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  Dedication


For every parent who’s ever stared into the dark and promised, I will find you. For the ones who keep going when the world says they’re “too much.” 
And for the children who are braver than anyone will ever know.
-CB
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  Chapter 1: Unaccounted For


The key is in my coat pocket like a secret I forgot I was keeping. 
I don’t remember putting it there.
Outside, Cedar Ridge Estates is doing what it always does at five forty: sprinklers clicking on in synchronized bursts, porch lights blinking awake, the smell of someone’s grilled onions drifting down the sidewalk. Normal. Suburban. Safe, if you say it like a spell often enough.
But my hand keeps finding the key through the lining of my pocket, thumb tracing its teeth as if metal can tell me what my memory won’t.
A spare key should feel like safety. Instead it feels like a question.
Mark’s car is already in the driveway. That shouldn’t surprise me. He said he’d be home early, said it the way he always does when he wants to sound helpful. My husband is the kind of man who doesn’t slam doors, doesn’t raise his voice, doesn’t leave room for neighbors to say they heard anything.
He leaves room for people to assume he’s right.
I step out of my car and the porch camera’s tiny blue light blinks, tracking me. The lock app on my phone pops up a soft banner: Front Door. Ready.
Ready for what, I want to ask.
The sidewalk is damp where last night’s rain didn’t dry. A breeze lifts the hem of my coat, cold enough to press through. I should be thinking about dinner. About homework. About the science project Emma insisted was going to win, even though she started it yesterday and it was due today.
I should be thinking about my daughter’s face when she runs to the door.
Instead, I’m thinking about the key.
The front porch looks unchanged: two planters flanking the steps, the “Welcome” mat that Mark picked because it looked warm without being cheesy. A small smear of mud across the corner where Emma wiped her shoes last week. The doorbell camera above the trim like a patient eye.
My phone buzzes again.
A message from Darren at Meridian Family Services: Erin, just confirming tomorrow’s intake time. 9:00 a.m. Please bring your ID and device for verification. Thank you.
I stare at it, a slow chill traveling up my spine.
Device for verification.
The words slide under my ribs, settling there.
Meridian has been in my life for three days, and it already feels like a net.
I lock my phone without answering. The porch camera blinks. I can’t tell if it’s recording or simply reminding me that it can.
Behind me, a garage door rises down the street with a low mechanical groan. A dog barks once, sharp, then quiets.
Everything is ordinary enough to make you feel crazy for noticing anything else.
I reach the steps. The lock is the sleek brushed-nickel kind Mark insisted on installing last year. “So you never have to worry,” he said. “So it’s one less thing.”
One less thing can become a thousand.
The keypad glows when I touch it. I don’t type a code. I never type a code anymore. The app does it, because Mark set it up that way, and it’s easier not to argue about convenience.
The key in my pocket shifts. I pull it out before I can stop myself.
It’s new. Clean. Not one of the old brass copies we had made years ago at the hardware store. This one is silver, sharp-edged, manufactured, like it came from a controlled place.
My palm tightens around it.
I slide it into the lock.
The metal clicks. It fits. Too perfectly.
The lock rotates smoothly, quiet as a well-oiled promise.
The door doesn’t open by itself. It waits for me to choose.
I stare at the key in the lock, at my own faint reflection warped in brushed nickel, and a thought slips through me, uninvited and cold.
If this key warmed in my pocket, then someone put it there.
I pull it out, step back, and return to the kitchen like I’m moving through someone else’s house.
My keys sit in the ceramic bowl exactly where I left them.
The spare key is in my hand.
Mark is upstairs, changing into something comfortable, humming faintly like the world is in order.
I set the spare key on the counter and stare at it. New. Clean. Certain.
The key has a small rubber tag that says SPARE in faded block letters. There’s a smaller line beneath it, scuffed and half-worn, like it once named the door it actually belonged to. The underside is scraped so badly it looks blank unless you tilt it into the light.
Then my phone buzzes.
A notification from the lock app.
Front Door: Unlocked.Code: Erin.Time: 5:41 p.m.
I stare at the screen, frozen.
Because I’m standing in the kitchen.
Because the door is still closed.
Because I didn’t touch the keypad.
And upstairs, Mark stops humming.
“Erin?” he calls, his voice easy, casual, like he’s just checking if I’m home.
I don’t answer right away. I can’t. I’m watching the lock notification like it’s a confession written in daylight.
Another buzz.
A text message from an unknown number.
You’re already late.
My throat tightens. I look at the door, at the deadbolt, at the clean line where it meets the frame. I look at the spare key on the counter, at the word SPARE like it’s mocking me.
Late for what?
I glance toward the stairs. Mark’s footsteps begin, unhurried. The sound of him descending is so normal it’s almost unbearable.
“Everything okay?” he asks as he appears in the doorway, smiling, sleeves rolled, the image of a man who fixes problems with calm hands.
I swallow hard. “Did you unlock the front door?”
Mark’s smile doesn’t change. “No. Why would I?”
“My phone says it was unlocked. By my code.”
He steps closer, tilting his head like concern. “Maybe it glitched. Those apps are never perfect.”
“It says 5:41.”
Mark glances at the clock on the microwave with an almost theatrical casualness. “It’s 5:41 now.”
As if timing is just coincidence.
As if the universe is sloppy and we should forgive it.
My fingers curl around the edge of the counter. I feel the spare key’s presence without touching it.
“Where did that key come from?” I ask, nodding toward it.
Mark looks at it for the first time, and something flickers in his eyes so quickly I almost miss it. Not fear. Not surprise.
Recognition.
Then he smiles again. “That? Probably the copy I had made. Remember you said you wanted a backup?”
I didn’t say that. Not recently. Not like that.
I keep my voice even. “It was in my coat pocket.”
Mark’s expression softens in that practiced way. “Then you must’ve put it there, Erin.”
The words land gently. A comfort. A correction.
A rewrite.
My phone buzzes again, a second message from the unknown number.
Check your camera.
The porch camera.
I look at Mark. He’s watching me like he’s waiting to see what version of me appears next.
I turn and walk to the living room, phone raised, and pull up the doorbell feed.
The screen loads.
The porch appears.
And there I am on it, standing on my own front steps at 5:39 p.m., coat collar turned up, hair tucked behind my ear.
Only… it isn’t me.
The figure on-screen wears my coat, moves like me, stands with the same slight tilt of the head I’ve had since childhood.
But when the camera catches the face—just for a fraction, just enough to imprint—there’s something wrong.
The smile is too steady.
The eyes are too flat.
The door on-screen opens.
The figure steps inside.
Behind me, Mark’s voice is calm. “See? Nothing to worry about.”
I don’t turn around.
Because I can feel the spare key on the counter like a second heartbeat.
And I can’t stop thinking that the door that matters might not be the one I’m looking at.






  
  Chapter 2: The Pocket Lie


My first instinct is to run to the front door. 
Not outside. Not into the street. Just to the place the app insists I touched. My phone is still lit in my hand, the notification glaring like an accusation.
Front Door: Unlocked.Code: Erin.5:41 p.m.
I move down the hall in socks, sliding on the runner rug Mark keeps perfectly straight. The house is too quiet, the kind of quiet Cedar Ridge Estates sells as peace. It feels staged now, like a room waiting for an audience.
The smart lock sits on the front door like a polished watchful eye. I don’t need the app to confirm it. The deadbolt is turned.
Unlocked.
A hard pulse hits the base of my throat.
I pull the door open a few inches and look out.
Empty porch. Empty walkway. The little motion light over the garage stays dark. Across the street, the Rowans’ landscaping lights throw soft halos onto their shrubs. A car rolls past at the far end of the cul-de-sac, slows automatically, then continues, as if even vehicles here follow neighborhood etiquette.
No footsteps. No stranger. No proof that anyone was ever on my porch.
I close the door and twist the deadbolt until it clicks into place. Then I lock it again, slower, like doubling down can make reality hold.
My hands are shaking, so I press my palm flat against the wood and force myself to breathe. In. Out. In. Out.
Fine, my brain offers, desperate for a neat box. You unlocked it. You forgot.
Except I didn’t punch in my code. I didn’t touch the keypad. Ten minutes ago I tested the spare key in the hidden keyway, the old-fashioned backup tucked under the shiny keypad like a secret. I turned it. I turned it back. I remember that because I remember how smoothly it moved, how practiced it felt.
The notification didn’t come then.
It came now.
I step back from the door and open the lock app again, the way you recheck a text you can’t believe you received. The activity log loads with its neat, clinical lines.
5:41 p.m. Front Door Unlocked. Code: Erin.7:12 a.m. Front Door Unlocked. Code: Erin.7:14 a.m. Front Door Locked. Code: Erin.
No other entries. No unknown codes. No “manual key used” note.
Just my name, my code, my fault.
I swallow, then force myself to test it, because if I don’t test it I’ll start inventing explanations that make everything worse.
I unlock the door using the spare key. Turn, click, turn back. I lock it the same way. I wait.
Nothing. No buzz. No alert.
I unlock the door using my keypad code. The lock chirps and the app pings immediately.
Front Door Unlocked. Code: Erin.
So the system knows the difference. Key turns are silent. Codes are logged.
Which means someone typed my code at 5:41.
The keypad is on the outside.
I picture my porch. The empty walkway. The stillness. Someone could have stood there for ten seconds and left without being seen. Cedar Ridge doesn’t have sidewalks full of people. It has curated emptiness. That’s part of the appeal.
Or someone inside the house entered my code earlier and the app is lying about the time. Or the lock is being controlled from the admin panel, and the app is only showing me the story it wants me to see.
My stomach tightens at the thought, not because it’s ridiculous, but because it’s too easy to imagine.
I take two screenshots of the log. One close-up. One with the phone’s time visible at the top. Then I email them to myself. Then I text them to myself, because I don’t trust any single place to hold the truth.
When I slip my phone into my pocket, my fingers brush the spare key still in my hand. I didn’t realize I brought it with me. I’m gripping it like a talisman.
Down the hallway, upstairs, Mark is moving around. I hear a drawer open. A closet door. The faint rush of fabric. He hums under his breath, a calm domestic sound that belongs to a normal evening.
Something in me sharpens.
If he comes down and I’m already frantic, he’ll have the upper hand before I say a word. I’ve seen that dynamic in myself lately. Emotion makes me sloppy. Sloppy makes me doubt myself. Doubt makes me easier to steer.
So I force my voice steady when I call, “Mark? Can you come down here?”
“Yeah,” he answers easily. “What’s up?”
Footsteps on the stairs, unhurried. Mark appears in the doorway a moment later in jeans and a gray T-shirt, hair damp as if he just washed his face. His expression is open, concerned, the kind of face people believe.
He steps into the entryway and looks at me. “What happened?”
I hold my phone up so he can see. “The lock app says the front door was unlocked at 5:41. With my code.”
Mark takes the phone from my hand without thinking, scrolling with his thumb.
He doesn’t look surprised.
He doesn’t look alarmed.
He looks mildly interested, like this is a minor inconvenience.
“Okay,” he says.
“Okay?” My voice cracks despite my effort. “The door was actually unlocked, Mark. I checked it. Someone used my code.”
He lifts his eyes to mine, still calm. “Or you used your code.”
“I didn’t.”
He glances back at the screen. “You went to the front door just now.”
“I used the key,” I say, and lift the spare slightly. “Not the keypad.”
Mark’s mouth tightens for a fraction of a second, then relaxes. “Maybe you punched it out of habit.”
“I didn’t.”
He sets the phone on the entryway console and rubs his palms together once, the way he does when he’s about to solve something. It’s a habit from his work. Corporate compliance is what he calls it, but really it’s risk. Liability. Paper trails. He’s good at sounding reasonable while deciding what the official version of events should be.
His eyes flick to the lock. “It’s probably a glitch.”
“A glitch that unlocked the door.”
He shrugs lightly. “Smart locks do weird things. We can reset it.”
Reset.
My stomach drops.
A reset means wiping. Clearing. Starting over. Erasing the only record that says I’m not imagining this.
“No,” I say too quickly.
Mark pauses. “No?”
“Not yet,” I correct, softer, because I can hear how it sounds. Like refusal. Like paranoia. “Let’s not reset anything tonight.”
His gaze stays on me, steady. “Why?”
I could tell him the truth. Because I need the log. Because if the log disappears, all we’ll have is your calm against my insistence.
Instead I say, “Because I want to watch it. See if it happens again.”
Mark studies me for a beat, then nods as if he’s indulging a child. “Fine. We’ll watch it.”
The way he says it makes heat crawl up my neck.
I take my phone back and hold it close. “Did you give my code to anyone?”
Mark’s eyebrows lift. “No.”
“Did you tell it to Nina?” I don’t know why I ask her name specifically, only that Nina’s voice has been in my ear too often lately, smoothing my worries, redirecting them. Like she knows what I’m supposed to do.
Mark looks genuinely puzzled now. “Why would I tell Nina your door code?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “I’m asking.”
Mark exhales, patient. “No. I didn’t tell anyone. Erin, you’re doing that thing again.”
“What thing?”
“The thing where you jump to the worst-case version,” he says gently. “You’ve been exhausted. You’ve been stressed. You’ve been… on edge.”
There it is. The pivot from the lock to me.
I keep my voice level. “The door was unlocked.”
“And it’s locked now,” he says, like that resolves everything. “You locked it.”
That calm certainty presses against my ribs.
I glance at the spare key in my hand. “Why did you say ‘you finally found it’ when you saw this?”
Mark blinks once. “Because we talked about it.”
“When?”
“After the lockout,” he says. “You wanted a backup that stayed on you.”
I swallow. “I don’t remember agreeing to keep it in my coat.”
His expression softens. “Because you were stressed. You’ve been forgetting small things.”
Small things. A conversation. A decision. A key to our home.
He reaches out and cups my wrist lightly, careful. “I’m not blaming you. I’m saying it makes sense.”
I pull my arm away. “Then answer me this.”
Mark’s hand drops, but his posture stays controlled. “Okay.”
“How did you know which pocket it was in?”
The question hangs in the tidy entryway, heavier than the spare key.
Mark’s face doesn’t change much. A small smile appears, reassuring.
“The right one,” he says.
My throat tightens. “I didn’t tell you that.”
He shrugs like it’s obvious. “You always use the right pocket.”
“That’s not true,” I say, but even as I say it, I’m not sure. Do I? Maybe I do. Maybe he’s right. Maybe he’s just… paying attention.
Except he didn’t hesitate. He didn’t guess. He stated it like fact.
I stare at him. “Did you put it there?”
Mark’s smile becomes gentler, more patient. “Erin.”
“That’s not an answer,” I say, and I hear the tremor now.
He steps closer. “No. I didn’t put it there. You did. And you forgot. That’s it.”
He says it with such certainty that my brain tries to bend around it. Tries to make it true so it can rest.
But my body won’t rest. My body is stuck on the lock notification and the deadbolt turned and the empty porch.
Mark points at the spare key. “If it makes you feel better, clip it to your ring. Or put it in the bowl.”
“I’m not putting it in the bowl,” I say.
He tilts his head. “Why not?”
Because bowls are visible. Bowls can be emptied. Bowls can be used as props.
I don’t say that. I just repeat, “I’m not.”
Mark’s jaw tightens slightly, then loosens. “Fine. Put it wherever you want. But stop treating it like evidence.”
My pulse ticks louder. Evidence. The word lands strangely, as if he’s the one who thinks in those terms first.
I step past him into the mudroom. My coat still hangs on the hook. The pocket still looks slightly stretched, like it remembers the shape of the key.
I open my purse and slide the spare key into the smallest interior zipper pocket under a tube of lipstick and a pack of gum. I zip it closed. Then I zip my purse closed.
Deliberate. Slow. I want my hands to remember this.
Behind me, Mark appears in the mudroom doorway.
His gaze drops to my purse. “What did you just do?”
“I put the key away,” I say.
“Where?”
“In my purse.”
He takes a step forward, calm, concerned. “Which pocket?”
My blood goes cold.
It’s the same question. The same precise interest. The same way he asked about my coat.
I meet his eyes. “Why do you need to know that?”
Mark’s expression stays soft, but his eyes sharpen. “So you don’t lose it.”
“I’m not going to lose it.”
He nods as if he’s agreeing with a child’s promise. “Okay. Just tell me which pocket.”
I hold his gaze and feel something settle in me, quiet and clear.
This is not about a key.
This is about control of the story.
I lift my purse strap onto my shoulder. “No,” I say calmly.
Mark’s smile falters for a fraction of a second, then returns. “Erin.”
I step toward the kitchen anyway, leaving him in the doorway. My heart is pounding, but my voice stays steady because I refuse to give him the thing he wants.
From behind me, Mark says, almost casually, “You know the lock logs everything in real time, right?”
I stop.
Slowly, I turn back.
Mark’s expression is pleasant. Neutral. Almost bored.
But the message is sharp.
He knows I’m watching the log.
He knows I took screenshots.
And he wants me to know that he knows.
I look at him, then at my purse, then at the hook where my coat hangs, neat and ordinary.
The house smells like lavender.
The neighborhood outside is quiet and perfect.
And inside my bag, in a zipped pocket I didn’t name out loud, a spare key sits like a secret I’m not sure I’m allowed to have.






  
  Chapter 3: Open Tabs


Iwake up before my alarm because I hear a drawer close. 
Not a slam. Not the squeal of wood. Just a quiet, decisive click, like someone finished a task and didn’t want credit for it.
For a few seconds I lie still in the dark, counting on my breath to tell my body it’s morning, not danger. Mark’s breathing is slow beside me, heavy with sleep. The house holds its silence the way Cedar Ridge holds everything, tidy and contained.
But my heart is already awake.
I listen for the next sound.
Nothing.
No footsteps. No running water. No phone buzz. Just the faint hum of the HVAC and the distant tick of the hallway thermostat.
A rational part of me starts assembling explanations. Settling wood. A dream folding in on itself. My own mind catching on a harmless noise because I went to bed wired.
Another part of me remembers the lock notification from last night.
Front door unlocked. Code: Erin.
I slide out of bed carefully, moving slow so I don’t wake Mark. My feet find the cold floor. The darkness makes the hallway look longer than it is, shadows pooling where the nightlight doesn’t reach. I stand there, one hand on the doorframe, waiting for the house to reveal someone.
It stays still.
I take two quiet steps toward the stairs, then stop, listening again. The downstairs feels too quiet, like a room after a conversation ends abruptly. If someone is awake, they are awake the way a cat is awake, invisible until it decides otherwise.
I go back into the bedroom and cross to the dresser where I left my purse.
The zipper is closed exactly as I left it. I open it anyway, because trust has become a luxury I don’t have in my own house. I find the small interior pocket and unzip it.
The spare key is there.
Cold. Solid. Real.
A breath escapes me, small and humiliating, like relief has been waiting for permission. I don’t take the key out. I just press my fingertip to it, as if touching it confirms that last night wasn’t a fever dream.
I zip the pocket. Zip the purse. Set it back down.
When I climb into bed again, Mark shifts and reaches for me in his sleep. His hand finds my waist, warm and familiar, a touch that used to mean the world was stable. For a moment I let myself sink into it.
Then my brain reminds me that stability can be manufactured.
I keep my breathing even until his hand relaxes again. Sleep comes in short, cautious pieces.
At 6:10 the alarm goes off, and I already feel wrung out.
Mark is up first, as usual. Shower. Dress. Coffee. The steady rhythm of a man who starts every day knowing where he belongs. He moves around the bedroom with quiet efficiency, pulling on his shirt, fastening his watch, glancing at his phone as if the day is a list to be checked off.
“You’re up early,” he says when he catches me watching.
“I didn’t sleep well.”
He doesn’t ask why. He just nods, already filing it under the category he prefers. Erin is tired. Erin is anxious. Erin will be better if she stops thinking.
“Try not to work yourself up today,” he says, casual and gentle.
Work yourself up. Like it’s a choice I make for entertainment.
Downstairs, the kitchen smells like coffee. The machine hisses and gurgles, a comforting sound that should anchor me. The counters gleam. The ceramic key bowl sits where it always sits. My keys are in it. His keys are in it. Everything arranged like a still-life that screams normal.
Mark pours two mugs without asking. He sets mine in front of my usual seat.
Then his gaze flicks up toward the top cabinets.
The cabinet above the fridge is slightly open.
Not wide. Not hanging off its hinges. Just open enough that you can see the dark line of the gap, like the cabinet is exhaling.
That cabinet holds things we rarely touch. Holiday platters. An extra blender. The tray from Mark’s mother I never liked and never got rid of.
I stare at it, my stomach tightening around something I can’t name.
Mark follows my gaze, walks over, and closes the cabinet door with a soft click.
“Did you get something from up there?” I ask, forcing my voice to stay flat.
“No,” he says easily, like he’s answering whether he fed the dog. “Must’ve been left open.”
Must’ve.
A tidy, vague explanation that ends the conversation.
“We don’t use that cabinet,” I say.
Mark sips his coffee. “Then it’s a good thing we noticed.”
He doesn’t ask who opened it. He doesn’t look unsettled. He doesn’t look curious. He looks like a man who has decided the story, and the story is that nothing matters unless he says it does.
I press my mug between my palms and try to keep my face still. The doubt rises anyway, fast and sour.
Maybe I opened it and forgot.
That thought has become a reflex, and I hate it. It feels like giving up ground.
Mark sets his phone down on the counter and glances at me. “What’s your schedule today?”
“Meetings,” I say. “Same as always.”
“And lunch?” he asks.
“Probably at my desk.”
His eyes sharpen just slightly. “Don’t nap.”
The word lands heavier than it should, because it doesn’t feel like advice. It feels like positioning. Like he’s planting a detail for later.
“I wasn’t planning to,” I say.
“Good,” he replies, calm again.
He rinses his mug, sets it in the dishwasher, and moves toward the mudroom.
“I’ll be home around six,” he says, slipping on his shoes. Then he pauses as if remembering something important. “Keep today simple, okay? If you start worrying about locks and keys, it’s going to spiral.”
He says spiral like he’s describing a weather pattern.
Then he’s gone, the garage door opening and closing with quiet finality.
I stand alone in the kitchen, staring at the cabinet he just shut. Everything looks tidy now, which somehow makes it worse. There is no evidence anything ever happened.
Only my memory.
And my memory has become the thing people treat as negotiable.
I should get dressed. Go to work. Let the day swallow this the way days always do.
Instead, I drag a chair over to the fridge cabinet and climb up. I open it and peer inside.
Platters stacked neatly. The blender box exactly where it has always been. The unwanted tray leaning against the back, its silver surface dull in the shadows.
Nothing missing. Nothing obviously disturbed.
I close the door and climb down. The chair scrapes softly against the tile when I push it back.
This is how it starts, I think. Auditing cabinets. Checking locks. Counting normal things until they stop feeling normal.
I turn toward the mudroom and stop.
Because the house is still too quiet.
Because of the drawer sound in the dark.
Because Mark’s calm last night didn’t feel like reassurance. It felt like preparation.
My home office is down the hall, a small room we call mine because I use it more often, but Mark’s desk is the one by the window. His printer. His file trays. His neat stacks of papers that look measured, not gathered. My desk is smaller, tucked in the corner, my laptop on it like a polite guest.
I push the door open.
The room smells faintly of toner and paper. Gray morning light leaks through the blinds in thin strips.
My laptop is open.
And it’s on.
A faint glow spills across the desk.
For a second I stand in the doorway, frozen, because the sight hits me like a physical shove. I try to convince myself I forgot to put it to sleep. That I left it open. That this is nothing.
Then my eyes focus, and my stomach drops.
A browser page fills the screen, stark and clinical, with a reassuring blue banner across the top.
Emergency Guardianship Process
Below it, bullet points and section headings in the kind of language that makes your skin tighten:
Signs a loved one may be unable to manage personal or financial affairs.Temporary authority and expedited hearings.Documentation and evaluations.
I step closer, slow, like the screen might lash out. The cursor blinks in a search bar, the words typed there plain and ugly:
how to get emergency guardianship spouse
My mouth goes dry.
I didn’t type that.
I’m certain I didn’t.
The thought that I might have typed it and forgotten tries to sneak in, but it hits something hard in me and bounces away. This isn’t a half-remembered grocery list. This is specific. Intentional.
I grip the edge of my desk. My fingertips sting.
I click the tab bar.
More tabs. Too many.
“Signs of cognitive decline after head injury.”“Can spouse control finances during guardianship.”“How to document unsafe behavior.”“Temporary order timeline.”
My vision narrows. The room feels smaller, air thinning around me.
This isn’t a random click. It’s research.
Organized. Focused. Like someone is building a case with calm hands.
My pulse roars in my ears. I glance toward the doorway, half expecting Mark to be standing there, watching me watch myself unravel.
The hallway is empty.
The house holds its breath.
I force myself to act like a person who deals in facts.
I pull out my phone and photograph the screen. One shot of the guardianship page. One close-up of the search phrase. One wide shot that shows the tabs lined up across the top like a row of teeth.
Then I record a short video panning from the laptop to the empty doorway and back, proof that I am alone in this room with this.
My hands are shaking, but the act of documenting steadies me. Proof lives outside my head. Proof can’t be smoothed away with a gentle voice.
I click into browser history.
The page loads.
And my stomach drops again.
The history is almost empty.
Not blank. Not wiped entirely. Just… cleaned.
A weather site. A news page. A recipe for lemon chicken. A furniture ad I vaguely remember seeing last week.
No guardianship search. No head injury articles. No documentation checklist.
I stare at the list until the words blur, then blink hard.
The tabs are still open, loaded and visible, but the history says they were never visited.
Someone didn’t just open these pages.
Someone tried to erase the trail.
The room suddenly feels unsafe in a way I can’t explain logically. It’s not the presence of a stranger. It’s the absence of one. The fact that the house can be used like a stage and I can be made the unreliable character in my own scene.
I sit down slowly because my knees don’t trust themselves.
My mind runs through possibilities the way it always does when it can’t bear a single answer.
Maybe I opened them and forgot.Maybe Mark opened them.Maybe someone else did.
The first option is the one Mark will offer without hesitation. The one he’s been laying groundwork for since last night.
The second option makes my throat close because naming it would change everything.
The third option feels impossible, and yet a front door unlocked itself under my code.
I scroll again through the history list, looking for any hint, any misstep, any breadcrumb left behind.
Nothing.
Clean.
Perfect.
I click back to the guardianship page and stare at the heading until my eyes sting. The page reads like it’s trying to help. The words are calm. Reasonable. Professional.
That’s the most terrifying part.
This isn’t a threat scrawled in ink. This is the kind of process people trust. The kind of process that turns someone’s concern into a judge’s signature.
I take one more photo, close enough to capture the heading and the search phrase in the same frame.
Then I close the laptop, slowly, gently, as if slamming it might make the entire room crumble.
The click of the lid sounds too loud in the quiet house.
I press my palm flat on top of it and feel the heat trapped inside.
Warm. Recently used.
My mouth tightens.
I stand, pick up my purse, and open it just long enough to touch the spare key again through the zipper pocket, a small grounding ritual.
Still there.
Still real.
I don’t go back to the kitchen. I don’t make another coffee. I don’t do anything that pretends this morning is normal. I grab my car keys from the bowl and head for the garage.
The air in the garage is colder. It smells faintly of concrete and detergent. I pull the car door open, toss my purse onto the passenger seat, and slide behind the wheel.
My phone buzzes once in my hand.
A lock notification.
Front Door: Locked.Code: Erin.
I stare at it, my pulse spiking, because I didn’t touch the keypad.
I’m not even inside the house anymore.
And the app is telling me I just locked the front door with my code anyway.






  
  Chapter 4: Clean Log


Isit in the car with my hands locked around the steering wheel, staring at the notification like it’s trying to rewrite me in real time. 
Front Door: Locked.Code: Erin.
I did not lock the front door with my code.
I was in the garage, halfway into the driver’s seat, car door open, purse on the passenger side. The only thing I touched was my own pulse and the steering wheel slick under my palms.
For a moment I just sit there, breathing shallowly, as if my body is waiting for my brain to say, false alarm.
But my brain doesn’t offer comfort anymore. It offers patterns.
I unlock my phone and open the lock app because looking away won’t make it stop. The dashboard loads: Front Door — Locked. A clean green icon. A reassuring status.
Then I tap Activity.
The log spins, then appears.
And the entries I expected to see, the ones that prove a normal day happened, are gone. Not just the 5:41 unlock from yesterday. The little routine pings are missing too. The morning lock. The evening lock. The boring proof that life has been moving forward under my hands.
Instead, the log is short. Clean. Curated.
2:13 a.m. — Unlocked (Code: Erin)2:14 a.m. — Locked (Code: Erin)
That’s it.
Two-thirteen.
A time that sits in the middle of the night like a deliberate thumbprint.
I was asleep at 2:13. I was in bed with Mark’s arm across my waist, the diffuser humming lavender into the air, the house quiet and expensive. I remember the warmth of him, the weight, the way I tried to keep my breathing even because my body wouldn’t let go of the fear.
I did not get up, walk downstairs, and type my code into the keypad like I was rehearsing a role.
I scroll down. Nothing else. I scroll up. Nothing else.
My mind tries to push the old reflex forward anyway.
Maybe you did. Maybe you forgot.
That thought used to be a small, harmless possibility. Now it feels like a trapdoor, a way to drop me straight into the story someone else wants.
I tap the menu and find an option I’ve never used: Export Log.
Relief sparks too fast. My thumb shakes as I tap it, like exporting the history will freeze the truth where no one can touch it.
A message pops up:
Log export unavailable. History was recently reset.
Reset.
The word lands with the same weight it had last night when Mark suggested it like a simple solution. We can reset it. Easy. Clean. Fresh start.
Fresh start means clean slate.
Clean slate means no record.
I back out and go deeper into settings, searching for anything that will tell me when the reset happened, who initiated it, what device triggered it. The app offers nothing. It offers me toggles and friendly little explanations and absolutely no accountability.
Then I tap Account.
The household profile loads, the one Mark set up when we moved in because he’s “better with systems.”
Owner: Mark WhitakerUser: Erin Whitaker
My throat tightens. Of course he’s the owner. He installed it. He set the admin password. He handled the “security” because he likes being in charge of anything that can be called security.
There’s a section beneath it: Authorized Devices.
My pulse bumps.
Two devices listed.
	Mark’s phone

	Erin’s phone



No third device. No unknown tablet. No “new login.”
Which should make me feel better.
Instead it feels like another neat little layer of plausible deniability. If the lock system can be reset without leaving a visible trail, why would it leave a trail here?
I take a screenshot of the account screen. The owner line. The authorized devices. Then I return to the activity log and screen-record myself scrolling, slowly, to prove there is nothing else.
Proof outside my head. Proof that doesn’t rely on me remembering correctly.
My phone buzzes.
A text from Mark.
Drive safe. Love you.
The banality of it hits like a slap. He’s at work sending normal words while my lock app is quietly placing me on my porch in the middle of the night.
I type a question, then delete it.
Did you reset the lock history?
If I send it now, he’ll have time to prepare. He’ll have time to decide what version of me he wants other people to see if I keep pushing. He’ll have time to call Nina, to plant concern, to set the stage for my “stress” and “gaps.”
Not yet.
I start the car, open the garage door, and pull out slowly. Cedar Ridge is waking up in that restrained way it always does. Sprinklers click. Porch lights flick off. A dog barks once and then stops, like it knows someone might complain.
My neighborhood looks safe enough to sell.
My life doesn’t.
At a red light, I check Screen Time. My phone went dark last night at 11:07 p.m. and didn’t light again until 6:12 a.m.
No activity at 2:13.
No accidental unlock through the app. No sleepy habit. No late-night doom scroll that could explain a fat-fingered code entry.
If my code was used at 2:13, a person typed it.
A person who knows it.
The thought sits in my chest like cold metal.
By the time I pull into the parking lot at work, I’ve made a decision that feels both simple and terrifying.
I will act normal.
And I will collect facts.
Inside the building, everything is bright and clean and too loud. Fluorescent lights. Elevator dings. The murmur of office conversations that don’t matter. People smile. They say good morning. I say it back. Competent. Fine. Busy.
At my desk, I make myself do two normal things first. Answer an email. Confirm a meeting invite. Anchor to routine so I don’t float away.
Then I open a browser and search the lock company’s support site.
Not “husband manipulating smart lock.” Not “how to prove you’re being framed.” Just the company name and activity log reset.
A help article loads with cheerful, reassuring language:
Your activity log may reset after a firmware update or when the account owner performs a system reset.
I read it twice, like reading it enough times will change the words.
Then I click into firmware updates for our model. Last update: three weeks ago.
Not last night.
Not 2:13 a.m.
So the “recent reset” wasn’t automatic.
It was an action.
My fingers feel cold against the keyboard. I can hear my pulse in my ears and still, absurdly, the office around me keeps moving. People laugh quietly at something. Someone walks past my desk in heels that click with confidence.
I open a blank document and start a private timeline. It feels clinical, but that’s the point. If this becomes a story other people get to judge, I want dates and times, not feelings.
	Dec 25 — 5:41 p.m. Door unlocked (Code: Erin). I was in kitchen.

	Dec 26 — morning: Laptop open to guardianship research; browser history cleaned.

	**Dec 26 — lock log now shows only 2:13–2:14 a.m. unlock/lock (Code: Erin). Export unavailable due to “recent reset.” Owner: Mark.



I add one more line, because it matters.
	Dec 26 — garage: Notification says front door locked (Code: Erin) while I was not at keypad.



I save it with a boring name: Work Notes 12-26. Something no one would click out of curiosity.
My phone buzzes again.
A text from Mark.
How are you feeling today?
The words should read as caring. They land like a check-in on an experiment.
I type: Tired. Busy day. Then I send it, because not answering becomes its own evidence later.
The morning crawls. Meetings, spreadsheets, a vendor call I should care about more than I do. Every time my phone lights up, my stomach tightens.
At lunch, I don’t nap. I don’t even shut my office door. I stay visible, present, provable. I eat a sad salad and pretend it’s a choice.
Around one-thirty, I take my phone into the restroom and lock myself in a stall like I’m hiding contraband. Then I call Officer Medina.
He answers on the second ring. “Medina.”
“It’s Erin Whitaker,” I say softly. “We spoke yesterday.”
His tone shifts, quieter. “Yeah. What’s going on?”
“The lock log changed,” I say. “Entries disappeared. Now it shows my code used at 2:13. I was asleep. And it says the history was recently reset.”
“Do you have screenshots?” he asks.
“Yes.”
“Send them,” he says immediately. “From a personal email. Not work.”
The fact that he says it makes my throat tighten. It means he gets it. It means he knows how easily evidence can be accessed, twisted, or erased.
“Okay,” I whisper.
“Erin,” he says, and the softness drops out of his voice. “Do not confront anyone without backup. Not yet.”
“I’m not,” I say, even though a part of me wants to drive home and demand an explanation until the truth falls out.
“Any chance it was a firmware update?”
“No. Last update was weeks ago.”
“Then someone reset the log,” he says. “And someone used your code.”
I press my forehead against the stall wall, eyes closed. “What do I do?”
“Collect,” he says. “Notifications, screenshots, anything you can anchor to time. And get something external. Camera footage. Neighbor clips. Something that doesn’t depend on your memory.”
External. The word echoes.
Cedar Ridge is full of cameras. Doorbells. Floodlights. People who love being the eyes of the neighborhood.
If someone stood on my porch at two in the morning, there’s a chance another house captured it.
“Okay,” I say, and it comes out like a promise I’m making to myself.
When I hang up, I wash my hands even though they don’t feel dirty. I look at my face in the mirror.
I look too controlled. Too calm. Like I’m already the version of myself Mark wants other people to see.
Back at my desk, I upload my screenshots and recordings to a private cloud folder tied to an old personal account Mark doesn’t know exists. Then I email the same files to myself. Then I forward them to Medina from that personal address.
Three copies. Three places. Three chances for the truth to survive.
The afternoon drags. I keep working. I keep performing normal. I laugh at the right moments, answer questions with the right tone, and feel like I’m watching myself from outside my body.
At 5:58, my phone buzzes.
Front Door: Unlocked.Code: Erin.
My body goes cold so fast it feels like ice poured down my spine.
I am sitting at my desk. My hands are on my keyboard. I haven’t moved.
Another buzz follows almost immediately.
Front Door: Locked.Code: Erin.
Unlocked. Locked. Two quick clicks.
Like someone testing a trigger.
My fingers shake as I open the lock app.
The activity log loads.
And it’s still clean.
2:13 a.m. — Unlocked (Code: Erin)2:14 a.m. — Locked (Code: Erin)
Nothing about 5:58. Nothing about 5:59. Like the door didn’t move. Like the notification never happened.
My throat tightens until breathing hurts.
I screenshot the notification banner in my notification center before it can vanish. Then I screen-record the log showing it does not match. Proof stacked on proof. Reality versus the story the system is willing to keep.
My phone buzzes again.
A message from Mark.
Did you get home okay?
I stare at the words until my vision narrows around them.
He didn’t ask if I’m okay.
He asked if I got home okay.
As if he expects me to already be there. As if he’s checking whether the version of events he’s writing is still on schedule.
I type with careful hands.
Leaving now. Traffic.
I hit send.
Then I sit very still at my desk while the office hums around me, people packing up, chairs scraping, goodbyes exchanged.
My notifications say my front door moved under my name while I was at work.
My log refuses to record it.
And my husband is texting me like he’s watching a clock I can’t see.






  
  Chapter 5: Borrowed Eyes


Officer Medina’s words ride with me all the way back through the gate. 
Get something external. Camera. Neighbor footage. Something that doesn’t depend on your memory.
Cedar Ridge looks the same as it always does at six-thirty. The fountain at the entrance runs like a polite apology. The guard gives me a bored nod. The streetlights glow warm enough to make everything feel safe if you want to believe in safe.
My phone sits in the cupholder, face-up now, because I learned today that looking away doesn’t stop anything. The notification banner from work is still in my notification center, frozen where I saved it.
Front Door: Unlocked. Code: Erin.Front Door: Locked. Code: Erin.
The log refused to record it. That’s what makes my hands tighten on the steering wheel. Not the idea of someone touching the door. The idea of the system choosing what’s real.
I turn onto my street and slow automatically, scanning porches the way people here scan for packages and teenagers. My house sits at the end of the cul-de-sac, lights on in the kitchen window, holiday greenery on the railing. From the outside, it’s a brochure: calm, contained, tasteful.
I pull into the driveway and stop.
I don’t open the garage right away. I stare at the front porch instead, the door, the keypad. Nothing moves. No shadow. No figure. The porch light glows soft, a warm invitation to a place that feels less and less like







