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Chapter 1: The Voice Note

	“Push with your turtle fingers, Milo. Not dinosaur claws.”

	Baylee Liu slid the green pegboard closer to the edge of the therapy table and watched Milo’s right hand hover over the foam grip as if it might bite him. He was five, all knees and cowlicks, with Spider-Man socks sagging at his ankles and a distrust of any activity that required his thumb to work harder than the rest of him.

	Across the table, his mother checked the wall clock for the third time. Baylee pretended not to notice. Parents carried clocks in their shoulders. They carried co-pays in the way they folded receipts, progress reports in the tight corners of their mouths, hope in questions they tried to make casual.

	“That one?” Milo asked, pointing at the blue peg.

	“Blue one first,” Baylee said. “Then red. Then you can tell me why Spider-Man needs socks with his own face on them.”

	Milo made the face he made when he was trying not to laugh. His thumb tucked in, weak and stubborn. Baylee tapped the muscle at the base of his palm, light enough not to startle him, firm enough to remind his body where to work.

	“There,” she said. “That’s the thumb I was looking for.”

	He pressed the peg into place. Crooked, but seated.

	His mother exhaled like someone had taken a hand off her throat.

	Baylee smiled at Milo, not too big. Children knew when adults overcelebrated. “That counts.”

	While he reached for the red peg, Baylee’s phone buzzed against the clipboard beside her knee. She turned it face down without looking. The conference hotel in Oak Brook had already sent two automated reminders that morning, both cheerful about check-in times and boxed lunches. She had packed the night before with the care of someone leaving for three weeks instead of two nights: black slacks, cream blouse, cardigan, laptop charger, the presentation notes she had printed because screens made her skim.

	Pedro had kissed her hair at 11:18 p.m. while she was lining travel-size toothpaste beside her toothbrush.

	“Proud of you,” he’d said, his eyes on a message lighting up his phone.

	She had believed the words because she wanted to. Not all the way, but enough to zip the suitcase.

	By four o’clock, Milo had completed three fine-motor tasks, negotiated one sticker upgrade, and told Baylee that Spider-Man needed socks with his own face on them because “sometimes heroes forget who they are.” His mother laughed too loudly, then blinked fast and looked away.

	Baylee wrote the home exercises in block letters. She never used clinical shorthand on parent instructions. People already had enough in their lives designed to make them feel inadequate.

	“Ten minutes a day,” she said, handing over the sheet. “Not at dinner. Not when he’s tired. Make it silly if you can.”

	Milo pressed his sticker to the back of his hand. “Are you going to the doctor conference?”

	“Therapy conference,” Baylee said, reaching for his coat from the child-sized hook. “I’ll be back Monday.”

	“Will you bring me a hotel soap?”

	His mother made a horrified sound. “Milo.”

	Baylee zipped his coat halfway, leaving him to fight the rest himself. “I’ll see what the soap situation is.”

	When they left, the therapy room held its usual end-of-day mess: pencil grips in a yellow bin, a weighted lizard half under the cabinet, one red peg on the floor where Milo had kicked it by accident and claimed a villain did it. Baylee crouched to retrieve it, and her phone buzzed again.

	This time, she looked.

	Conference cancelled due to venue emergency. Virtual rescheduling details to follow.

	For a few seconds, she read the message the way she taught parents to read exercise instructions: slowly, twice, no assumptions. A burst pipe at the hotel. Safety issue. No in-person sessions. Refund details by email.

	The first thought that came to her was practical. She could return the rental car reservation without penalty. The second was that there was salmon in the freezer, the kind Pedro liked with miso glaze, and she could make it instead of eating a conference sandwich alone under fluorescent lights.

	The third thought came slower.

	Pedro would be surprised to see her.

	Not happy. Not unhappy. Surprised.

	Baylee shut down the therapy room, wiped the table with lemon-scented disinfectant, and packed her laptop beside the untouched presentation notes. At the clinic desk, Nia from billing looked up from a stack of insurance denials.

	“Thought you were escaping us.”

	“Conference cancelled.”

	“Lucky you.”

	Baylee smiled because that was what the sentence asked for. “Very lucky.”

	The train home was crowded enough that she stood from Ashland to Sedgwick with her suitcase wedged between her calves. A man in a navy coat kept coughing into his fist. Someone’s takeout leaked garlic and soy sauce through a paper bag. Baylee held the overhead pole and watched the dark windows catch pieces of strangers’ faces.

	Her reflection looked tired but neat. Low bun. Small gold hoops. The camel coat Pedro had bought her three Christmases ago after asking his assistant for her size.

	She used to send him pictures from trains. A blurry platform. A bad advertisement. Once, a pigeon inside the station looking personally offended by commuting. He would answer within minutes then.

	Now his replies arrived like invoices. Later. In meeting. Don’t wait up.

	At their building in Lincoln Park, the doorman waved her through with a distracted, “Back already, Mrs. Ryan?”

	Baylee’s hand tightened around the suitcase handle. Not because of the name. She had heard it for years, written it on holiday cards, corrected it only where it mattered professionally. Baylee Liu at work. Baylee Ryan in the building. Baylee Liu-Ryan on forms that had too little space and too much confidence.

	“Conference problem,” she said.

	“Ah. These hotels.” He shook his head as if Chicago lodging had personally wronged him.

	The apartment was quiet when she opened the door. Not empty quiet. Lived-in quiet. Pedro’s charcoal scarf hung over the back of the entry bench though the hook was six inches away. His leather shoes were aligned near the wall, not because he was tidy, but because Baylee had moved them that morning after almost tripping over one with her coffee.

	The kitchen island held a rolled set of drawings weighted by his keys. A hard hat sat on one of the stools. The blue mug he used when he intended to rinse it and did not was beside the sink with a crescent of coffee dried at the bottom.

	Baylee left her suitcase by the hall closet.

	The apartment smelled like cedar from the candle she had blown out before leaving for work and faintly like the cologne Pedro used when he had client meetings. The scent lived too easily in the air. Expensive, restrained, familiar enough that her body recognized him before her mind decided whether to be glad.

	She checked the fridge. Salmon still frozen. Half a container of rice. Green beans gone soft at the edges because she had meant to cook them Tuesday, then Pedro had texted that he had a late model review, and she had eaten toast standing at the counter.

	Her phone was in her hand before she made the decision to text him.

	Conference cancelled. I’m home. Do you want dinner later?

	She stared at the message. The cursor blinked after the question mark, eager and humiliating.

	Later. Don’t wait up.

	She had not sent it, and already she could hear the answer.

	Baylee deleted the text.

	In the bedroom, she unpacked because leaving clothes in a suitcase made her feel transient in her own life. Blouse back on hanger. Slacks folded over the chair. Presentation notes into the drawer under her side of the bed, the same drawer where the Northwestern envelope lay beneath a pack of old thank-you cards from patients’ families.

	She touched the corner of the envelope before she closed the drawer.

	Late-entry fellowship consideration. Pediatric adaptive function research. Seattle.

	Not current. Not active. Not hers anymore.

	She had received it in year two of marriage, back when Pedro was still working out of a rented office with exposed pipes and a receptionist who came in three days a week. He had needed Chicago then. Needed momentum, investors, nights that ran past midnight, a wife who understood that dreams required sacrifice.

	Baylee had understood so thoroughly she had never told him the letter arrived.

	In the kitchen, she washed Pedro’s mug, then stopped with the sponge in her hand. The mug was clean. Her wrist kept moving anyway, circles over ceramic, the way she worked with children who needed repetition to organize their bodies.

	She set it in the rack harder than she meant to.

	Pedro’s phone buzzed on the island.

	Baylee turned toward it before she thought better. He had left it half under the drawings, face up. Not his usual habit. Pedro carried his phone like it was a second pulse. If it was here, he was either in the shower, which he was not, or he had grabbed the spare work phone from his bag and forgotten this one in the rush.

	The screen lit again.

	No passcode. A voice message notification sat at the top of the screen from Jemma Grant.

	Baylee knew the name. Junior partner track. Smart. Young, but not in a way Pedro said aloud. Jemma had sent Christmas wine to the apartment with a handwritten card Baylee had placed on the mantel because Pedro had seemed pleased by it.

	She did not pick up the phone at first.

	She dried her hands. Folded the dish towel over the oven handle. Moved the hard hat from the stool to the floor because it was leaving a chalky mark on the wood.

	The phone buzzed again, a reminder or another message. The apartment seemed to hold its breath around the sound, though Baylee knew better than to give rooms human habits. It was only a device on marble. Only a name. Only a voice note she had no reason to play if she wanted to remain the kind of wife who did not look.

	Pedro had never been careless with passwords. He had been careless with her.

	Baylee picked up the phone.

	Her thumb knew the motion. Open. Tap. Play.

	Jemma’s voice spilled into the kitchen, warm and laughing, too close for speaker sound.

	“Happy birthday again, my love. I know you hate making a big deal of it, but last night was perfect. You were perfect.”

	Baylee went still with the phone in her hand.

	In the message, Jemma laughed at something Baylee could not see. A soft, private laugh, one that already knew the shape of the man it was teasing.

	“I keep thinking about your face when I gave you the sketchbook. Don’t pretend you didn’t love it. You did. I know you did. Call me when you can. I miss you already.”

	The message ended.

	The kitchen did not change.

	The dishwasher hummed behind its steel panel. The hallway light stayed on. The green beans sat in their plastic bag in the fridge drawer, going soft because Baylee had not cooked dinner for a man who was being called my love by someone who had given him a sketchbook for his birthday.

	His birthday.

	Last night, Baylee had put a candle in a grocery-store tiramisu because the bakery he liked closed before she got off work. Pedro had eaten three bites at 10:42 p.m., standing by the sink, one hand around his phone.

	“Long day,” he had said.

	She had kissed the corner of his mouth. He had tasted like espresso and mint.

	Baylee played the message again.

	This time she listened for everything. The pause after my love. The smile under the word perfect. The confidence in I know you did. The ease of a woman who had never been taught to make herself smaller in Pedro Ryan’s kitchen.

	She lowered herself to the floor because her knees had become unreliable, not dramatically, not all at once, but with the quiet refusal of a body that had reached its limit before the mind had finished making sense of the evidence.

	The marble was cold through her trousers. A crumb from Pedro’s toast pressed into the side of her hand. She looked at it because it was easier than looking at the phone.

	Milo’s voice came back to her from the therapy room. Sometimes heroes forget who they are.

	Baylee did not feel like a hero. She felt like a woman sitting on a kitchen floor with her husband’s phone in her lap, learning that the marriage she had been trying not to name as lonely had been something worse.

	She played the message a third time.

	Then a fourth.

	By the sixth, she could say the words with Jemma.

	Happy birthday again, my love.

	She did not cry. Her eyes burned once, sharp and useless, but no tears came. She set the phone on the floor beside her and pressed both palms flat to the marble, grounding pressure the way she taught children who could not find themselves in their own bodies. Hands down. Weight through the joints. Name five things.

	Phone.

	Crumb.

	Dishwasher.

	Blueprints.

	Her own wedding ring, tight on her finger because she had eaten salty soup for lunch.

	The ring had a tiny nick along the edge from the year Pedro had dropped it into the bathroom sink while cleaning it with a toothbrush. He had panicked, sweetly then, kneeling on the tile and turning the drain cap with a butter knife while Baylee sat on the tub and laughed so hard she had hiccups.

	That man had existed.

	So had this one.

	The front door stayed closed. Pedro was not coming home yet. Of course he was not.

	After a while, Baylee stood. Her legs held. Her hands did not shake when she picked up the phone and returned it exactly where she had found it, half under the drawings, face up, Jemma’s name hidden again behind a dark screen.

	She filled the kettle. Measured loose tea into the small ceramic pot her mother had bought at a flea market in Pilsen. Waited for the water to heat. The ordinary steps kept lining up, and she followed them because no one had asked the world to stop.

	When the tea was ready, she carried it to the dining table and opened the notebook she used for household lists. Dentist. Dry cleaning. Tax folder. Pedro’s blue suit buttons.

	She turned to a clean page.

	At the top, in the neat printing she used for parent handouts, Baylee wrote:

	Things to take.

	She paused, listening to the apartment she had kept alive for nine years.

	Then she wrote the first item.

	Mom’s records.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: Don’t Beg Yet

	She stared at the words until the ink settled into the paper.

	Mom’s records.

	Not passport. Not bank statements. Not wedding album. The first thing her hand had chosen was the crate of vinyl under the living room console, sleeves worn soft at the corners from her mother’s fingers and then hers. Etta James. Fleetwood Mac. A scratched Bill Withers album that skipped in the same place every time, right before the bridge, because Baylee had dropped it when she was nineteen and pretending not to care about a boy who had not called.

	Her mother had kept records alphabetized until chemo made standing too tiring. After that, Baylee had sorted them on the carpet while her mother sat with a blanket over her knees and said, “Leave Nina Simone near the front. A woman should not have to hunt for backbone.”

	Baylee wrote the next item.

	Work files.

	Then, after a pause, she added: birth certificate, passport, clinic license, Northwestern envelope.

	The last one made her hand slow.

	From the hallway, the elevator made its soft mechanical sigh. A neighbor coming home. Not Pedro. Pedro’s key turned differently, fast on the first lock, impatient on the second, because he always forgot the lower deadbolt stuck unless you lifted the handle first. Baylee knew the sounds of his arrival the way she knew the pressure points in a child’s palm, the small adjustments that made function possible.

	She closed the notebook.

	The kettle had left a wet ring on the table. She wiped it with the sleeve of her cardigan, then stood there looking at the damp patch darkening the gray knit.

	Her husband’s phone stayed on the island, black screen hiding Jemma Grant’s voice.

	Baylee did not touch it again that night.

	Pedro came home at 12:17.

	She was sitting in bed with her conference notes open across her lap, though she had not read a paragraph in two hours. The lamp on his side was off. The bathroom door was cracked, because he hated waking to a dark room and never remembered he hated it until he walked into one.

	“Bay?” he called softly from the entry.

	She turned a page.

	His footsteps paused near the kitchen. Keys dropped into the ceramic bowl. Phone lifted from marble. Silence, brief but complete.

	Then his shoes crossed the hall.

	He appeared in the bedroom doorway with his tie loose and his hair flattened at one side from whatever hand had been in it. Not hers. That was the first cruelly ordinary thought. Someone else knew the current shape of his hair when he stopped performing for clients.

	“You’re home,” he said.

	“The conference was cancelled.”

	“Oh.” His gaze moved to the suitcase she had emptied earlier, now standing beside the closet. “Why didn’t you text me?”

	“I was going to. You were probably busy.”

	He accepted that. Of course he did. Pedro had spent years accepting the space she made around him and calling it understanding.

	“Pipe burst at the hotel?” he asked, sliding his watch off.

	She looked down at the notes in her lap. “That’s what the email said.”

	“Terrible timing.” He crossed to the dresser and set the watch in the tray Baylee had bought because he used to leave it wherever he undressed. “I would’ve tried to get home earlier.”

	He would not have. They both knew it, but only one of them knew how much the sentence now cost.

	“It’s fine.”

	Pedro unbuttoned his cuffs. “Did you eat?”

	“Toast.”

	“Baylee.”

	There it was, the small reprimand dressed as care. Three syllables that said he noticed only after the noticing required nothing from him.

	“I wasn’t hungry.”

	He walked into the bathroom, water running a moment later. She heard him brush his teeth, spit, rinse twice. He came back smelling like mint and the cold city air caught in wool. When he leaned down to kiss her forehead, she let him.

	His mouth touched her skin lightly.

	A husband’s habit. A traitor’s ease.

	“Sleep,” he murmured. “You look exhausted.”

	Baylee turned another page in the useless notes. “Soon.”

	He was asleep within eight minutes.

	She lay beside him until three-thirty, counting the spaces between his breaths and matching them to the voice note she now had stored in a place no deletion could reach.

	Happy birthday again, my love.

	At work the next day, Baylee washed her hands between patients until the skin near her knuckles turned tight and pale. She did not scrub hard. She was too aware of pressure, of what too much force did to tissue. Just soap, water, paper towel. Again after the toddler with sensory defensiveness smeared applesauce up his arm. Again after the seven-year-old with cerebral palsy successfully zipped a jacket and crowed like he had won a medal. Again after she touched her wedding ring and remembered Jemma saying perfect.

	During lunch, she sat in the staff room with her yogurt unopened and searched Pedro’s credit card statement on the banking app. Years of managing bills meant she knew which charges belonged to clients, which belonged to the firm, which belonged to the life they shared.

	The hotel bar charge three Thursdays ago was not familiar.

	Neither was the boutique stationery shop near River North. Sketchbook, probably. A gift from Jemma, not bought by Pedro. Still, there were parking charges near the firm after midnight on nights Pedro had said model review. Two rideshares to an address in West Loop, both on Fridays when Baylee had worked late evals.

	None of it was proof by itself. Marriage had trained her to provide explanations. The firm had long hours. Architects ate late. Clients liked hotel bars. Phones died. Meetings ran over. Men who were tired forgot details.

	Women who loved them supplied the missing parts.

	Baylee took a screenshot of the hotel charge. Then another. She saved them in a folder labeled Clinic Receipts because Pedro would never look there.

	“Everything okay?” Nia asked from the microwave, shaking a plastic container of soup to distribute heat.

	Baylee locked her phone. “Yes. Why?”

	“You’ve been staring at that yogurt like it owes you money.”

	Baylee peeled back the foil lid. The smell of strawberry made her stomach object. “Just tired.”

	“Conference cancellation ruin your sleep?”

	“Something like that.”

	Nia studied her long enough to make the room smaller. Then the microwave beeped, and the moment let go.

	On the second night, Pedro came home earlier. Eight forty. Early enough that he seemed pleased with himself.

	“I brought Thai,” he said, lifting the bag like an offering.

	Baylee was at the table with insurance forms spread around her, red pen uncapped. She had spent an hour after work calling the West Loop restaurant from one of the rideshare addresses. The hostess had confirmed, with casual cheer, that Mr. Ryan’s reservation for two had been “such a nice table by the window.” Baylee had thanked her and hung up before her voice betrayed her.

	Now Pedro stood in their kitchen holding curry and spring rolls from the place where they used to sit shoulder to shoulder at the counter in their first apartment, back when takeout felt like an indulgence and he still called on his walk home to ask if she wanted extra peanut sauce.

	“I thought we could eat together,” he said.

	The together landed badly.

	Baylee capped the pen. “That’s nice.”

	His smile
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