But nothing that surprised her.

Nothing she had not known he was going to say before he said it.

She turned off the tap.

The water gurgled down the drain and then the bathroom was quiet, very quiet, and she could hear her own breathing again, the way she had heard it in the warehouse.

In. Out. In. Out.

She did not yet know anything.

Not really. Not in any way she could have named.

But something in her had begun, somewhere behind her ribs, in the drawer she did not open often, to listen differently.

She reached up and pulled the screwdriver out of her hair.

Her hair fell down around her shoulders.

She looked at her reflection for one more long moment.

Then she turned off the bathroom light and walked back into the warm yellow room where her husband was waiting with the second glass of wine already poured.
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​Chapter 2

​A Vocabulary That Isn't His
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The weather turned on a Sunday, the way weather in Porto always turned, without warning and without apology. One morning the sky was high and blue and the next the wind came in off the Atlantic with a low grey ceiling and a sea smell that crept up through the streets and into the apartments and refused to leave. Delia woke to the change in the light and lay very still for a moment under the heavy linen sheet, listening to the wind work its way down the street outside. Caldo verde, she thought. The weather had ordered it.

She got up. The kitchen was small and warm and she set about it with the deliberate motions of a woman who liked her own company in a kitchen. Onion. Garlic. A little olive oil, the green good one from the bottle her cousin sent from the Alentejo every year. Potatoes peeled and cubed and slid into the pot.

The cabbage was already in the fridge, the dark thin ribbons of it pre cut yesterday because she had known, somehow, that the weather was going to turn.

Saul came into the kitchen at some point in the late morning, in the soft grey sweatshirt that was older than their marriage, his hair flat on one side from the pillow.

"You're cooking," he said.

"I am cooking."

"What are you cooking?"

"The weather told me to make caldo verde. I am obeying the weather."

He laughed.

The laugh was easy and short and it touched the back of her neck like a familiar hand.

"Can I help?"

"You can slice the chouriço."

"I can slice the chouriço."

He took the small dry sausage from the fridge and set himself up at the corner of the counter with a wooden board and a thin sharp knife and began to slice. The slices fell from the knife in neat dark coins. She watched him for a moment over her shoulder. The line of his jaw. The small frown of concentration. The cowlick at the back of his head that no amount of brushing had ever tamed in nine years.

A small warm something moved in her chest. She turned back to the pot. "Tell me about the project," she said. "The new one. The riverside one." "You actually want to hear about it?"

"Saul. I always want to hear about it." He laughed again, softer this time.

"All right. So. They want to do a phased redevelopment of the eastern bank. The old industrial parcels. The warehouses that have been sitting empty since the nineties."

"The ones near the metalworks?"

"Those ones. And the planners are interested in what they're calling a threshold condition between the new mixed use and the residential streets that already exist." She paused, the wooden spoon halfway to the pot. Threshold condition. She moved the spoon the rest of the way and stirred. "Threshold condition," she said. "That's a phrase."

"It is." "Where did that come from?" "The brief, I think. Or one of the consultants." "Sounds like a consultant phrase."

He laughed.

"It probably is. They love that kind of thing. They love anything with two nouns stacked on top of each other."

She smiled. She kept stirring.

"Go on," she said.

"So. The threshold condition is the interesting part. Because if you do it badly, you get a wall. You get a row of new buildings that turn their backs on the old streets, and the residents hate it, and the new tenants never use the old streets, and the whole thing becomes two cities instead of one."

"Right."

"And if you do it well. If you do it well, you get what one of the urban designers I was reading called a negotiated edge."

Delia set the spoon down on the rest beside the stove. She did not move for a half second. Then she picked the spoon back up and stirred again. Negotiated edge.

"Negotiated edge," she said, casually.

"Mm."

"That's nice."

"It's a good phrase, isn't it?"

"It is a good phrase."

The cabbage went into the pot.

The dark green ribbons hit the broth and curled and the kitchen filled with the smell of cabbage and broth and good olive oil, and Delia stood at the stove and stirred and did not turn around.

"Tell me more," she said.

"You're really interested."

"I am really interested. Why do you sound surprised." "I don't know. I sound surprised because you're being very still." She laughed. The laugh came out at exactly the volume she wanted it to come out at. "I'm being still because I'm stirring. If I move, the cabbage will know."

"The cabbage will know."

"The cabbage will know. Tell me more about the negotiated edge." He kept slicing while he talked. "So. The idea is that the boundary between the new development and the existing fabric is not a line. It's a zone. It's a place that has to be negotiated. Block by block. And the way you negotiate it is by reading the grammar of the street."

Her hand stopped.

It was a small stop. The wooden spoon was still inside the pot. But her wrist had locked.

The grammar of the street. She made her hand move again. She stirred. Three. Three phrases. In twenty minutes. She set the lid on the pot. She turned around. Saul was at the cutting board, his head bent, slicing the last of the chouriço with the careful attention of a man who liked doing small careful things on a Sunday morning.

He looked up.

He smiled at her.

"What?" "Nothing," she said. "I'm just listening to you." "You're staring at me." "I'm listening to you with my eyes." He laughed.

He brought the board over to the stove and tipped the dark coins of chouriço into the pot, and the broth received them, and the smell of the kitchen deepened. "Where did you learn that phrase," she said, lightly. "Which phrase." "The grammar of the street."

A small pause.

She watched him while he answered.

His eyes flicked up and to the left. His shoulder did a thing. A very small thing, like a muscle remembering it had a job.

"It came up in a meeting," he said. "One of the consultants used it. I liked it. I wrote it down."

"You wrote it down?"

"I write things down sometimes. Phrases. When I like them."

"I did not know that."

"I have always done it. I have a little notebook."

"Saul Remington. You have a little notebook." He laughed. It was the right laugh. The right register. But it was, she thought, a slightly rehearsed laugh. The thought arrived in her without her permission and she put it back in its drawer. She turned to the cupboard for the bowls. "Speaking of grammar," she said. "Tell me about the Braga manor people. They confirmed the contract on Friday." He brightened. "Delia."

"I know."

"That's huge."

"I know."

"That's the biggest thing you have ever done."

"I know."

He came up behind her at the cupboard.

His hands settled on her shoulders. She felt the warmth of his palms through the linen of her shirt.

"I am so proud of you." She closed her eyes for a half second.

"Thank you." He kissed the top of her head. The kiss landed properly. On the crown of her head, exactly where it was meant to. She held very still under his hands. He went back to the chouriço board to wash it and she put the bowls down on the counter and she felt the small drawer behind her ribs slide open a fraction wider. Threshold condition. Negotiated edge. The grammar of a street. Three phrases. In twenty minutes. From a man whose own internal vocabulary, after fifteen years in his field, she could have recited in her sleep.

She ladled the soup. They sat down at the small round table by the window where they always ate on Sundays, and the rain began against the glass, and Saul ate his caldo verde with the small grateful sounds of a man who had been raised right, and Delia ate her own and watched him over the rim of her glass.

The wine was a young red from the Douro. It tasted, she noticed, faintly of iron. She drank it slowly.

She listened to her husband talk about a project she had asked him to talk about, and she let her calm settle into her shoulders and her spine and her hands.

The calm was a thing she had always had. But today the calm felt different. Today the calm felt load bearing. A structure. A wall. Something with rebar inside it.

She finished her soup and her wine, and she got up and cleared the plates, and she kissed her husband on the corner of his mouth before she went to do the dishes.

The kiss landed where his kisses landed now. She did not say anything. She just washed the dishes and watched the rain run down the window in long slow lines. Monday morning the warehouse smelled of damp.

The roof was old and the rain had come in overnight in two places, both of which Delia knew and managed with strategically placed buckets. She walked the aisles checking the buckets. The drip into the larger one had the slow steady rhythm of an old clock.

"Good morning, building," she said, very quietly, to the rafters. The building did not answer, but it never did, not in words.

Helena was already at the long table in the middle of the warehouse with the Braga manor contract spread out in front of her, four coffees deep, hair pulled back with the kind of severity that suggested the day had wronged her personally before she had even opened her eyes.

"Speak," Helena said, without looking up.

"That's my line. I'm not on the phone."

"I have decided I will say it to you too. It saves time."

Delia laughed.

She came to the table and pulled out the chair across from Helena and sat down.

The contract was a thick stapled thing in Portuguese with English translation clipped to the back.

"Where are we," Delia said.

"We are on the inventory clause. We are on the timeline. We are on the question of which of us is going to sleep in Braga for six weeks while the demolition crew tries to destroy four hundred years of history with a forklift."

"That would be me."

"I assumed."

"You have a wedding."

"I have a wedding. I will not miss the wedding. My cousin will divorce me from the family. The family will sit shiva for me. I will be a ghost in Bratislava."

"Helena."

"I am aware Slovaks do not sit shiva. I am being expressive."

Delia smiled. She picked up her pen and tapped it on the inventory clause.

"This is the part I want to renegotiate. They want us to catalogue every fitting. Including the iron. I don't want the iron in the catalogue. I want the iron in our acquisition list."

Helena's eyes flicked up.

"You want to buy the iron."

"I want first refusal on the iron."

"Delia. The iron alone is the cost of the contract."

"I know what the iron is worth. I want first refusal."

Helena studied her across the table. The studying went on for longer than studying usually went on, and Delia felt her shoulders square.

"What."

"Your face is doing the thing."

"What thing." "The thing where you have decided something but you have not told yourself yet." Delia laughed. It was a real laugh and it surprised her.

"Helena." "I am only reporting what your face is doing. I am the messenger. Do not shoot."

"My face is fine."

"Your face is not fine. Your face is the face of a woman who is about to do something."

"I
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