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Chapter 1: The Laugh That Wasn’t Hers

	Saylor Nolan folded Lance’s dinosaur pajama shirt into a square so tight the little green stegosaurus looked strangled.

	She noticed, loosened the cotton, and tried again.

	The dryer thumped behind her with the uneven rhythm of one of Saige’s sneakers trapped inside. She had asked Saige twice to empty her pockets and check her laundry. Eight years old, all elbows and opinions, and still somehow surprised every time a lip balm melted in the wash or a hair clip made it into the machine. Saylor should have gone upstairs to fish the shoe out before it dented the drum, but if she stopped now, the basket would sit half-finished until morning. Morning meant lunches, spelling words, Lance’s missing mittens, her blue scrubs, and the drive to the hospital before the sun bothered to show up over Toronto.

	The kitchen gave her Maximo’s laugh.

	Not the one he used for clients. That laugh had edges, expensive and brief, like a door opened only wide enough for someone to admire the room. Not the tired one he gave the kids when Lance made a joke with no ending or Saige corrected his French homework pronunciation with great personal offense.

	This laugh was soft.

	Private.

	Young.

	Saylor’s fingers stopped around one pajama sleeve.

	The dryer kept thumping. The laundry room smelled like lavender detergent, damp cotton, and the toast crumbs Lance had somehow left in the pocket of his school hoodie. Across the short hallway, the kitchen light laid a yellow strip on the floor. Maximo sat at the island where he had been working for the last hour, laptop open, shoulders bent, sleeves pushed to his forearms.

	She could see one of his hands from where she stood. Long fingers curved around his phone. The same fingers that had buttoned the back of her dress in the tiny Montreal hotel bathroom nine years ago because she had been too pregnant with nervousness, not children yet, to do anything but laugh at herself in the mirror.

	He laughed again, quieter this time, almost under his breath.

	Saylor set Lance’s shirt on top of the folded pile and walked to the kitchen.

	Maximo looked up before she crossed the threshold. Not guilty. That would have been easier. His face did something smoother, worse. The phone turned in his palm and landed facedown beside his glass of water.

	“Hey,” he said.

	“Hey.”

	The word came out normal. She was proud of that, which made her feel stupid.

	His laptop showed a grid of building renderings and notes, all clean lines and pale blue measurements. The downtown redevelopment project had eaten him alive since autumn. Nine months of city meetings, consultant calls, public complaints, late revisions. She had stopped asking about most of it because his answers had become variations of “long day” and “nothing interesting.”

	Whoever had made him laugh had been interesting.

	Saylor leaned one hip against the counter. The granite was cold through her leggings. “Who’s funny at eleven o’clock?”

	Maximo blinked once.

	Not long. Not dramatic. Just one beat too clean.

	“Work.”

	“Work is funny now?”

	“It can be.” He reached for his water glass, but his eyes went to the laptop, not her. “One of the consultants sent a comment on the west entrance proposal. Bad joke. You had to be there.”

	Saylor looked at the phone. Black screen. Face down. Waiting.

	“Must’ve been good.”

	“It wasn’t.” His mouth bent like he was trying to give her a smaller version of the laugh. “You know architect humor.”

	“I don’t, actually. You stopped telling me.”

	That made him look at her.

	There. A little nick in the smoothness.

	For half a second she wished she could take it back, turn the sentence into a joke, something about steel beams or zoning meetings or men who thought a building permit was foreplay. That was the kind of joke she would have made two years ago, standing in this same kitchen while he tugged her by the waistband of her pajama pants and kissed the side of her neck until the kettle screamed.

	Maximo’s gaze dropped to her mouth.

	Saylor’s body reacted with an old, irritating certainty. A low tightening under her ribs. A memory in the skin. She hated it. Hated that he could sit there with his phone turned over and still make some married part of her remember the weight of his hand at the small of her back.

	“I’ve been buried,” he said.

	“I know.”

	“I’m almost through this phase.”

	“You’ve been almost through it since October.”

	His thumb touched the side of his glass. He did that when he was choosing words. Saylor knew his habits the way she knew the medicine cabinet inventory upstairs, the creak in the fifth stair, the exact sound Lance made before he threw up.

	“I’m trying, Say.”

	The nickname landed wrong.

	He had used it last Saturday when he forgot Saige’s art supply fee. Before that, when he came to bed after midnight and kissed her shoulder like a man placing a bookmark in a book he intended to finish later. Before that, she couldn’t remember. That scared her more than she wanted it to.

	She reached for the stack of school papers on the counter because her hands needed a job. Saige’s spelling list sat on top. Daughter. Enough. Neighbor. Laugh.

	Saylor stared at that last word until the letters quit behaving.

	“Saige has a quiz tomorrow,” she said.

	“I helped her after dinner.”

	“I know. I’m just checking.”

	“She had trouble with neighbor.”

	“She always wants to put the u in the wrong place.”

	“Canadian child. American spelling list. Deeply unfair.”

	There it was, almost. The shape of them. A small old rhythm. The kind they used to find over cereal bowls and dentist reminders and socks missing their partners. Saylor should have been able to step into it. She wanted to step into it. The want embarrassed her.

	She watched his left hand instead.

	His wedding ring caught the kitchen light when he turned the glass. He wore it always. In bed. In the shower. On construction sites when he should have taken it off. She had teased him about losing a finger once, and he had said, with that calm arrogance that used to make her want to bite him, “I’m attached to both.”

	She had believed the ring meant something because he acted like it did.

	The phone stayed facedown.

	“Who was the consultant?” she asked.

	His fingers stilled on the glass.

	“Brooklynn.”

	The name was not new. Saylor had heard it in passing. Brooklynn found the community access data. Brooklynn pushed back on the transit entrance. Brooklynn had a contact at planning. Brooklynn, always attached to work, always said in the same tone as budget, committee, deadline.

	Tonight the name had a body.

	Saylor could picture one without trying. Not details, not yet. Just a woman on the other side of a screen, awake at eleven, sending something that reached into Saylor’s kitchen and pulled out a laugh she had not been given in a year.

	“She works late,” Saylor said.

	“So do I.”

	“I noticed.”

	Maximo closed the laptop halfway. “Are we doing this right now?”

	The question should have annoyed her. It did. But under it, something mean and small pressed its face to the glass.

	Doing what? Asking why her husband sounded happier with a consultant than he had sounded with his wife? Asking why he had turned his phone over like she had walked in on him changing clothes? Asking when the kitchen had become a room where she felt like company?

	“No,” she said, because Saige was upstairs asleep with a spelling list under her pillow for luck, and Lance had already come down twice asking for water he didn’t drink. Because Saylor had a twelve-hour shift in pediatrics and could not show up wrecked over a laugh. Because she knew how fast a house could change shape around children when adults forgot to lower their voices.

	Maximo exhaled through his nose. Relief, maybe. Frustration, maybe. She hated that she had to guess.

	“I’m not hiding anything,” he said.

	There were too many words in that sentence. One extra, maybe two.

	Saylor nodded once and gathered the school papers into a neat pile.

	“Okay.”

	He did not like that. “Saylor.”

	“What?”

	“You said okay like it means the opposite.”

	“It means I’m going to finish laundry.”

	His chair scraped lightly as he stood. He was still in his dress pants from work, belt loosened, white shirt wrinkled at the waist. He looked tired. He looked good. That felt like a cheap trick her own body was playing on her.

	He came around the island and stopped close enough that she could smell his cedar soap under the coffee and cold air from outside. For years, that smell had meant he was home. Not safe exactly. Better than safe. Chosen. He had bought the soap by accident once, a fancy bar from a hotel in Montreal tucked into his suitcase, and she had liked it enough on his skin that he ordered a box of it as a joke. The soap dried his hands. He kept buying it anyway.

	“You’ve been distant,” he said.

	Saylor almost laughed.

	The sound rose hot and ugly, but she swallowed it. Her throat clicked.

	“I’ve been tired.”

	“I know.”

	“You don’t, actually.”

	His face closed a little. There he was, the man who could handle an angry city council member, a contractor threatening delay penalties, a client with money and no taste. Give Maximo a problem with numbers, walls, signatures, deadlines, and he became exact. Give him a wife with something cracked open behind her ribs, and he stood there with empty hands.

	She stepped around him before either of them could turn the moment into something bigger.

	In the laundry room, Lance’s pajama shirt waited on top of the pile, still badly folded. Saylor picked it up and started again. Sleeve across, sleeve across, bottom up. Too tight. She shook it out. Tried again. The dinosaur’s stitched eye stared at her from the cotton like it knew she was being ridiculous.

	From the kitchen, Maximo’s chair moved. His glass clinked in the sink. The laptop closed.

	Normal sounds.

	Married sounds.

	She folded the shirt a third time, hard enough that one corner bent crooked.

	Footsteps crossed the hall. Maximo appeared in the laundry room doorway with his phone in his hand now. Of course he had picked it up. Of course.

	“I’m going upstairs,” he said. “Don’t stay up too late.”

	That used to mean come with me.

	Maybe it still did. Maybe she was inventing ghosts out of exhaustion and winter and too many nights of sleeping beside his turned back. Maybe Brooklynn really had sent a joke about concrete setbacks or bike lanes or whatever people like Maximo and his consultants laughed about at eleven o’clock on a Monday night.

	Saylor looked at the laundry basket.

	“I need to find Lance’s mittens.”

	“They’re in his backpack.”

	“The blue ones?”

	“Green. Blue pair’s wet. He put snow in them at recess.”

	She looked up then.

	Maximo gave a faint shrug, almost sheepish. “He told me after dinner. I put the green ones in the front pocket.”

	A stupid detail. A good father detail. A detail that made it harder to keep anger clean.

	“Thanks,” she said.

	He nodded, waiting maybe for more. A smile. A softening. An invitation to come back into the shape they knew.

	Saylor gave him nothing.

	After a moment, he turned and went upstairs. The third stair creaked. The bedroom door opened. Water ran in the ensuite.

	She stayed in the laundry room until the dryer buzzed, then carried the folded clothes to the kitchen table because the counters were full of school papers and Maximo’s abandoned water glass. She sorted Saige’s leggings from Lance’s socks. She paired tiny socks with trucks on the ankles. She smoothed a dish towel with a faded coffee stain shaped like a heart if a person was generous.

	The house settled around her.

	Furnace hum. Pipes ticking. A January wind worrying at the back door. Upstairs, Maximo moved through their bedroom, drawers opening and closing with the confidence of a man who belonged there.

	His phone buzzed on the kitchen island.

	Saylor froze with one of Lance’s socks stretched between both hands.

	The screen lit.

	Brooklynn Lawson.

	No message preview. Just the name. White letters on black glass, bright as a cut.

	The sock slipped from Saylor’s fingers onto the floor.

	Upstairs, the water kept running.

	She stood alone in the kitchen, staring at the phone her husband had left behind by mistake or trust or carelessness. Her pulse moved strangely, not fast, not slow, but heavy, each beat landing in her wrists.

	She could walk away.

	She could finish the laundry, put the mittens by the door, set Saige’s spelling list beside her cereal bowl, and go upstairs to the man who still smelled like cedar soap and still knew which gloves their son needed for recess.

	The phone went dark.

	Saylor did not move.

	She wanted to know badly enough to hate herself.

	


Chapter 2: Nothing Physical

	The phone stayed dark long enough for Saylor’s hand to start hurting.

	She had curled her fingers around the edge of the kitchen island without noticing. White along the knuckles. A small dent from the stone pressing into her palm. Upstairs, water ran through the pipes, and the ceiling gave its familiar tick over the kitchen light, the one Maximo always said he would fix once the project calmed down.

	Brooklynn Lawson’s name was gone.

	That made it worse, somehow. The blank screen had the nerve to look innocent.

	Saylor picked up Lance’s fallen sock and set it on the folded pile. She did not touch the phone. There were rules in a marriage, even a tired one. Privacy. Trust. The soft border around a person’s pockets and passwords and late-night messages.

	She stood there until the upstairs shower turned off.

	Then she finished the laundry.

	Not well. Saige’s leggings ended up inside out. Lance’s socks did not match. One dish towel went into the wrong drawer, and she stared at it for a full ten seconds before leaving it there. By the time she climbed the stairs, Maximo was in bed, one arm folded under his pillow, his back turned toward her side.

	His phone was on his nightstand now.

	Face up.

	Too far away.

	Saylor changed in the bathroom with the door almost closed. In the mirror, she looked like herself in the way people looked like themselves on hospital ID badges. Same face. Poor evidence of life.

	When she slid into bed, Maximo shifted.

	“You okay?” His voice was rough with almost-sleep.

	“Fine.”

	“You were down there awhile.”

	“Laundry.”

	“Mmm.” He reached back, not fully awake, and his fingers brushed the outside of her thigh over the blanket.

	Her body knew the touch before her mind could refuse it.

	She went still.

	Maximo’s hand paused, then withdrew. The mattress dipped as he turned back to his side. The space between them filled with old things: the nights when he used to roll toward her without asking because she was already reaching; the stupid argument they’d had about buying this mattress; the winter Saige was born and they slept in forty-minute pieces with her tucked in a bassinet beside Saylor’s hip.

	Saylor stared at the ceiling until the shapes in the dark lost their edges.

	At 4:47 a.m., Maximo’s alarm vibrated once before he silenced it.

	He always woke before the sound. Architect habit, he used to say. Control the noise before it controls you. He sat up carefully, trying not to wake her, and padded into the ensuite. The shower started two minutes later.

	Saylor opened her eyes.

	Her heart did not race. That would have been dramatic. Useful, maybe. Instead, it seemed to drop lower in her body, heavy as a wet towel.

	The tablet was in the drawer of his nightstand, under a stack of receipts and the paperback he had been pretending to read since November. Family tablet, technically. Signed into his account because he used it for drawings when Lance stole his stylus to make lopsided robots.

	Saylor sat up and opened the drawer.

	The shower kept running.

	She pulled the tablet onto her lap, tapped the screen, and entered the passcode.

	Saige’s birthday.

	For one foolish second, that hurt more than Brooklynn’s name.

	The messages app opened where Maximo had left it months ago, some thread with Paxton Taylor about revisions and meeting times. Saylor typed Brooklynn into search with one finger.

	There she was.

	Brooklynn Lawson.

	A little gray circle with initials. No photo. Saylor hated her for not having a photo and hated herself for wanting one.

	The latest message sat at the bottom of the thread.

	Brooklynn: You’re impossible. I almost spit tea on my keyboard.

	Above it, Maximo had sent something about a public consultation attendee saying the west entrance looked like “a dentist office trying to be a museum.” Stupid. Harmless on its own.

	Saylor scrolled.

	More jokes. Complaints about zoning. A photo of coffee cups balanced beside rolled plans. A message from Brooklynn: You take yours black because you like punishing yourself, right?

	Maximo: Saylor says the same thing.

	Saylor’s breath stopped on her own name.

	Brooklynn: Smart woman.

	Maximo: She is.

	Saylor waited for relief.

	None came.

	She scrolled faster.

	October. November. December. The thread grew longer, warmer, less careful. Brooklynn asked if he had eaten. Maximo told her he forgot. Brooklynn sent a picture of a sandwich on her desk and wrote, Peer pressure. Maximo answered seven minutes later with a photo of takeout soup in his car.

	There were voice notes she could not bring herself to play yet.

	There were messages after midnight.

	Brooklynn: You went quiet. Bad meeting?

	Maximo: Bad everything.

	Brooklynn: Tell me.

	And he did.

	Not all at once. Line by line, over weeks, he gave her things Saylor had reached for across dinner plates and pillowcases and been told were nothing. Work stress. Fear about the project failing. His father’s old habit of walking out of rooms when Maximo disappointed him. His mother’s voice in his head when he missed deadlines. The feeling that he was useful everywhere and known nowhere.

	Saylor pressed her thumb to the screen until the words blurred beneath the oil from her skin.

	Known nowhere.

	She had asked him in November why he kept sitting in the driveway after work.

	He had said he needed two minutes before the kids climbed him.

	She had given him twenty.

	Brooklynn had gotten the truth.

	The shower shut off.

	Saylor did not move.

	Steam seeped under the bathroom door. A drawer opened. Maximo’s electric razor buzzed. Ordinary morning sounds walked straight through the middle of the room and stepped on her chest.

	She scrolled again.

	Brooklynn: You sound better today.

	Maximo: You do that.

	Brooklynn: Do what?

	Maximo: Make me feel awake.

	The tablet slipped against her knees.

	Saylor caught it before it hit the blanket. Her hands had gone clumsy, like they belonged to someone else after a double shift.

	The bathroom door opened.

	Maximo came out with a towel around his waist, hair damp, cedar soap clean on his skin. The scent crossed the room before he did. Saylor used to pull him back to bed for that smell alone. Used to hook her fingers in the towel and make him late with no apology.

	He stopped.

	His gaze moved from her face to the tablet in her lap.

	“Saylor.”

	She read one more message because stopping now felt like giving him the room.

	Brooklynn: You can call if the house feels too loud.

	Maximo: It’s not loud. That’s the problem.

	He crossed the room fast. “Give me that.”

	She looked up.

	Maximo stopped with one hand half-raised.

	Whatever he saw on her face changed the air between them. His fingers opened, closed once, then dropped to his side.

	The towel sat low on his hips. Water ran from the ends of his hair down his neck. Her husband. The father of her children. The man who had cried silently into her hospital gown when Saige was born because the baby came out angry and red and screaming, and he said she sounded like Saylor when someone used the wrong mug.

	Saylor turned the tablet so he could see the screen.

	“You felt awake?”

	His jaw tightened. “It wasn’t—”

	“Don’t.”

	“I was going to say it wasn’t what you think.”

	“That’s worse.”

	He dragged a hand over his wet hair. “Nothing physical happened.”

	There it was.

	The small ugly mercy he had prepared for himself.

	Saylor laughed once. Not loud. Not with humor. The sound scraped out of her and landed between them.

	Maximo flinched.

	“Nothing physical,” she repeated.

	“Saylor.”

	“You think that’s the clean part?”

	“No. I know it looks bad.”

	“Looks bad?” She pushed the tablet off her lap and onto the bed. “You told her you felt known nowhere.”

	His face went pale beneath the tan he carried year-round from site visits and summer weekends.

	“I was in a bad place.”

	“I was in the kitchen.”

	He opened his mouth, then closed it.

	That did something to her. The silence. The fact that he had no quick answer because there wasn’t one smooth enough to cover what she had just said.

	“I asked you,” she said. “I asked you so many times.”

	“I didn’t know how to say it.”

	“But you knew how to type it.”

	He looked toward the bathroom, toward the dresser, anywhere but the tablet. “Brooklynn was part of the project. It started as work.”

	“Don’t make me hate the word work more than I already do.”

	“I’m not blaming work.”

	“No. You’re hiding behind it.”

	His head came back. A flash there. Not anger exactly. Defense. The version of him that could argue a contractor into honoring a
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