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Chapter 1. The Blinds


[image: ]


The coffee machine starts its self-heating cycle, though I haven't asked it for anything. The noise is short, confident, like people who have been "in process" since six and are uninterested in the fact that I’m still lying down, pretending I don’t exist. I reach for the button on the bedside table, miss, and catch the sheet—it slides onto the floor, bunches into a heavy mass, and stays there. (I don't need the symbolism. But fine.)

Light filters through the blinds in strips. Not "cinema," but texture: narrow lines on the white wall, the rug, my fingers. The strips look as though someone decided to mark my room as a construction site: a thoroughfare here, a work zone there, a material storage unit over there. The role of site foreman discreetly falls to me. I certainly didn't sign the contract.

My phone lies nearby and glows. More accurately—it waits for me to surrender. I surrender quickly; it’s a practiced move. The screen displays work emails, someone's calendar, a newsletter with a discount on yogurts, and a strange notification from an app offering to "restore balance." (Balance, apparently, got lost somewhere between my heels and the mortgage.) I scroll through everything with almost no anger—anger is expensive, and I'm economizing right now.

I sit on the edge of the bed, and the floor chills my feet as if it holds a personal grudge. My heel presses into the rug—and the splinter remembers itself. Small, precise, without extraneous words. I was digging it out yesterday with a needle, treating it like surgery rather than domestic humiliation. Apparently, a part remained. (My life, in brief: everything I do is "almost.")

In the bathroom, the mirror greets me without diplomacy. Under my eyes are traces not even of sleep, but of some prolonged internal business trip. My hair is tied back haphazardly: the hair tie holds the shape better than I do. I look at myself and think: there it is again, that look—"I understand everything" and simultaneously "I don't care." It's a comfortable place to live from, but an uncomfortable place to love from. Though who am I kidding—"loving" right now feels like a project from someone else's presentation.

I turn on the water. It runs cold, then warm, then cold again, as if it hasn't decided what we are to each other either. The shower is loud, and that's the only thing I like: the sound occupies the space in my head where anxiety usually stands, rearranging the furniture. I put my head under the stream and wait for things to feel easier. My body feels easier. My head stays put. (The psyche is the most stubborn tenement.)

The towel smells of yesterday's foot cream and something textile and weary. I keep promising myself to replace it with a new one—thick, white, the kind that doesn't pretend it's already given up. I don't replace it. Because replacing the towel somehow always loses out to "reply to this email" and "don't forget to pay something important." In daily life, I'm sometimes like an architect who can design a museum but forgets to buy a lightbulb.

In the kitchen, the refrigerator hums like a neighbour breathing through the wall. I open the door and take out a jar of chia pudding. Overnight, it has become perfectly "as it should be"—thick, grey, disciplined. The raspberries on top are slightly dry around the edges, but they maintain composure. I eat them with a spoon and look out the window at the street, where the cars haven't yet settled into their roles. (I haven't settled into mine, by the way, either.)

From the small speaker by the window, James Blake — “Retrograde” softly pulls. I didn't turn it on—meaning I turned it on yesterday and forgot. I like the idea that music lives its own life here: like a cat that doesn't ask permission to lie on the keyboard. The bass makes the kitchen slightly more collected. As if the air in the room understands that now is not the time to fall apart.

The coffee machine hisses. In this moment, I remember why I bought it: so that I would have at least one ritual that looks convincing. I make a cappuccino, and the foam comes out watery. As always, when I try to be a "woman with balance." Milk spills onto the counter; I wipe it with my sleeve, even though there’s a napkin nearby. (The technical part of my personality is crying somewhere in the corner.)

I pick up the mug—not new, not designer, just heavy and comfortable. The ceramic is warm, the coffee is bitter. The bitterness isn't irritating: at least it's real. I take a sip and feel my body switch on at minimum power. Not vigour—just "I am functioning." That is sufficient for the start of a day I didn't ask for.

The sheet is lying on the floor near the bed, and I remember it like a person I owe a call back to. I don't pick it up. I like that there is sometimes a small fact of chaos in my flat—it is more honest than a perfectly made bed. (And don't bother telling me that "order is freedom." Order is just order.)

I open the window. The air is cold, dry, with a city scent: metal, asphalt, someone's cleaning agent from the stairwell. I walk barefoot across the kitchen and feel my feet searching for a warm spot, like living things. A pack of cigarettes stands on the windowsill. I take one out, light it. The first few drags are always strangely calming—not because it's "good," but because the ritual gives my hands a job.

The smoke exits the window and dissolves into the air, as if it doesn't need to prove anything here. I stand and listen to someone moving a chair in the flat next door. Outside, a car door slams somewhere. The city is assembling itself. I am not. (I sometimes don't assemble myself at all. I just exist in "holding on" mode.)

The phone glows again. I pick it up and scroll through the messages: a work chat, a meeting reminder, an email from an airline with the subject "Your Documents." I linger on this email a second longer. Inside—an itinerary, a layover, some dry lines that look like a promise of a change of scenery. I put out the cigarette in the empty yogurt container—not for aesthetic reasons, but because it's within reach. The smell will remain, I know. I'll throw it away later. I always do everything "later," and that is my personal time management style.

In the hallway, a coat hangs on a hook, a bag is beside it. I have things that hold their shape better than I do: structured leather, neat stitching, metal hardware that has no doubts. I touch the bag strap with my fingers—a habit of calming myself with texture. (If I could be cured with leather and metal, I would have been well long ago.)

I return to the kitchen and finish the cappuccino. It's cold; the foam has become completely dismal. I look at the cup and think: sometimes I make coffee not for the taste, but so that I have something to hold in my hands while my head decides whether to continue living. It sounds dramatic. In reality—just a woman in a kitchen with a mug. (That is the whole truth.)

I go back to the bathroom and take a small pair of tweezers from the cabinet. I sit on the edge of the tub, lean towards my foot, and search for the splinter. My body tolerates it, but without enthusiasm. I have no patience, but I have stubbornness. I lift the skin, and the splinter finally surrenders—a thin, dark thread, almost non-existent, yet capable of ruining a day more effectively than many people. I drop it into the sink and wash it away with water. A small victory. Quiet. Unphotogenic. (Just the way I like it.)

Returning to the room, I notice clothes folded on the chair. A black sweater of fine wool, simple trousers, trainers that I cleaned yesterday. I don't create an "image"—I create armour, but without the fanfare. The clothes fit me like a contract: they promise not to ask questions if I don't ask them of myself.

The track changes on the phone—now The Blaze — “Territory” is playing. The bass is slightly denser, the rhythm more direct. A feeling arises internally that movement is possible. Not "I want to," but "I can." These are different things, but I'll take what I'm given right now.

I pick the sheet up from the floor and throw it into the laundry basket. Not out of good manners. I just need the floor to be clean. The floor is a boundary. If there is chaos on the floor, my inner renovations begin without an estimate.

A notepad lies on the table. The one I sometimes write not thoughts in, but lists—because my thoughts are too fond of sprawling. I open it and write one short line: "Gather documents for the trip." That’s all. No heroic plans. No "start a new life." I am simply acknowledging the fact: there is movement. (And yes, that is already a lot.)

I walk to the window once more and look down. People are walking on the street—some with dogs, some with coffee in paper cups, some with headphones, as if the world must listen along with them. I don't feel anything warm toward them. I feel curiosity, as toward a flow: how they endure their lives every day. (Spoiler: the same way I do. They just have a different filter.)

Another track softly enters from the speaker—Cigarettes After Sex — “Nothing’s Gonna Hurt You Baby.” Very gentle, almost too much. I scoff: the title sounds like a lie that sells better than the truth. But the melody softens the air, and I feel slightly less inclined to argue with reality. I allow this to happen. For a couple of minutes.

I put on socks—dry, thick. Reality immediately becomes bearable. Then—the sweater. The fabric settles on my shoulders and gives my body a signal: "we are operational." I brush my teeth, put up my hair, grab my bag, and check the keys. In the hallway, the door lock clicks dryly, without emotion. (I love things that don't demand my participation in their internal world.)

Before leaving, I pause for a second and look at the flat: the mug on the table, the notepad, the laundry basket, the window slightly ajar, and somewhere in this set—my life. Not perfect, not inspiring, not from an advertisement. Just mine.

To summarize: I didn't get better. I just removed a splinter. And that is enough to prevent the day from looking like a verdict.
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Chapter 2. Eva
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I step out of the flat and immediately into a corridor where everything sounds too polished—the carpet deadens footsteps, the soft lighting makes the walls look flat, like a render, and it makes me want to check: am I actually alive or just a well-assembled picture? The mirror in the lift gives me my reflection for the second time today: the coat sits like armour (The Row, without logos ), my hair is held by a tie that is clearly smarter than I am, and on my wrist—a thin streak of scent, faintly iris and clean soap (Prada Infusion d’Iris, my small way of not disintegrating in public places). I descend slowly, as if the lift has also decided to live life mindfully. I envy it. (At least it doesn't think.)

Outside, Chicago begins speaking in its own register: Wabash Avenue throws iron and tires into your ears, the rails under the train screech as if the city’s joints are aching, and the wind from Lake Michigan snags my collar and tests my resilience. Heels nearby beat out a sharp pattern, but I don't call it a rhythm—I just acknowledge the fact: people walk as if they have signed a contract for confidence. Men talk on their phones too loudly, as if every phrase is an entry for the "I Am Allowed To" award. I walk in trainers and am glad that my ambition level today is merely not to sprain my ankle on the paving stones. (Modest. But bloodless.)

I hold my bag close to my body—the leather is warm, smooth, with that calm weight that doesn't demand confirmation (Hermès, from the "just a thing" series, naturally). My headphones turn on automatically, and immediately Massive Attack — “Protection” starts: the bass settles under my ribs and makes the city bearable. In moments like these, I understand why people survive here for decades: not because they are strong, but because they know how to place sound beneath reality, like a mat under a chair, so it doesn't scratch.

I walk along the river. The water is dark, heavy, like expensive stone that no one polishes—and rightly so. A gust of wind catches the edge of my coat, and for a second, it feels like the city could simply shift me onto a different path—not destroy me, but drag me, like a file, into a folder marked "where you can breathe out." But the city is not a charity. It just stands there and does its thing, and I do mine: step by step, without imposing meaning on myself. (Meaning usually arrives uninvited in Chicago, just when you're tired of arguing.)

River North greets me with shop windows and people who adore their reflections. Coffee shops are open, and smoothie bars gleam with names like Glow and Detox, as if the problem were a lack of greens and not the fact that your head sometimes doesn't want to live with you in the same flat. I enter my spot—light wood, tables too close for you to accidentally start trusting strangers, and the air smells of coffee, citrus, and other people's expensive skincare. Sade — “Kiss of Life” is playing somewhere, quietly, without pressure: not "fix yourself," but "just live, if you can." That's why I love Sade. She doesn't explain anything.

"Green with kale and spirulina," I tell the barista before I can change my mind and order actual food, like an adult.

He nods as if we're in the same club. The club is called "Pretending This Tastes Good." (Yes, I know how it looks. No, I will not stop.)

I sit by the window. The glass captures my reflection and adds the city to it, like a video call background: passersby walk steadily, as if each has signed an NDA on emotions internally; someone has a perfect blowout, someone has a coat worth more than their relationship; teenagers carry takeout coffee and look like they've already figured out adult life (they haven't). In the reflection, I look... appropriate. Manicure, calm bag, neutral clothes, a face that knows how to maintain distance. Externally—"everything is in place." Internally—an empty mechanical floor where the lightbulb is flickering and no one is calling the electrician. (Because the electrician is me.)

The smoothie is placed before me in a clear glass: thick, viscous, acid-green, like a bad decision made out of discipline. I take a sip and catch a thought that sounds harsher in Russian than in English: depression tastes like kale. I wince, smile to myself, and take a second sip—out of spite, as if I can defeat life with this cup. (Funny. But at least it's an action.)

My phone glows with notifications on the table, but I put it face down. Not because I'm "protecting myself." Just because I have five minutes, and I want to spend them on the river, the sound from the speakers, and the way my perfume is still holding on to my wrist—clean, thin, almost cold. This is a small luxury: to smell composed when your internal structure has come apart. An architectural metaphor, yes. But I have the right. (I am an architect. I am allowed to talk about structures, even when they concern me.)

Beyond the glass, the city continues to move. I—sit. And for the first time today, it doesn't feel like defeat. It feels like a pause I've finally allowed myself.

The door chimes, and I don't even have time to pretend I wasn't expecting anyone. Monica appears in the glass before she appears in reality: reflection—legs, coat, glasses, and then Monica herself, like the final stroke in someone else's interior design. She is one of those women who enters as if the lighting is calibrated for her (and, most annoyingly, sometimes it actually is).

She wears a short cream-coloured coat, too light for Chicago, but she wears it with such calm that the wind seems to have signed a non-aggression pact. Her glasses are Saint Laurent, large, covering her forehead from the world. On her arm—a Prada bag, smooth, severe, with that look of "I don't argue, I choose." And the scent—a hint of vanilla smoke and dry wood, Le Labo, of course. She knows how to smell like everything in life happens effortlessly, without strain and without consequences. (It irritates me, like perfect makeup at three in the morning.)

"You look like you drank that green cement under contract," she says, without even taking off her glasses.

"I am drinking it under contract," I reply. "The contract is signed by my neurosis."

She laughs quietly, as if conserving emotions for the evening. She sits opposite me, placing her phone on the table face down. (She always has these gestures: as if she is her own assistant.)

"Who forced you?" she gestures to my cup.

"No one. Me. That's the problem."

Monica orders coffee with a single look. The barista is halfway to the machine, not waiting for words. She knows how to be "herself" in the city without unnecessary contact—just efficiently, to the point. I watch her fingers remove her gloves: thin leather, a neat ring, her nails aren't screaming. Her whole presentation is like good design: nothing superfluous, but you understand the price. (Not the sum. The price is when things don't have to justify themselves, because they don't need to.)

Massive Attack still holds the low end in my headphones, but I pause it, pulling out one earbud. Outside, Sade in the coffee shop smoothly takes a breath, and suddenly it becomes clear: this city can be gentle if you know how to take only what suits you from it. (I am bad at knowing.)

"So. Where did you disappear to?" Monica asks. "You vanished the way people vanish before they go to the mountains and start making root soup."

"I didn't vanish. I just started talking less."

"It's the same thing," she shrugs. "You have the classic 'I'm fed up' look on your face. And something else. Something new."

I take a sip of my green punishment.

"The new thing is that I'm trying not to negotiate with my own head from morning till night."

"Sounds like an expensive course. You probably bought the subscription already."

"Don't worry. I'm holding off on purchases for now. (Almost.)"

She finally takes off her glasses. Her eyes are clear, almost without shadows—like people who know how to switch off. Monica looks at me directly, but she doesn't poke. She doesn't have that sacred desire to "save." She simply states the facts, the way a good stylist fixes a shoulder line.

"You haven't eaten again?" she asks.

"I ate... seeds pretending to be breakfast."

"God," she rolls her eyes in a gesture that could be considered a prayer. "Get something proper. I don't want you collapsing in your office and becoming a legend: 'The architect defeated by spirulina'."

"I appreciate that you worry about my reputation, not me."

"I am talking about you," she answers calmly. "You are the reputation. You live that way yourself."

I hate it when she scores a hit. (Especially when it's gentle.)

Her coffee arrives—a cappuccino, perfect, with foam that holds a mirror. She takes the first sip and closes her eyes for a second. This gesture is her "reset" button. I notice a thin bracelet on her wrist—not a display, but a signature. And I feel something strange: envy without malice. Just a dry "Aha, so this is also possible." (Sometimes.)

"Listen," Monica says, "we're going to Hale's opening today. It'll be fine. No crowd that wants to be loved. Just people and things."

"I don't like people."

"Me neither. That's why I'm saying: only the necessary ones," she smiles with the corner of her mouth. "And you don't have to smile. It's not mandatory."

I look at the street. A girl in a beige coat is holding a coffee cup as if it were a microphone. A man nearby is waving his arm in the air, like a conductor, talking on his phone. The city plays to itself, without spectators.

"I have a deadline," I say. "There's already a queue of tasks in my head, all holding paperwork."

"Well, then pretend the queue is an architectural competition. You love competitions."

"I love to win," I clarify. "Not to participate."

"Then win. And then come," Monica leans back in her chair. "And another thing. You smell very... composed."

"It's the only thing about me that isn't falling apart right now."

"Okay," she nods. "Then hold onto that. And buy yourself a real breakfast. I'm not kidding."

I don't answer. (Because if I do, it will come out too human.)

I turn on Nicolas Jaar — “Space Is Only Noise If You Can See” in my headphones. It settles thinly, like cold metal: no pressure, just sharpening the focus. Monica hears my tempo change and tilts her head slightly.

"There. That's you," she says.

"Thanks. I always dreamed of being background music for people in a coffee shop."

"Don't be a bore," she laughs. "You just hear too well. That's not a drawback. It's a job."

We are silent for a few seconds. It’s a good silence: without pleas, without saving, without obligations. I look at the foam in her cup and think that there are things in the world that hold up without effort, simply because they were made correctly. (And I want that too. But not today.)

"Alright," I say, and slide the smoothie cup aside, like evidence. "I have to go."

"Of course," Monica raises her hand. "Go draw your walls. And don't break yourself against them."

"I don't break. I just... creak."

"A creak is also a sound. The main thing is that those who need to, hear you," she puts her glasses back on and becomes unattainable, like a shop window.

I stand up, adjust my coat. Take my bag. The leather on the handle is warm, familiar, as if the object is saying: "I'm here." I pause for a second—not because I want to stay, but because my body is checking if I have enough strength to reach the next scene. (I do. I know how to do this.)

"See you tonight," Monica says.

"Maybe," I reply. It is my most generous promise.

Outside, the wind meets me immediately. I pull up my collar, adjust the neck gaiter, and the city becomes loud again. Jaar holds a clean line in my ears, like a thin thread you can follow. I walk across the pavement, past the windows where the mannequins look calmer than the people, and I think there’s an honest irony in that. (At least the mannequins don't pretend they're fine.)

Our office is glass and stone, on a floor above the level where you can still hear the street. The entrance lobby smells of polish and other people's expensive coats. The security guard nods as if I'm part of the decor. The lift opens, and I see myself in the mirror again: the same woman, the same eyes, the same steady set of gestures. Only the scent of iris has now mixed with the cold air and something metallic—the city dust that is always trying to become a part of you.

I go up, watching the floor numbers change without emotion, and catch a simple thought: my day does not begin with how I feel. It begins with what I do.

The lift doors part. I step out into the office corridor, and the city remains below—noisy, nervous, beautiful. I walk toward my desk, my plans, my walls. And it is not a feat. It is simply the next step.
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Chapter 3. Symbol
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The underground parking garage in River North smells of rubber, damp concrete, and other people's decisions. I park the car precisely within the lines, as if the markings are a religion. In the years when my salary was an amount I’d be ashamed to recall without therapy, I would have felt like a tourist here. Now, I’m part of the interior: I drive in, turn off the music, close the door, and the sound is muffled as if someone has covered the speaker with a hand.

For a second, a figure from the past surfaces in my mind—not as a sum, but as a sensation: when a single dinner could be a month of survival. It doesn't inspire pride. It simply hangs in the air, like expensive perfume you no longer wear, but the bottle still stands on the shelf. (Gathering dust. As a symbol. As a reproach.)

The building is a former warehouse that we re-rendered in the language of minimalism: concrete, glass, shadow. The entrance lobby is cold, like a surgeon’s palm. The lift—polished metal, a wall-to-wall mirror. I see myself and automatically note the details: shoulder line, fabric density, the tiredness under my eyes that can only be masked by light and discipline. A decent product, if you look at it as an item in a shop window. A poor person, if you suddenly ask what they want. (We don't ask. Today is not the day.)

Inside my head, James Blake — “Retrograde” is playing—quietly, almost without bass. I don't play music "for the mood." I play it so my brain stops commenting on every single step. In the lift, it sounds like borrowed confidence in my coat pocket.

The office greets me with the empty space I once designed—and now it judges me. Floor-to-ceiling windows, the curve of the river, the glassy skin of skyscrapers. A corner office. Territory of control. Even a separate dressing room and shower—not because I love convenience, but because control loves contingencies. Spill something on the coat—change. A nerve snaps—take a shower. Life snaps—well, that wasn't included in the project. (As usual.)

On the concrete table—hydrangeas, almost ink-black. Chloe chooses them as if she knows the exact shade of my fatigue. She does everything, in fact, as if silence had a regulation. This bouquet is a daily luxury that you stop noticing exactly on the day it should be bringing you joy.

"Beautiful," I say to the emptiness and hear how stupid it sounds. (Emptiness rarely responds with compliments.)

I take off my trainers. Good ones, expensive, the "right" ones for a woman who gets everything done—and still doesn't live. I take out the Sergio Rossi heels—black, sharp, the kind that make a person taller and simultaneously more isolated. I stand up. Muscles tense. My gait changes. In my heel—the familiar sting. The tiny splinter that acts as the only honest interlocutor in this sterile world. It doesn't admire my windows. It simply reminds me: "you are a body."

The Row blazer settles onto my shoulders like expensive armour without unnecessary words. I run a Mason Pearson brush through my hair—not because I love rituals, but because they replace faith for me. The touch of the bristles on my scalp—a brief reset. Two more strokes. The third—and my brain stops shaking.

Hermès lipstick, Rose Zinzolin: a muted pink that looks like I am capable of feeling. (A joke.) I cannot allow myself to be loud. In general. Neither in clothes, nor in emotions, nor in how I hold a pause.

In the mirror, Eva appears for a second, then disappears. In her place—The Architect. Level chin, direct gaze, a face that knows how to sell the future to people who have already pre-purchased it.

Two knocks on the door—Chloe's code. Not a single unnecessary movement.

"The Hardings. And Mr. Clay."

Three people enter. Clay—tall, well-groomed, the silver in his hair precisely where it makes a man "experienced," not "aging." The Hardings—a background couple whose money speaks louder than any voice. Their manner of holding their hands on their laps is a separate language of status. I know it. I built it.

Handshakes are dry, quick. The table is glass; the chairs are at the perfect distance—so that no one accidentally becomes a person. Chloe places the Fiji bottles on the table: labels facing out, as if we are shooting an ad. Next to them—coffee, small spoons, napkins that feel more expensive than paper. I look at the Fiji and think: "Transport water across half the world so it looks more convincing than a regular sip from the tap." (Fake luxury is when logistics replaces meaning.)

Clay begins to speak, and his voice immediately occupies the space like rent.

"Eva, we don't need a boutique gallery. We need an event. Glass and air. For the art to... breathe. For Chicago to look up."

I nod. This is my language. Only lately, it sounds like someone else's dream, recounted by a good narrator.

On the tablet—the concept. I open the file and hear a switch flip in my head. Nicolas Jaar, “Mi Mujer”—somewhere in the background, barely audible, because I forgot to turn off the headphones. The music flows beneath the words and softens them. Even when I'm selling concrete.

"We named the concept 'River of Light'," I say. "Light-coloured concrete at the base. Low-iron glass, so the colour doesn't go green. Not a box—a flow."

Clay leans forward.

"Concrete and glass—beautiful. But isn't it too... minimal? We are talking about luxury."

The familiar professional smile rises inside me. It always arrives before the emotions.

"Luxury is space and the honesty of materials," I reply. "Carrara floors, but not glossy. Matte polishing. Marble shouldn't reflect a person like a mirror. It should dampen the unnecessary. The idea here is to slow the visitor down, so they see the art, not just walk past it."

I hear myself and realize: I am uttering the correct words without internal engagement. As if reading a product description for an item I myself no longer want to buy. (And yet, I sell it.)

Clay smiles—satisfied. He likes it when his money is translated into the language of meaning.

"You're selling me a philosophy, not square footage."

I smile in return. In this moment, the script always works. And it is precisely here that a repulsive feeling washes over me: I am the most dishonest thing in a room of honest concrete and perfect glass. Not because I lie. But because I am empty inside—and I still pretend that there is meaning.

Two hours pass like an edit: questions about budgets without figures, deadlines without nerves, logistics like sheet music. The Hardings nod. Clay is pleased. Chloe takes notes as if stenographing a future legend.

"Lunch?" she asks when the door closes.

"Quick. LPM."

I say it calmly, as if the choice of restaurant were another façade line. LPM is nearby; the palette is the same: grey, white, steel. A low roar of conversation at a frequency where the words "investment" and "culture" sound equally smooth. It always smells of citrus, expensive soap, and something fried that is only permitted to those who aren't afraid of pleasure.

I order a tuna niçoise and water with lime. No alcohol. No bread. No joy. My role is lightness and control. I cannot be heavy: heaviness = weakness. (I have repeated this for so long that my body began to believe it.)

Chloe orders tomato and basil pasta and eats it as if she were a human, not a function. She doesn't make a statement out of the gesture. She just eats. And I suddenly envy this simple freedom.

The tuna is perfect: pink, even, fresh. And it tastes like my day. Neutral. Expensive. Empty. I chew and feel a surge of anger rise—not at the city or the clients. At myself. At having become a project without life.

A thought appears in my head, crude and honest without romance: screw this tuna. I want the pasta. Hot. Greasy. Inefficient. I want food that doesn't pretend to heal me but simply provides pleasure. I want a spoonful of apricot jam on warm crust—like on that one day off when I still remembered that the body has desires.

I look out the window: Chicago walks past, beautiful and demanding, like a high-end sales manager. I built pieces of this city—and now it is building me.

The Row blazer feels heavier when I put it back on. Not because of the wool. Because there are more cracks inside me today than usual.

Chloe looks up:

"Where to next?"

"Let's go."

It sounds like a command in a movie where no one asks about the meaning. We return to the office, a few more meetings, calls, emails, approvals. My voice holds steady. Inside—it's like a pipe is leaking. (And you know what happens next: at the end of the day, you'll still be alone.)

By evening, the "successful architect" interface begins to lag. The corridor empties. The sound of the cleaner's cart is audible at the end: the bucket clangs against the metal, like a tiny reminder of the real world. I find that sound strangely comforting. It doesn't try to be beautiful.

The lift opens, and inside—a man in a grey coat. One of the tenants. Face: "polite background." Voice: "nothing personal."

"Long day?"

"As always," I reply, and in the mirror, I see that my smile is no longer holding its shape.

"You often leave later than everyone else. That's a good sign."

That compliment irritates me. It sounds like praising someone for insomnia.

"Business is moving," I say. "The only question is—where."

He smirks. The doors open. The conversation disappears, like a reflection.

Outside are lights, shop windows, neon, the lake wind. It smells of cold, roasted almonds from the corner, and other people's perfumes—from someone, a hint of Saint Laurent, from someone else—Le Labo, a coherent woody trail that always looks confident, even when the person inside is falling apart. I automatically adjust my scarf, and my own scent flares on my wrist—warm, dry, like expensive paper. I like that the scent lives a separate life. At least it doesn't demand a report.

I notice the window of a lighting store—the one where I ordered the floor lamp for my office. The lamps stand like sculptures. The owner recognizes me immediately: a neat bun, the gaze of a collector who loves things more than people (I understand her).

"Your order. I wanted you to see it yourself."

The floor lamp—matte glass, bronze, a thin stem. I run my hand over the glass: cold, smooth, calm. For a second, it seems to me that this lamp is the most stable object all day. It doesn't promise meaning. It just shines. (A dream.)

"We'll take it," I say. The owner smiles. We both pretend it's a small victory. And perhaps it is.

At home, I am met by silence and the clothes rack with laundry I had tossed there "for later." Now it hangs crookedly and looks like a diagnosis. I start re-hanging it, carefully, one item after another, because this is the only place where I still have the illusion of control.

The sheets are heavy. Socks disappear. T-shirts cling to one another. I get angry as if the laundry is my main enemy. (Apparently, when you can't argue with yourself, you argue with fabric.)

In the kitchen, I pour coconut milk into the pitcher, turn on the frother. The machine hisses. Steam rises. And suddenly—the foam is perfect. Dense, smooth, adult. Like in a good coffee shop where no one pretends it's a "ritual" but just does the job.

I take the mug, take a sip, and catch a funny thought: sometimes happiness looks like successful foam. A random, unplanned victory. Not bought. Not earned. Simply happened.

Sade — “Like a Tattoo” quietly begins in the speaker. I don't even remember when I put it on. The voice settles into the kitchen and softens the room. I stand in my robe, with the mug, and realize: this is my only normal moment all day. Without a role. Without presentations. Without a "river of light."

In the bathroom, hot steam. I drop lavender oil. The mirror fogs up, and I see myself not in detail, but as a silhouette. This is a relief. The water holds my body the way the city holds no one: without questions, without demands. I sort through the jars on the shelf—scrub, shampoo, cream—and realize I have more trust in objects than in people. An object at least doesn't ask for warmth. It just works. (And doesn't take offence.)

In the bedroom, the bed. I don't like its form. I look at it and realize: too lazy to change it. Yes, I'm an architect. Yes, I build spaces. No, I don't have to be perfect in domestic life. Sometimes even an architect leaves a project unfinished. Especially if the project is herself.

I turn off the light. The blinds let in strips of city lights. Chicago is still beautiful. Still indifferent. Still mine.

I lie down and think only one thing: tomorrow, I will have to be the person who is bought again. Today, I was at least able to be a body.
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Chapter 4. Half-Tones
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The day started as if I'd been plugged into the mains—and they forgot the warm-up cycle. Not sleepiness, but something else: a dry fatigue that leases my muscles, pays the rent on time, and never moves out. I got up immediately, without negotiating with the bed. That was the news. (Usually, I'm good at negotiating with myself until the last second—and losing, naturally.)

The light from the blinds lay on the wall and floor in strips—neatly, like markings on a construction site: walk here, don't walk there, materials storage here, access for machinery there. I looked at these lines and felt irritation, not at their geometry, but at the fact that even light looked more composed than I did. The sheet, of course, slid onto the floor. Heavy, silent, like a document I hadn't signed. I didn't lean down. Not because "chaos is freedom." But because I had a feeling: if I start picking up the sheets, I'll start picking myself up—and that will take a long time. (Sometimes it’s simpler to let an object lie than to admit that you're lying like that inside.)

In the bathroom, the mirror reflected my usual version—the one that "holds it together." Only today, there was a subtle crack added to my eyes: not the marks of the night, but the marks of an autopilot that suddenly decided to send a "service required" notification. I turned on the shower. The water first delivered an icy stab, then—a too-hot punishment, as if the system held a grudge. I caught the middle ground and realized the unpleasant truth: "balance" isn't found with a faucet. (The faucet is an optimist, anyway: it believes everything can be solved with a switch.)

Under the streams, I admitted what I had been trying to talk around with work: I wasn't just "tired." I had dropped out of the mode. The hot water used to snap me back into the game quickly—skin reddens, head clears, face pulls into the familiar mask of "I can cope." Today, the game failed to load. Steam hung in a thick cloud, water pounded my shoulders, but the heaviness remained inside—nameless and unsanctioned. (Labels rarely help. They just make a thing official, like a stamp on a certificate.)

I dried myself with the towel—white, thick, prickly at the edges—and caught the scent: not freshness, but a mix of fabric, foot cream, and yesterday. That scent always irritates me precisely because it is real. Not perfume, not interior. Domestic life. (Domestic life is the most brazen conversationalist: it doesn't ask if you want to hear it.)

In the kitchen, the coffee machine hissed as if it had an opinion. The milk frother screamed too loudly—like a person pretending that discipline equals salvation. The foam came out watery, and I didn't even try to save it. I didn't want to be nurturing, neither to the foam nor to myself. A sip—and the bitterness was sharper than usual, as if the coffee were tired of servicing my imitation of "everything's fine." (Coffee is a straight-talking psychotherapist: it doesn't stroke you; it gets you on your feet and leaves the room.)

My phone vibrated. My sister. I smiled automatically—not because I had suddenly become soft, but because her calls always arrive when I have two per cent battery and one per cent willpower left.

"Where are you?" she asked. "Your voice is kind of... not you."

"Home," I said. "Fighting the coffee. Losing."

She gave a short laugh, then became more attentive—a switch I can hear even over the phone.

"Are you feeling alright? I don't know... you sound different."

I paused with the mug in my hand. The ceramic was warm, heavy, almost comforting. As if the object were saying: "hold me, and you won't fall apart." (Objects are always more honest than people: at least they don't pretend to understand.)

"I realized one thing," I said. "I'm exhausted. Not 'I need a lie-in,' but thoroughly exhausted. I got up, and it felt like I'd already worked a shift."

"That's not like you," she replied softly. "You always held on like iron."

"It seems the iron got tired of being iron."

She paused the way people pause when they don't jump in with slogans and don't try to "fix" things.

"Listen. Talk to someone. A therapist. It's not 'broken down.' It's just... a system check."

The word "check" sounded almost comforting. As if we were talking about a technical inspection, not about me—an adult who learned to build spaces and forgot how to live inside her own body. (Yes, I know how that sounds. But it’s the truth without the romance.)

"Do you have a contact?" I asked.

"Yes. I'll send it. Just go, even once."

"Okay."

We exchanged a few more phrases about Mom and her idea to gather everyone at the lake for the weekend, about the dog that still acts like a puppy even though its passport long ago disagreed, and then I hung up. I didn't "warm up." It just became slightly less empty in my chest. (Sometimes that's enough not to retreat into yourself completely.)

The message with the number arrived immediately. I wrote down the contact, sat for two minutes pretending I was "thinking about it," and dialled. The secretary answered with the soft voice of a person who knows how to deal with others' stress without mixing it with their own.

"Dr. Clark is available on Mondays and Wednesdays. Would Monday afternoon work for you?"

"Yes," I said, without even pretending to check my calendar. Because my calendar has lived separately from me for a long time, like a neighbour who greets you in the lift but never asks how you are.

I noted the time, hung up, and caught a strange feeling: it wasn't "salvation." It was a small course correction. Like when you finally admit the navigator is leading you to a dead end and stop arguing. (I love to argue. Especially with the obvious.)

Next, my favourite part of the personality switched on—the part that pretends control still exists. The dressing room stood disciplined, like a museum of my former composure: hangers, lines, rows. The clothes looked more confident than I did. I chose a simple black dress, a charcoal The Row coat—no logos, no plea of "look at me"—and, after a second's pause, trainers. Not because the "day is softer." But because I didn't want to hear my own steps too loudly. (Sometimes walking quieter is a form of self-preservation.)

On my wrist—a thin streak of Prada Infusion d’Iris: clean soap, iris, cold neatness. A small illusion that I'm not scattering in public. I ran the Mason Pearson brush through my hair several times—and it settled so perfectly that I smirked. (Hair: "we are holding the line." Me: "thanks for trying, someone.")

In the lift, the mirrors made me manifold. I looked at these reflections and thought: looking composed isn't the problem. The problem is not disappearing inside that assembly. Downstairs, on the street, Chicago was already working: the air was cold, metallic, the wind from the lake checked my collar for strength, the iron of the "L" nearby chimed like the city's nerve. I put on Thom Yorke — “Dawn Chorus” in my headphones. It settles over reality thinly, like a matte film: it doesn't save you, but it makes the edges less sharp. (Music is my way of not turning every thought into a verdict.)

I walked past shop windows where the mannequins looked calmer than the people (mannequins, unlike us, don't have an internal chat). Scents changed in layers: coffee from the corner kiosk, wet stone, exhaust, someone's expensive lotion that sounded louder than the owner's personality. In one reflection, I caught myself—coat, bag, level face—and said internally: "you can do it." Only the question I avoid is: "why?" (That question always comes uninvited. And always at the wrong time.)

The office met me with stone, glass, and the smell of polish—that specific smell of "we are in charge here." The reception smiled professionally. I nodded back professionally. We exchanged empty gestures, like two systems that shouldn't crash. The lift took me upstairs smoothly, without emotion—and in that was a strange envy. (Objects live simpler: up means up.)

The office was cool. I took off my coat, lingering for a second in that feeling of emptiness on my shoulders—and immediately put the "role" back on: blazer, bag on the hook, notepad nearby. Then—Sergio Rossi heels. And in the same second, the sound of the day changed: the trainers disappeared, the dry precision of the heel appeared, like a signature under the word "yes." (Sometimes I wear heels not for people. For the skeleton. To remind it that we're still holding up.)

My assistant brought coffee in a thin porcelain cup—white, with a narrow gold rim. The cup had that particular sound when placed on wood: soft, confident. That sound somehow works better on me than any meditation. My Montblanc lay on the desk—heavy, smooth—I rolled it between my fingers, felt the cold of the metal, as if the system were being "rebooted" with iron. (Yes, I'm a person who treats herself with stationery. Don't ask.)

On the screen—emails, blueprints, messages from contractors. A column of demands. I answered quickly, almost mechanically, and still caught myself realizing that today I needed not to "succeed," but to "not fall apart along the way." Somewhere beyond the meeting room glass, someone's laughter sliced the air like a paper cutter. I wasn't angry. I just noted the fact: the world keeps living as if I hadn't subsided. (It doesn't care. And there's a strange relief in that.)

At 11:00, there was a call about the courtyard: materials, cladding, deadlines. I listened to Thomas and Claire and looked at the plan—a rectangle of space that should become the heart of the project. They talked about increased costs and the inevitability of compromise. I answered evenly, as if I still had battery power inside.

"The cladding is necessary. Otherwise, it will be an accident," I said.

"Then the deadlines will slip," Thomas said.

"We don't touch the deadlines. Simplify the lighting. Leave the base level. We keep the heart."

A pause hung on the other end, in which you could hear people recalculating someone else's confidence. Then Thomas sighed:

"We'll do it."

I hung up and realized my fingers were trembling. Not from fear. From the fact that I had held out again. (Held out—and what next? Exactly.)

I moved to the corner of the office, to an armchair with dense fabric and a high armrest. There, the sound of the air conditioning becomes background, and thoughts—less aggressive. I picked up an architecture magazine: thick paper, the smell of printer's ink, smooth gloss that cooled my fingertips. I flipped through several pages, not reading the words—only lines, metal, façades, muted colours. And I caught myself realizing that I was missing one simple thing in my own life: half-tones. (I live either "holding" or "falling." And between those states—a rare pause where you can just be.)

I put on Nils Frahm — “Says” very quietly. He builds space with sound: layer by layer, without pressure, without asking "feel this." And I suddenly remembered Japanese optics—the kind where beauty doesn't shout but hides in the half-shadow; where light is valuable precisely because there isn't too much of it; where objects live not on a stage but in the depth of the room. I looked at my office: glass, stone, straight lines, everything demonstratively visible. And I understood why I was so drawn to the lamp, to the soft light, to the matte glass. I want a part of me to have the right not to be displayed again. (I'm tired of being a shop window.)

At six, my assistant reminded me about yoga and the car. I nodded. I don't like being reminded, but today I was grateful that someone was holding the strings for me. In the car, the city flowed with lights and reflections, like a glassy film without a plot. Red brake lights flashed at intersections, light trembled in shop windows, and the smell of wet metal and exhaust hung over the asphalt. I looked at the calendar entry, "Monday — Dr. Clark," and thought it was a strange kind of luxury: to schedule a conversation where they don't expect results, KPIs, or a smile from you. (I've lived for a long time as if I have to submit a report even to my own skin.)

The yoga studio was in a brick building. Wooden floor, soft light, the scent of lavender and wood. People spread out their mats—each with their own small ceremony and their own way of not looking around. I felt nothing social toward them. But I liked that here, no one demanded you be "pleasant." Here, you just breathe and move.

The first poses were hard. My hands shook. My legs burned. At one point, I caught the thought: "I've become weak." And immediately—a second one: "no, I just stopped pretending to be strong." The instructor walked between the rows, correcting shoulders, palms, the line of the spine. Her fingers touched briefly—and there was more meaning in that than in half of my work meetings. She said a phrase I won't turn into a slogan: if the body shakes, it means it remembers you. I heard it not with my head, but with my skin. (The skin is the most honest organ. It doesn't know how to lie beautifully.)

After the session, I didn't go "live on." I went down to the spa. Everything there is set up so that a person stops being a function: soft light, warm tile, the smell of eucalyptus, a robe that holds you better than your internal principles. The pool—the water removes the weight from your shoulders, and it's almost indecently pleasant. The steam room—hot air forces the excess out of you, no questions asked. The massage—hands find the knots you pretended not to notice. The pain is short, precise; afterward, a little space appears inside, as if someone took unnecessary furniture out of the room. (I don't like "care." But I like it when the body stops being the enemy.)

Home met me with darkness and a thin strip of light from the living room—like a marker saying "you made it." I hung up my coat, placed my keys in the ceramic bowl, heard a short metallic chime—and it was surprisingly calming. A courier box stood on the floor in the hallway. The lamp. The one I chose not out of need, but out of a desire to have a light source that doesn't demand strength. (Yes, I'm an architect. Sometimes I treat myself with light. Others use conversation. I use glass and metal.)

I went to the shower first—to wash the city, the studio, the steam, and other people's hands off my skin. I smelled of Aesop gel—almond, herbs, something medicinal and adult. Water ran down my back, and I thought there was a rare fairness in this: nothing has to be proven here. Then I returned and opened the box. Milky glass, matte metal, heavy base. Flos—laconic, without a plea of "admire me." I put the lamp on the console and turned it on.

The light came out warm, amber, not the white "office" kind, but soft, like a breath. And this is where the thing I had been missing all day happened: not euphoria, not "I'm saved," but half-shadow. The room became deeper. The corners stopped being aggressively visible. Shadows settled into their places, as if the space finally exhaled and told me: "fine, you don't have to be a shop window." (It's interesting that I'm calmed not by people, but by the correct density of light.)

In the kitchen, I made a cappuccino again—calmly this time. I frothed the coconut milk, and this time the foam came out thick, even, adult. I took a sip and realized the day was finally getting a proper closing note. Not happiness. Just precision.

I settled on the sofa, covered myself with a throw, put on Netflix in the background—something light, without nervous editing, so the screen would live its own life. The lamp held the light. The coffee warmed my palms. I thought about the weekend at the lake, my mother's voice, the dog, the sister who, without unnecessary words, pulled me out of "I'll cope myself" mode. And about Monday—not as a threat, but as a meeting where I don't have to be the perfect version of myself.

I didn't get better in one day. I just stopped pretending everything was fine. And that was enough not to break down at the first turn. (Sometimes a step isn't forward movement. Sometimes it's a refusal to pretend.)
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Chapter 5. The Quiet Decree
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The lamp on the console clicked—and a warm circle of light landed on the wall as if the apartment had put a checkmark in my personal attendance log: "Returned, well done, no more circus." I stood in the kitchen, checking the coldness of the countertop with my palm, listening as the kettle found its voice: first thin, then wider, lower. Just then, the phone gave a short "bzz"—not a call, but a delicate touch, as if someone had knocked on the door and immediately stepped back. On the screen—Mom: "Don't rush. We're home. Dad promised pancakes. Lily is guarding the gate" and a dog emoji, completely unlike our smart muzzle, but recognizable by the tone. (Mom knows how to turn care into a domestic fact. Like salt in water: you don't see it separately, but without it, everything is bland.)

I don't reply immediately. I pour leaves into the strainer, letting them release their scent—dark, dry, with a tart dust that somehow always makes me more composed than any planning meeting. The refrigerator rumbles in the corner, the radiator crackles, and it sounds not like "domestic idyll," but like a normal system operation: everything's connected, nothing is screaming. (I love systems. People—selectively.)

A jar of apricot jam stands on the shelf by the wall, and on it—Mom's handwriting: "June, apricot, low sugar." I catch myself admiring the letters. They are straight, calm, without the desire to please. (In our family, feelings are often expressed through labels and containers.)

While the tea is steeping, I open the cupboard by the entrance and take out a canvas tote bag—deep, honest, which always knows how much it's going to have to bear. Inside goes a sweater for the lake wind, warm socks (the floor at my parents' house always holds a coolness, like a well-mannered memory), a makeup bag, a comb, a notebook, and a pen—not because I will definitely "write" something, but because a blank notebook near nature is somehow less irritating than a blank notebook near the office. (In the office, emptiness is suspicious.)

The bag of bakery rolls from the corner I place separately—far from anything that might crush them. Cinnamon and powdered sugar smell as if someone is selling childhood in paper. (It's funny that it still works on me. I usually don't buy emotions in a package.)

I walk past the new lamp and touch the cold matte metal at the base with my fingers—a second, just long enough for my brain to register: yes, I'm here, yes, this is reality, yes, no need to speed up. (Objects are good because they don't ask questions. And they don't recommend "trying some breathing exercises.")

Only then do I reply to Mom: "I'll be there by ten. Don't start without me." And almost instantly comes the reply: "Of course, of course, but pancakes are best warm." (Blackmail is a family trait. It's not mean, just creative.)

Then everything switches on by itself—my favourite part of the personality, the one that pretends control exists at least in the little things. I choose a jacket with large pockets—they're good for hiding hands at petrol stations and stuffing receipts in as if I'll ever actually sort them out. Driving gloves—light, almost invisible, but they make my fingers more confident, as if motion gains respect. A thermos with tea—the bergamot will seep through the seal and smell like a "weekend" anyway, even if I didn't ask it to. (Many scents do their job without asking permission. In that, they are more honest than people.)

The lift arrives instantly. Inside—clean metal and soft, diffused light that makes my reflection paler than at home, but more composed—as if I'm already in a public space and must hold my face. I press the parking level and automatically check the bag for the rolls: not flipped over, not crushed, everything decent. (Rolls deserve dignity too.)

The underground garage smells of cold concrete and rubber, and that scent always switches me into "let's go" mode better than any meditation. The car responds with a short beep, the doors unlock. The cabin retains the night's coolness—the seat chills slightly through the coat fabric, and I even like this small discomfort: it reminds me that the body exists. I put the thermos in the cup holder, check the mirrors—the left catches someone else's wing, the right holds rows of columns, the centre shows the black ribbon of the exit. The ribbon looks like a film with no budget, but good editing.

For a second, I put on Rhye — “Open” in the cabin. Not for romance. Simply because that music has a rare quality: it doesn't push, doesn't demand, doesn't "heal," but holds the tempo as if it respects my fatigue. (I like not being rescued.)

I drive out onto the surface. Chicago on a weekend looks different: less demonstration of power, more air between people and their affairs. The sky hangs low, but without threat, just like a gray ceiling in a good museum. The asphalt, damp from the night, gives off a soft depth, and the wheels whisper evenly, without hysteria. On the sides—runners with the faces of people who have decided the wind is their coach. On the corner, someone stacks boxes of apples so neatly, as if symmetry truly affects taste. The lake reminds me of itself not by sight, but by sound: a distant splash against the concrete edge, like a short "I'm here." (The lake is the most stable resident of the city. It doesn't discuss the news.)

The turns are familiar, the traffic lights paint long green corridors, and I catch myself thinking a strange thought: I like driving neither fast nor slow, but evenly—so that nothing sloshes inside. (I would very much like to live that way. The car handles it better than I do.)

On Lake Shore, the traffic gets denser, but without aggression. In the car next to me, a child presses a palm sticky with donut glaze against the glass and looks not at me, but at the world—like a shop window where anything is still possible. I smile to myself: a person who designs courtyards and façades is suddenly envious of someone else's donut. (That sounds humiliating. Which means it's true.)

The city gradually retreats—it doesn't vanish, but seems to unlace itself: more air appears between the houses, the advertisements get quieter, the petrol stations smell more of coffee than fuel. I make a quick stop at a small market—I get the specific sour cream that Mom "didn't ask for" every time, and a bouquet of simple white daisies. Not as a gesture. As a habit of bringing something living to the house, so that I myself don't look entirely mechanical. (Flowers are my compromise with biology.)

Paper rustles in the bag, the sound filling the cabin with a pleasant background hum. I turn the music back on—The Blaze, “Territory.” Not loud. Just enough to make the drive a little more cinematic, and for my thoughts to stop trying to micromanage everything. (Thoughts are the worst project managers. They always want to expand the scope of work.)

When I turn towards the suburb, the landscape changes scale: fields give way to neat lawns, trees get closer to the road, houses rise not in height but in width, and each is differentiated by its door. I catch myself mentally inventing voices for the door colours: sky-blue—kind but intrusive; wine-red—sarcastic; wood—silent and confident. (I'm an architect. I read everything as a façade.)

The right lane. Old maples stretch their branches to the sky as if it's their daily exercise. The gate is still closed, but I already know: Dad is on the porch, a towel over his shoulder, the trajectory from stove to door mastered over years; Mom is somewhere in the kitchen, where scents always negotiate; Lily is at her post, wherever it might be today. And it’s this feeling I drive for: everything inside shifts to a lower gear. Even my thoughts begin to speak more softly. (The words "family peace" sound like an advertisement. But the effect is real.)

I turn off the engine. Inside the cabin, I can hear the rustling of the roll bag. I grab my bag, the sour cream, the daisies, carefully close the door—the sound is muted, soft. The gate opens with a familiar creak, one you trust because it never tried to be new. And instantly—a flash of orange-red: Lily flies out, her ears bounce twice, her muzzle in my knees, my coat instantly takes on her scent—shampoo and street, the subtle mix of "the house was guarded." The city, with its budgets and contractors, is on the other side of the fence. (For the first time in a week, I don't want to argue.)

Mom steps onto the porch
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