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Chapter 1. The Echo in the Room
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The silence in the hospital room was a dense weight on my chest. My left hand groped for Alejandro’s, finding only the cold, wrinkled sheets beside me. He was standing with his back to me, staring at the flickering neon sign on the building across the street. His silhouette against the window looked like that of a stranger. Doctor Herrera had just left, leaving us with that sentence still echoing in my head:

—Your body needs to rest, ma’am. It’s been a hard blow.

A hard blow. The words felt insufficient, ridiculous. This wasn’t a blow; it was an excavation. A cavity opening in my womb and in my soul, for the third time. I closed my eyes and saw Alejandro’s smile on our wedding day, his eyes shining when we talked about the future, about the children we would have, about the house with a garden. All those conversations now felt like fairy tales read to a little girl who no longer believes in magic.

—I’m going to get some coffee —Alejandro said without turning around. His voice sounded hoarse, distant.

I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. Every time we talked about this, about what was happening to us, he built an invisible wall between us. I cried; he went silent. I needed his arms; he gave me space. I understood his pain, or at least I tried to. I knew he longed to be a father too, that he saw the frustration in my eyes every time I looked at a pregnant woman on the street, but his distance chilled me to the bone.

When he left, I allowed myself to fall apart. The tears I had held back for hours finally flowed, burning my cheeks. It wasn’t only for the baby who was leaving; it was for the woman I felt I was becoming. A broken, defective woman. One who failed at the most basic, the most natural thing. I felt like an impostor in my own body, as if it betrayed me again and again for no apparent reason.

Alejandro returned with a coffee I hadn’t asked for and a cigarette already lit between his fingers. He didn’t smoke inside the house, but here, in this clinical and neutral space, he seemed to need the smoke as a shield. He sat in the chair beside the bed but didn’t look at me. His eyes were fixed on the door, as if he were waiting for someone to walk in and save him from the situation.

—The doctor says you can leave tomorrow —he said, putting out the cigarette in the plastic ashtray.

—Yes.

—You’ll need to rest. Maybe a vacation. Some fresh air.

I nodded again. A vacation? From what? From my own incapacity? The idea felt cruel. There was no place in the world where I could escape myself, from this body that refused to fulfill its function. Guilt was a tight knot in my throat. If I had been more careful, if I hadn’t stressed so much... The “ifs” haunted me like ghosts, whispering my supposed mistakes in the middle of the night.

That night, at home, the silence was even more deafening. Alejandro fell asleep quickly, on his back. I lay awake, watching the moonlight filter through the blinds, drawing silver lines on the wall. I ran my hands over my abdomen, still tender, still empty. The echo of what could have been. The ghost of a life that never began.

The next morning I found a note in the kitchen: “Early meeting. Back late. Take care.” Signed with a quick, almost illegible “A.” His notes used to be longer, more tender. This time they were only instructions, as if I were an employee who needed to be reminded of her duties. I poured myself a coffee; the bitter liquid felt like an exact reflection of my mood.

The following days floated in a haze of pain and tranquilizers. Alejandro was kind, but distant. He brought me flowers, made sure I took my medication, but avoided any conversation that came close to what was truly tearing us apart. One night, while we were watching TV, his phone vibrated on the coffee table. He grabbed it quickly, his body tense. He stood up and went out into the garden to answer it.

I couldn’t help but sneak toward the sliding door. His voice was a low murmur, interrupted by long pauses. I couldn’t make out the words, but the tone... the tone wasn’t professional. It was soft, almost intimate. I felt like a spy, an intruder in the life of the man I loved. Guilt hit me hard. What kind of wife suspected her husband like that, especially after everything she was putting him through?

I went back to my armchair, my heart pounding. When Alejandro returned, his smile was forced.

—Client problems —he said, as if reading my mind.

—Is everything okay?

—Yes, it’s sorted out. Don’t worry.

But I did worry. Not about the client, but about the way his shoulders relaxed when he hung up, as if he had shed a weight that had nothing to do with work. That night, as he held me while we slept, I caught the scent of another woman on his shirt, a sweet floral fragrance that wasn’t mine. I squeezed my eyes shut and pretended to sleep while my world fractured into a thousand invisible pieces.
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Chapter 2. Cracks in the Facade


[image: ]


The weeks turned into a ritual of silences and half-truths. My body continued its slow process of healing, but my mind had become a battlefield where doubt and guilt waged a relentless war. Alejandro, for his part, had adopted the role of the attentive and patient husband. He would surprise me with my favorite dessert, make sure I had everything I needed, yet his touches carried the chill of a healthcare professional, not that of a lover. They were efficient, proper, and terribly empty.

One night, while folding the freshly washed laundry, I found in the pocket of one of his dress pants a small piece of paper with the address of a hotel I didn’t recognize and a time written in pencil. “Conference room,” I thought desperately, clinging to the most logical explanation, but the paper was crumpled, as if he had held it tightly for a long time. I tucked it away in the drawer of my nightstand, next to my pills and the book I couldn’t manage to read. It was my small treasure trove of evidence, my tangible proof that something was wrong.

Dr. Herrera called me for a follow-up appointment. His office had always felt like a sanctuary, but that time the white walls struck me as an interrogation room.

“Your body is healing well physically, Lucía, but I’m concerned about your emotional state. Recurrent loss can be devastating. Have you considered speaking with a specialist? A psychologist could help you process the grief.”

I shook my head, feeling like a disobedient child.

“I don’t need that, Doctor. I just need time—and for my body to work.”

The words came out more bitter than I intended. The doctor nodded with understanding, but in his eyes I caught a glimmer of pity that deeply displeased me. I didn’t want his compassion; I wanted solutions. I wanted him to tell me how to fix the inner disorder, how to turn my body into a home and not a tomb.

That same afternoon, Alejandro arrived earlier than usual. He brought a bottle of wine and suggested we watch a movie. For a moment, I felt a flicker of hope. Maybe things were getting better. Maybe he was beginning to heal, too. We sat on the couch, and he draped his arm over my shoulders. I leaned against his chest, inhaling his scent, trying to find in him the man I had married, the man whose smell had once been my refuge.

But then his phone vibrated on the coffee table. He tensed instantly. He glanced at the screen, and his face hardened for a fraction of a second—barely noticeable. He ignored it, placing it face down on the wood, but the damage was already done. The movie became an unintelligible murmur; the wine tasted sour in my mouth. Each subsequent vibration was a small stab to my fragile calm.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?” I asked, trying to keep my voice casual.

“It’s work. Nothing important.”

But his body said otherwise. His jaw was tight; his leg bounced nervously. When the movie ended, he sprang to his feet.

“I have to send an important email. I won’t be long.”

He locked himself in his study, and I remained on the couch, in the darkness of the living room, my heart racing. The temptation to follow him was overwhelming, but I felt paralyzed. What would I do if I opened the door and discovered something I couldn’t ignore? What would I do if my fears were confirmed? I preferred uncertainty to the certainty that my marriage was falling apart.

The next day, I decided to take matters into my own hands. I told Alejandro I had an appointment with my gynecologist, but instead I went to the hotel address I had found in his pocket. It was a modern, luxurious building in the city center. I sat in a café across from the hotel, my heart pounding so loudly I feared the other customers could hear it. I didn’t know what I expected to find, what answer I was looking for.

After nearly an hour, I saw his car. He parked and stepped out, adjusting his tie. He wasn’t alone. A dark-haired woman in a red dress stepped out from the passenger side. She was smiling, and he returned her smile with an ease that froze my blood. It wasn’t the forced smile he had been giving me lately. It was genuine, warm—the smile I believed he reserved only for me.

I watched them enter the hotel, laughing at something. I remained there, motionless, the coffee cold between my hands. The scene replayed itself again and again in my mind. Every detail burned into me: the way he placed his hand on the small of her back to guide her, the way she tossed her hair back when she laughed. They weren’t just colleagues. There was nothing professional about that interaction.

I returned home before he did, a knot in my throat and my hands trembling. When he arrived, he seemed relaxed, even happy.

“How was your appointment?” he asked, hanging his coat on the rack.

“Fine. Everything’s fine.”

I lied. I lied with an ease that frightened me. What was I becoming? Instead of confronting him, I locked myself in the bathroom and threw up the coffee and my nerves. I looked at my reflection in the mirror: a pale woman with wide, frightened eyes. Who was that person? Where had the old Lucía gone—the one who believed in unconditional love, who trusted her husband blindly?

That night, while he slept beside me, I slipped out of bed and went to the kitchen. I opened the drawer where I kept my small treasure of evidence. I looked at the piece of paper with the hotel address. It was no longer just a suspicion; it was confirmation. I
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