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Prologue: The Album Before the Ruin


	The scanner made a thin mechanical whine every time Kiana fed another photograph beneath the lid.

	She pressed two fingers to the corner of the glossy print, careful not to leave oil on Morgan’s face. The picture had been taken eight years ago in the first office he could barely afford, back when Rivers Strategy had been three folding chairs, one borrowed desk, and a ceiling stain shaped like a map of Lake Michigan. Morgan was asleep on the floor beneath a drop cloth, one arm thrown over his eyes, paint on his wrist, his dress shoes still on because he had promised he was only going to rest for five minutes.

	Kiana had taken the photo from the doorway.

	At twenty-five, she had still believed exhaustion could be romantic if two people were exhausted together.

	The scanner dragged light across the image. A bar of white traveled over Morgan’s shoes, his rolled sleeves, the old brick wall behind him. On the computer screen, the photograph appeared in high resolution, every scuff and shadow sharpened beyond kindness.

	Kiana zoomed in and cleaned a fleck of dust from the corner.

	She did not touch Morgan’s face.

	The townhouse was quiet except for the scanner, the low hum of the refrigerator, and the muted traffic beyond the front windows. Lincoln Park at night had a polished kind of privacy, expensive windows hiding ordinary arguments, renovated brick softening the fact that people still left dishes in sinks and stopped speaking in the middle of rooms. Their house photographed well. White oak floors. Tall shelves. Brass fixtures Morgan had chosen after three weeks of comparing finishes as if a faucet could declare a life stable.

	The kitchen still smelled faintly of the lemon-rosemary chicken she had made and put away when Morgan texted at 8:47.

	Client dinner running long. Don’t wait up.

	She had read the message standing beside two plates, one wineglass, and the small cake she had bought from the bakery on Armitage because their anniversary was three days away and she wanted to practice wanting it.

	Now the cake sat in the refrigerator inside a white cardboard box, untouched except for the thin line her knife had made when she cut herself a piece too narrow to enjoy.

	She slid another photograph onto the scanner.

	This one was from the year they moved in. Morgan in the doorway of the townhouse, holding the keys above her head because she had teased him about dropping them in the storm drain. His smile was enormous. Ridiculous, really. The kind of smile men gave before they learned how expensive everything was, before they learned to check market updates during dinner, before grief taught them how to leave a room without moving.

	Kiana glanced toward the hallway.

	Morgan’s coat was not on the hook.

	She returned to the screen and adjusted the brightness.

	The album had started as a simple idea: twenty-five images, one for each season of their life together. She planned to arrange them like a children’s book, each page carrying a line of text in her hand-lettered script. Nothing embarrassing. Nothing too sentimental. Morgan was not a man who liked being cornered by feeling, especially not the public kind, even if the audience was only his wife.

	A private digital album seemed safe.

	Safe had become one of the quiet measurements in their marriage. Safe topic. Safe tone. Safe hour to ask if he was still angry. Safe way to touch his shoulder when he was at his laptop. Safe distance to keep when he stared at nothing and said he was tired.

	Kiana opened the layout file on her desktop.

	The first spread showed a photograph of takeout containers on the floor of their first apartment, two plastic forks crossed over a carton of cold noodles. She had drawn tiny stars around the image earlier that afternoon, then deleted them because they looked too hopeful. She replaced them with a narrow border of blue ink, uneven on purpose, the way her old sketchbooks used to be. Morgan had loved those sketchbooks once. He used to pick them up when she left them open on the couch and say things that made her pretend to be annoyed.

	You draw lonely houses like they’re waiting for someone.

	You make rabbits look judgmental.

	You know this tree has more personality than half my clients?

	She smiled despite herself, a small pull at one side of her mouth that faded before it became anything useful.

	The old Morgan in her memories paid attention in odd places. He remembered that she hated lilies because they browned dramatically at the edges. He bought her mechanical pencils in bulk after she complained once that the good ones disappeared from every art supply store in the city. He could tell when she was overworking a drawing because she started darkening the same shadow again and again, trying to make the page confess something it did not owe her.

	The current Morgan ordered flowers through an assistant.

	Always tasteful. Always expensive. Always wrong.

	Kiana reached for the mug beside her keyboard and found the tea cold. She drank it anyway. Chamomile, too steeped, bitter at the back of her tongue.

	On the table around her lay the evidence of a marriage she was trying to present gently: photo sleeves, a lint cloth, a stack of old birthday cards tied with cotton ribbon, the leather notebook where Morgan had written business names before choosing Rivers Strategy, and a USB drive labeled WEDDING RAW FILES in her careful block letters.

	The label made her pause.

	She touched it with one finger.

	Their wedding photographs were too easy. White dress, dark suit, soft lighting, Morgan crying before she reached the altar and insisting later that allergies had been violent that day. Everyone would expect those images in an anniversary album. They proved nothing except that a photographer had known where to stand.

	Kiana wanted the other proof.

	She wanted the morning Morgan burned toast and set off the apartment smoke alarm, then bowed to her with two blackened slices on a plate. The winter he walked six blocks in sleet because she had the flu and wanted orange popsicles, not the red ones. The ugly green armchair they had rescued from a curb and loved for exactly four months before accepting that it smelled faintly of basement no matter what they sprayed on it.

	She wanted to show him ordinary devotion until he remembered how to recognize it.

	The thought embarrassed her enough that she pushed back from the table.

	Her chair legs scraped the floor, too loud in the empty kitchen. She gathered three photographs and stood, needing motion. The townhouse had a long narrow middle, rooms arranged with the careful efficiency of people who had bought more house than they knew how to use. In the living room, the shelves held art books, Morgan’s business awards, a framed New Yorker cartoon he had loved, and a ceramic rabbit Kiana had made in a pottery class years ago, its ears lopsided, its expression vaguely offended.

	Morgan had placed that rabbit on the top shelf after they moved in.

	“Executive position,” he’d said.

	“For a rabbit?”

	“He has presence.”

	The memory came so cleanly that Kiana turned toward the front door before she could stop herself, half expecting Morgan to come in and finish the joke.

	The lock stayed still.

	She walked to the shelf and adjusted the rabbit so it faced forward again. Their housekeeper always turned it slightly toward the wall while dusting, maybe unsettled by its tiny black eyes. Kiana had never corrected her. That felt like the story of too many things lately: small wrongnesses she could have fixed, left alone because naming them would require energy nobody thanked her for spending.

	Her phone lit on the coffee table.

	For one sharp second, her body prepared for Morgan’s name.

	It was only a calendar reminder.

	Anniversary dinner reservation, 7:30 p.m., Oriole.

	She had made it six weeks ago after Morgan mentioned liking the restaurant’s wine list. He had forgotten, probably. Or he remembered and had stored it somewhere below meetings, investor calls, his mother’s requests, and the polished emergencies of other people.

	Kiana dismissed the reminder.

	In the kitchen again, she opened the wedding USB, scanned the files, and closed it without importing anything. Too formal. Too shiny. Their photographer had made them look like people in an ad for marriage, clean and backlit and sure.

	She needed older files.

	There was a drawer in Morgan’s study where dead electronics went to be politely ignored: chargers without partners, old phones, a cracked Bluetooth speaker, an external hard drive with a dented case, and the tablet they had used before both of them upgraded. Kiana stood outside the study door for a moment before entering, though Morgan had never forbidden her from going in.

	That was not how distance worked in their house.

	Nothing was forbidden. It simply became inconvenient to ask.

	Morgan’s study smelled like cedar, printer toner, and the cologne he wore to client meetings. His desk was nearly bare, laptop gone, pen aligned with notebook, one ceramic cup filled with business cards. Kiana did not sit in his chair. She crossed to the built-in cabinet and opened the bottom drawer.

	Cables shifted against one another with a dry plastic sound. She found the tablet beneath a mesh bag of old adapters.

	The screen had a thin crack across the upper corner. Kiana rubbed her thumb over it and remembered dropping it on the bathroom tile in their first apartment, her hair still wet from the shower, Morgan laughing too hard to help until she threatened to put his laptop in the sink.

	The tablet was heavier than she expected.

	Back at the kitchen table, she plugged it in and waited. For a long minute, nothing happened. She used that time to stack the photographs by year, oldest to newest, because order was easier than hoping. When the screen finally glowed, the low-battery icon appeared, then the old home screen loaded with a photograph of Lake Michigan behind their app icons.

	Kiana’s breath stopped in the middle of her chest, not dramatically, just enough that she had to set the tablet flat.

	The background was from the summer after they married. Morgan had taken the picture from behind her while she stood barefoot at the edge of the water, dress hem gathered in one hand, hair blowing across her face. She had complained about sand in the car for a week. He had said it was worth it every time.

	She unlocked the tablet with the old passcode.

	Their anniversary.

	Of course it still worked.

	A row of outdated apps filled the screen. Photos. Notes. Mail. Voice Memos. A sketching app she had forgotten she used. The device lagged under her touch, slow to remember itself. She opened Photos first and found years arranged in imperfect squares: office painting, apartment meals, Morgan’s father at a birthday dinner before his illness hollowed his face, Kiana holding a bouquet of supermarket daisies because Morgan had spent his last eighty dollars on them and called it financial recklessness in the name of beauty.

	She imported three images.

	Then four.

	Then one video, only twelve seconds long, of Morgan pretending to conduct traffic from their apartment window during a honking jam below. His hair was messy, his tie loosened, his laugh unguarded.

	Kiana watched the clip twice.

	On the third time, she turned the sound off.

	The tablet synced something in the corner. A small spinning icon appeared beside a folder labeled Shared Audio.

	Kiana frowned.

	She did not remember that folder.

	She tapped it, expecting old interview notes or Morgan’s recorded reminders from the days he had dictated ideas while driving. The folder opened slowly, populating line by line.

	Most files had dates instead of names. A few had generic labels: Meeting_Notes, Voice_Memo_12, Draft_Thoughts.

	Near the bottom, three files carried a name.

	Sloane.

	Kiana sat so still the scanner light clicked off behind her.

	The kitchen seemed to grow louder in pieces. Refrigerator. Pipes. A car passing too fast outside. The tablet warmed beneath her palm, ordinary and solid, as if it had not just placed a stranger’s name in the middle of her anniversary gift.

	Sloane Tang.

	Morgan’s colleague. The one from the investor dinner in April. The one with sleek hair, careful earrings, and a voice trained never to sound uncertain. Kiana had met her twice. Maybe three times. Sloane had kissed the air near Kiana’s cheek and said Morgan spoke so highly of her, which Kiana had accepted as politeness because what else was a wife supposed to do with another woman’s lovely manners?

	The first file was dated six weeks ago.

	The second, eleven days ago.

	The third had no date at all, only a time stamp from late last night.

	Kiana lifted her hand from the screen.

	The album layout waited on the laptop beside the tablet, one page half-finished: Morgan asleep beneath the drop cloth, young and exhausted, still belonging to a life Kiana could understand.

	She looked from his sleeping face to Sloane’s name.

	For several seconds, Kiana did nothing. She did not open the file. She did not close the tablet. She sat in the bright, careful kitchen with photographs spread around her like proof, listening to the silence Morgan had left behind.

	Then she touched the first voice note.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1: The Voice That Was Not Hers

	The first voice note opened with a breath that was not Kiana’s.

	Not words at first. Just the faint rustle of fabric, a car passing somewhere beyond the speaker, the small click of a woman gathering herself before saying something she already knew would matter.

	Kiana kept her finger hovering near the pause button.

	“Morgan,” Sloane Tang said, and Kiana’s name did not exist in the room anymore. “I know you said not to worry about you, but I am going to ignore that, because apparently that is my talent.”

	A soft laugh followed. Not flirtatious in the obvious way. Worse, somehow. Familiar.

	Kiana looked at the half-finished anniversary spread on her laptop. Morgan asleep beneath a paint-stained drop cloth, younger and broke and still capable of resting near her without making her feel like a disturbance. The scanned photograph glowed too brightly against the dark kitchen window.

	Sloane continued, her voice smooth but lowered, as if she had stepped away from a room full of people to give Morgan something private.

	“You were quiet after the call today. Not professional quiet. You do that thing where you become very impressive and very absent. I hate it.”

	Kiana’s hand went to the edge of the table. Her fingertips pressed against a dried crescent of glue from the photo sleeves, catching on it until the skin pulled.

	The tablet played on.

	“You give so much, Morgan. I don’t think people see that enough. I don’t think she sees it.” A pause. “You deserve to go home to someone who does not make you feel like you have to earn tenderness.”

	Kiana stopped the recording.

	The silence that followed was not empty. It had the refrigerator in it, the tick of the scanner cooling, the distant grind of a truck changing gears on the street. It had the old smell of lemon and rosemary from the dinner Morgan had missed. It had Kiana sitting in a kitchen where she had arranged photographs like offerings.

	She stared at the word she.

	Not written anywhere, but there all the same.

	She.

	Kiana knew women like Sloane. Not personally, maybe, but by type. Beautifully contained. Fluent in concern. The kind of woman who could make sympathy sound like a private invitation. At the investor dinner in April, Sloane had worn ivory silk and a narrow gold watch, and she had asked Kiana about illustration with the polished curiosity of someone who would not remember the answer unless it later became useful.

	Morgan had stood beside her that night, one hand at Kiana’s back, his palm warm through her dress.

	“You two should talk,” he had said. “Kiana knows more about visual storytelling than half the branding people in this city.”

	She had been pleased then. Embarrassingly pleased. Morgan praising her in public had become rare enough that she stored it carefully afterward, like a receipt for a purchase she might need to defend.

	Kiana pressed play again.

	Sloane’s voice returned in the middle of its tenderness.

	“I wish I could say this better. I just hate that you go home and disappear into that house. It sounds so lonely. You sound lonely. And you are too good at pretending you are not.”

	The tablet was warm now beneath Kiana’s palm.

	She moved it away from the laptop, away from the photograph of Morgan on the office floor, as though proximity might contaminate the old image. The thought was ridiculous, and still she did it.

	The voice note ended with another breath.

	“No need to answer tonight. Just... eat something that did not come from a vending machine, please. And stop saying you are fine when you are obviously lying.”

	The file clicked off.

	Kiana waited for her body to do something dramatic. Shake. Cry. Reach for the phone. Instead, she sat very straight, aware of the hard chair beneath her and the seam of her jeans against the back of her knee.

	Six weeks ago.

	She checked the date again because numbers did not flatter anyone. Six weeks ago, Morgan had come home after midnight and said the investor call had been brutal. Kiana had asked if he wanted to talk. He had loosened his tie, kissed the top of her head without quite stopping, and said, “Not tonight, Ki. I’m emptied out.”

	She had made him toast anyway. Buttered it to the edges because he hated dry corners.

	She had watched him eat standing at the counter, one hand scrolling through his phone.

	Had Sloane already sent this by then?

	Kiana backed out of the file list. Three recordings. The second one was dated eleven days ago. She touched it before she could think herself into nobility.

	This time Sloane started with music in the background, something with piano and the faint chatter of a bar or restaurant.

	“Okay, I know this is inappropriate,” Sloane said, sounding like someone smiling while calling herself careful. “But I am going to say it anyway, because apparently no one else will.”

	Kiana’s nails curved into her palm.

	“You looked tired today. Not normal tired. The kind of tired that makes people cruel to themselves. I wanted to tell you before you left, but Angela came over, and you know how she gets when she thinks a room exists for her.”

	Angela.

	Morgan’s mother entered the recording so easily that Kiana nearly laughed. Angela Rivers, with her pearl-gray suits and her habit of calling Kiana sweetheart in the same tone she used for undercooked fish. Angela adored rooms existing for her.

	Sloane sighed.

	“You do not always have to be the strong one. I know that is what everyone expects. I know she probably expects it too. But you can be tired with me. I will not punish you for it.”

	Kiana closed her eyes.

	A line of text waited in her old album draft, written under the photograph of Morgan holding supermarket daisies: You taught me that love could be extravagant even when money was not.

	She opened her eyes and deleted the line.

	The cursor blinked in the empty space beneath the photograph.

	The house gave a soft click as the heat shifted through the vents. Kiana looked toward the hallway again, though nothing had changed. Morgan’s coat hook was still empty. The second wineglass still waited near the sink, clean because she had not poured his.

	The recording kept going.

	“I hope you know I meant what I said. You are not hard to love. You are just surrounded by people who make love feel like another performance review.”

	Kiana paused it so quickly her finger slipped on the glass.

	No.

	Not because Sloane had said love. Adults said careless things when they wanted to sound brave without being accountable for courage. Not because she had wrapped herself around Morgan’s weariness with that soft, professional voice.

	Because Morgan must have told her something.

	No woman, no matter how perceptive, arrived at that sentence alone.

	Kiana opened the message details, looking for anything that would make it less intimate. Forwarded file. Group memo. Client exercise. Some corporate nonsense Morgan’s world produced and named badly.

	Nothing.

	Just an audio file, shared to the old device through an account that had not been logged out since another version of their marriage.

	The third file had no date. Only late last night.

	Kiana did not play it. She set the tablet facedown, then turned it over again because not knowing had become its own cruelty.

	Her tea was cold beside her. She took a sip and tasted bitterness, oversteeped leaves and ceramic. Her stomach rejected the idea of food. The boxed cake in the refrigerator seemed absurd now, a sugared artifact from an hour when she had still believed her choices were ordinary.

	She played the third note.

	For two seconds there was only silence.

	Then Morgan’s voice came through the speaker.

	Not Sloane.

	Morgan.

	Kiana’s hand left the tablet.

	“Don’t send a voice note if you’re going to start with I told you so,” he said.

	His voice was low. Tired, yes, but alive in a way she recognized so sharply it pulled her back through years without asking permission. This was kitchen-floor Morgan. Office-paint Morgan. Lake Michigan Morgan, laughing with sand in the car. This was the voice he used when he was not performing for clients, not managing his mother, not protecting himself from Kiana’s questions.

	A woman’s laugh sounded faintly in the background. Sloane, probably.

	Morgan continued, softer. “You were right. I should have eaten. I got home and there was dinner in the fridge, actually, so before you start your campaign against vending machines, stand down.”

	Kiana looked at the containers stacked in their refrigerator.

	The lemon-rosemary chicken. The potatoes she had roasted twice because the first batch went cold before his first delay text. The green beans she had tossed with almonds because Morgan liked them that way even though she preferred them plain.

	He had told Sloane about the dinner.

	Had he told her Kiana made it?

	“I’m fine,” Morgan said, and there was a smile in the lie. “Before you make that sound at me, yes, I know. I am banned from saying fine. I remember.”

	Kiana pushed back from the table.

	The chair caught on the rug, and the sound cut through his voice. She stood, but there was nowhere to go. The kitchen was too bright. The hallway too narrow. Morgan’s study too full of him. She remained beside the table with one hand braced near the laptop, staring at the small speaker as if it had grown teeth.

	Morgan’s voice continued.

	“It is easier with you sometimes. That’s the problem. You don’t look at me like I have failed before I open my mouth.”

	Kiana stopped breathing through her nose. She opened her mouth instead, quietly, carefully, as though making too much sound might give him permission to keep speaking.

	“I know that is unfair,” he said after a pause. “Kiana is not... she is not cruel. She just has this way of making silence feel like a verdict.”

	The room narrowed around the sentence.

	Not cruel.

	How generous.

	Kiana pressed two fingers against her sternum, not because it hurt exactly, but because her body had placed all its attention there.

	Morgan had spoken her name to another woman in the tone of a man apologizing for a difficult object.

	She waited for him to correct himself. To say he had been unfair. To say Kiana had held his life together for years with both hands and too little complaint. To say his wife was tired too.
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