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      I pulled the door open.

      Ground coffee and warm milk. A pastry case along the left wall. The music came low from a speaker above the door. No one cried. No one needed a snack, a wipe, or an answer.

      My shoulders dropped exactly one inch.

      I built this hour from scratch. Babysitter confirmed by seven a.m. Lila's bag packed the night before. Owen's backup snacks sat in the zippered front pocket where the babysitter could actually find them.

      One hour. Mia. The foster folder. That was the plan.

      Jerry announced he'd come along at eight fifty-three.

      He needed to be in the area. Vague reason. Already had his keys. I did not argue. I did not have the energy to locate the argument, aim it, and survive the aftermath before nine a.m. So he came.

      Mia sat near the window. Two cups on the table. She ordered for both of us. She looked up when I walked in, and I saw it immediately.

      The tight skin around her eyes, the careful straight posture of a woman who cried all morning and decided she was done with it. She managed a smile.

      “Hi Mia,” Jerry said. He dropped his phone on the table. “Sorry, I was coming this way too." He looked down at the two coffees. "I'll grab something. Get out of your way.”

      He joined the line. Three people deep. Phone already forgotten on the table beside the sugar caddy.

      Mia caught my eye. I mouthed sorry. She shook her head like it didn't matter.

      I sat down across from her.

      The foster folder sat open between us. Two inches thick. Tabbed in red and blue. I built that folder over four separate evenings after the kids were in bed.

      Home study checklist on top. Background authorization forms behind it. Financial disclosure packet rubber-banded to the inside cover. Forty-seven pages of administrative architecture, so Mia could walk into any caseworker meeting and look prepared.

      I pulled it toward me. Uncapped my pen.

      Tab four still needed the notary stamps sorted by date. Three pages flagged with yellow stickies. I flagged them in the car while Jerry drove and talked about the highway traffic.

      Mia wrapped both hands around her cup. The words came slow at first, then faster.

      Roger. The accounts. The second mortgage. The IVF money. Five years of not the right time turned out to mean something else. I kept my pen moving. Easier to listen when my hands had a job.

      The barista laughed at something behind me.

      Jerry's voice carried from the counter. Relaxed. Unhurried. The voice of a man with nowhere urgent to be.

      I turned to tab six. Two reference letters submitted. One outstanding. I made a note in red.

      The folder's cover had a small coffee ring near the bottom corner. Not mine. I used a coaster.

      Mia pointed to page thirty-one. A flagged signature line. I found it. Wrote the correction in the margin. Small, clean letters. My handwriting steadied when everything else didn't.

      Jerry's phone lit up.

      The screen turned white against the wood. The name read Dana. His sister. The preview text sat fully visible below it.

      Still doing whatever Melissa needs lol.

      I read it once.

      The screen went dark.

      Jerry came back from the counter. He set his cup down, sat, and picked up his phone.

      His eyes dropped to the screen.

      The corners of his mouth moved.

      He laughed.

      Short. Easy. Quiet.

      His thumbs moved. Four seconds. He set the phone face-down, picked up his drink. “That line took forever.”

      He did not look at me.

      I set my pen down. Wondered why he was here.

      The folder sat open between Mia and me. Forty-seven pages. Four evenings. The notary stamps. The red ink. The yellow stickies flagged in a moving car while Jerry talked about traffic.

      I thought about the legal pad at home. His dry-cleaning circled in red. Owen's pediatrician folder in my phone, labeled Jerry Won't Check This.

      Lila's school registration pulled off the district website at eleven p.m. because no one else would find it.

      I thought about last Sunday.

      His mother at the head of my dining table. Dana's voice from the kitchen. She really doesn't cook the way Mom does, does she? The table went quiet. Jerry laughed. Same laugh. Same four seconds.

      Dana sent six words.

      Jerry laughed.

      And I sat across from my neighbor's grief with a red pen in my hand, building somebody else's future, managing everybody's everything, while his family made me the punchline.

      I did not file it. I did not find the gracious exit.

      I left it exactly where it landed.

      Mia turned to page thirty-eight. Pointed at her concern. I made a note. My handwriting came out clean and even.

      I capped my pen. Dropped it in my bag.

      The decision sat in my chest. Quiet. Already finished.

      I was done managing the table so everyone else could eat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            JERRY

          

        

      

    

    
      I handled the coffee shop well.

      Ordered fast. Tipped twenty percent. Made the barista laugh twice. Small things, but they mattered. Melissa never noticed that kind of social effort because she took it for granted.

      I hit the remote. The SUV chirped. I climbed into the driver's seat and checked my notifications before the door even closed.

      The interior smelled clean. I had the car detailed recently. Or someone did. It always got handled.

      I didn't look to see if Melissa was in. I waited for the click of her seatbelt so I could pull out of the lot. Finally, it came.

      I dropped my phone into the console and pulled out of the lot.

      Melissa sat quiet beside me. Not not-talking-quiet. The other kind. The kind that sat in the seat and radiated.

      I knew this mode. Ten years of marriage taught me to recognize it. I tagged along to get coffee. I knew she wouldn’t mind.

      Something snagged her mood back there. The thing with Mia, probably. Mia always sent Melissa home heavy. It wasn't healthy, honestly. Melissa absorbed everyone else's problems like a sponge.

      I merged onto Aldrich.

      The Chicago trip landed on Wednesday. Three days out. I needed the blue suit dry-cleaned and back by Tuesday night. I also needed dinner taken care of before my noon call today. Something real. Not sandwiches. Small asks. Reasonable ones.

      I glanced over.

      Melissa stared out the window.

      I decided to let the logistics wait one minute. Handle the mood first. That was the smart play. I learned that. Get her feeling good, then bring up the practical stuff. Work with the situation in front of you first.

      The corporate card included a wellness credit. Unused since January. Two hundred and fifty dollars at The Meridian Spa on Halsted. Full service. The kind of place that fixed exactly this kind of thing.

      "Hey," I said. "I want to do something for you."

      She looked at the window. Not at me.

      "The Meridian," I said. "I've got a credit sitting there. Two-fifty. You take a whole afternoon. Get the works."

      The lawns moved past her window.

      "You've been dealing with a lot," I said. "Mia's stuff. The kids. I see it."

      I did see it. That was the thing people didn't give me credit for. I noticed. I didn't always know what to do with what I noticed. The spa credit was doing something. That was better than most guys managed.

      Melissa didn't reach for her phone.

      Normally, she would pull it out. Check the calendar. Ask about pickup times. She ran logistics the way I ran client calls—fast, organized, already three steps ahead. It was one of the things I relied on her for.

      The phone stayed in her bag.

      "So that's Wednesday?" I shot her a glance, then eyes back on the road. "Or Thursday works too, while I’m away."

      Nothing.

      I shifted lanes. The neighborhood opened up ahead. Big lots. Clean lines. I chose this zip code deliberately. Not every man could deliver this. I provided well. That mattered.

      "Also, the blue suit. Chicago trip. Can you check on that today?"

      The dashboard sat quiet.

      Usually, she’d nod. Or say "already done." Or tell me the cleaner was closed on Mondays.

      She did none of those things.

      A small, tight knot pulled in my chest. Just for a second. The way a client goes quiet when a pitch isn't landing. I pushed past it.

      "And tonight—I've got the call running long. If dinner's ready by six-thirty, that works."

      I waited for the "Okay." I waited for the "I'll handle it."

      The silence stretched until it felt like a physical weight in the car.

      Reasonable. Specific. I gave her some time. That was considerate. Some guys didn't even do that.

      She said nothing.

      I turned onto our street. The driveway came up on the left. I pulled in. Cut the engine.

      The house looked good. It always looked good. Melissa kept it that way. I appreciated that. I told her that—maybe not a lot, but I told her.

      I turned and gave her the full smile. The one that closed deals. Patient. Warm. The spa credit was a real gesture. Two hundred and fifty dollars. A whole afternoon. Most women would have said something by now.

      Melissa looked at the house through the windshield.

      I waited.

      She opened the door. Got out. Pushed it closed behind her. Not a slam. Worse than
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