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	  Dedication

	  In the quiet town of Roseline Hill, Lies a web of secrets, and deception. Ashley, the epitome of poise, who's desperately trying to maintain her image despite her marriage to Chris unraveling. Gia, is a sophisticated lawyer who secretly takes birth control pills to thwart her husband Camden's desire for children, prioritizing her career. Kate, on the other hand, is a devoted wife and mother who secretly smokes cigarettes and drinks wine. Then, the story introduces a new layer of mystery with anonymous notes appearing at the festival. Ashley finds a note about her husband's late nights, Gia's note references her hidden birth control, and Kate's mentions her smoking and drinking. It's as if someone is watching their every move, turning their private anxieties into public threats. This immediately forces them into an uneasy alliance, realizing they're all targets.

	
  
	
	  A Flawless Facade

	  In the secluded community of Roseline Hills, residents buzzed with excitement for the annual Jazz Festival, where hidden tensions simmered beneath the surface of perfect lawns and twinkling lights. Ashley, the epitome of poise at 32, fought to uphold her flawless image amid rumors of her unraveling marriage to Chris.

Ashley smoothed the edge of the platter, her fingers lingering on the perfectly arranged cookies as if they were armor against the chaos threatening to spill into her life. The kitchen, with its gleaming countertops and floral curtains, smelled of vanilla and cinnamon, a deliberate choice to evoke warmth and normalcy for the festival's bake sale. She glanced at Lily, her six-year-old daughter, who sat cross-legged on the living room floor, her dolls engaged in a silent tea party that mirrored the facade Ashley presented to the world. Ethan, her twelve-year-old son, slouched on the couch, thumbs flying across his phone screen, his disinterest a stark contrast to the energy building outside. The clock on the wall ticked relentlessly, each second amplifying the knot in Ashley's stomach—Chris was late again, his "overtime" at the office feeling less like dedication and more like an escape.

She wiped her hands on a spotless apron, her mind racing through the mental checklist for the festival. The event was the centerpiece of Roseline Hills, a gated haven where families like hers pretended perfection was effortless. Strings of lights were already being strung across the park, and booths were popping up for games, crafts, and sales, all under the watchful eyes of neighbors who thrived on gossip. Ashley had volunteered for the bake sale committee, not out of passion, but because it reinforced her role as the ideal mother and wife. Yet, as she packed the cookies into a basket, a flicker of doubt crept in. Chris's absences had become more frequent, his excuses wearing thin like the fabric of their marriage. Was it work, or something else? The thought sent a chill through her, even in the warm kitchen.

Outside, the neighborhood hummed with activity. Gia, the sharp 31-year-old lawyer, strode past Ashley's window with her husband Camden in tow, their conversation animated but strained. Gia, with her sophisticated air and quick wit, carried a box of handmade jewelry for her booth, her charismatic smile hiding the secret pills she swallowed each morning to thwart Camden's dreams of children. Ashley watched them for a moment, envying Gia's confidence even as she sensed the undercurrents of discord. They exchanged a wave through the glass, but Ashley's smile felt forced, her thoughts tangled in her own troubles.

Shaking off the distraction, Ashley turned back to her tasks, her movements precise and efficient. She needed to get the kids ready; the festival would start at dusk, and appearances mattered. Ethan finally looked up from his phone, his eyes narrowing as he caught her staring. "Mom, are we going soon? Dad's not even here yet." His tone was casual, but it poked at the bruise of her insecurities. Ashley forced a laugh, brushing it off. "Your father's just running late, sweetie. We'll meet him there." Inside, doubt gnawed at her—Chris had promised to be home by now, and his delays were becoming a pattern that whispered of deeper issues. Was he seeing someone? The idea twisted in her gut, a mix of anger and fear that she couldn't afford to show.

As she herded the children toward the door, Ashley caught a glimpse of Kate across the street, the 33-year-old realtor balancing bags of decorations while sneaking a quick drag from a hidden cigarette. Kate's pretty red hair caught the afternoon light, but her eyes darted nervously, as if afraid of being caught in her secret vice. They had been friends once, back when life in Roseline Hills felt simpler, but lately, Ashley had pulled away, too focused on her own unraveling world. Kate waved, and Ashley responded with a nod, wondering if her neighbor's hidden drinking and smoking were any different from her own concealed struggles.

The walk to the festival grounds was short, the air alive with the scent of grilled food and jazz notes drifting from a rehearsal stage. Lily skipped ahead, her excitement a balm to Ashley's frayed nerves, while Ethan trailed behind, earbuds in. As they approached the bustling setup, Ashley spotted Chase, the 21-year-old plumber, hauling equipment for the event's sound system. His handsome features drew glances from several women, including Gia, who paused to chat with him flirtatiously. Chase's easygoing demeanor masked his own ambitions, but Ashley barely registered it, her mind fixed on Chris's absence.

The festival grounds were a whirlwind of activity: families setting up booths, children darting between tents, and the low murmur of conversations laced with unspoken secrets. Ashley stationed herself at the bake sale table, arranging her cookies alongside contributions from others. The lights began to twinkle as the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows that seemed to mirror the hidden deceits of Roseline Hills. A group of neighbors gathered nearby, their laughter tinged with the kind of forced cheer that made Ashley's skin crawl. She overheard snippets—whispers about a recent break-in, rumors of affairs—and wondered if her marriage was next on their lips.

Just as the first band struck up a lively tune, Ashley's phone buzzed in her pocket. It was Chris, his message curt: "Running late, don't wait up." Her heart sank, the words fueling the fire of her suspicions. She plastered on a smile for Lily and Ethan, who were now exploring the booths, but inside, the cracks in her perfect image widened. As the music swelled and the crowd thickened, Ashley felt the weight of the community's gaze, each interaction a reminder that in Roseline Hills, secrets didn't stay buried for long.

The evening unfolded with a deceptive normalcy—vendors calling out their wares, couples dancing under the lights—but for Ashley, the thrill of the festival was overshadowed by the growing mystery of her husband's whereabouts. She excused herself from the table, stepping into the shadows to compose herself, her mind racing with possibilities. Was this the beginning of something irreversible? The question lingered, unresolved, as the jazz notes faded into the night.

	
  
	
	  Anonymous Notes

	  The festival lights had just begun to blink awake when Ashley felt the small, corrosive coil of fear tighten in her chest again; Chris’s terse text had been short, then nothing.

Ashley kept her smile in place like a practiced mask. She watched the strings of fairy lights stitch the dusk into something prettier than the neighborhood deserved and kept one hand on Lily’s shoulder while the other balanced a paper cup of warm cider. Around them, people she knew—people who knew small, compromising things about her—moved in easy circuits: nods, waves, the little performative intimacy of a gated town. The bake sale table hummed with polite conversation; someone complimented the presentation of her cookies, and she nodded, the compliment landing hollow. Ethan darted between the booths with a friend from school, earbuds abandoned in his pocket for once, and Ashley let the warmth of being seen by other parents pull the surface taut.

Gia slid into the space beside her with the sleek assuredness of someone who had never once doubted her right to be in control. Gia’s expression was sympathetic as if she had already read Ashley’s inbox and decided that tonight, in the glow of the festival, was a bad place for confessions. “You okay?” she asked, voice low so the vendors and their court of onlookers could not eavesdrop.

Ashley smiled out of reflex. “Just tired. Chris is running late again.”

Gia’s eyes softened in a way that showed she understood the shape of tired that had nothing to do with sleepless children. “Men,” she said lightly, but the sound of her laugh showed no cruelty. “Listen—if you want, I’ll keep an eye on Lily for a bit. For the next few minutes I’m free.” She implies.

“No,” Ashley said too quickly, then corrected herself with a little laugh. “No, it’s fine. I don’t want to make a scene.”

Gia studied her for a heartbeat, then let the subject drop like a stone settling in water. The saxophone player on the stage shifted into a slower number and a warm swell of sound folded over the crowd. Ashley let that music carry the edges of panic out for a moment, inhaled the sweet cloudy tang of cotton candy, and tried to anchor herself in the ordinariness of cotton candy and children and volunteer badges.

A flicker of movement caught her eye, Ashley saw a shadowy figure slipping through the crowd, pinning a note to the festival's central bulletin board. Curious despite herself, she edged closer once her table was arranged, Ethan and Lily occupied with face painting nearby. The note was scrawled in bold, anonymous script: "In the kitchen of perfection, lies the bitterness of betrayal. Ask your husband about his late nights." Ashley's blood ran cold, her hands trembling as she snatched it down, crumpling it into her pocket. Who could know? Her mind raced to Chris, who was nowhere in sight
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