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    Dedication Page:
For the ones who loved too hard, trusted too deeply, and lost themselves in someone else's lies.
May you always find the courage to walk away, heal, and reclaim your truth.
— GAHNOLIA
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"The most dangerous liars are the ones who make you doubt your own truth."
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Chapter 1: The Hollow Hours
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Now the days are being boring.

Gloria had said it aloud to herself the morning before, not meaning it as a complaint—more as an observation. Like stating the weather: today, it’s foggy. Today, it’s dull. Today, the hours are flat, quiet, and soft-edged, like everything’s been padded.

She said it again now, inside her head, as she stared at the kitchen clock: 9:47 a.m.

Same time as yesterday. Same ticking silence. The coffee had gone cold in her cup again. She hadn’t even taken a sip. Across the room, the dishwasher hummed softly, the only real sound in the house. Randy had left early, like he always did—something about a client across town, a meeting, a property that wouldn’t wait.He’d kissed her on the cheek before leaving. His lips had felt cool, detached. She hadn’t minded.

The house was spotless. It always was. Gloria had cleaned it yesterday—scrubbed the sink, wiped down the oven, dusted the baseboards. She’d done it again this morning. Not because it needed it, but because it filled time.

She stared at the beige wall tiles behind the stove. Beige. That was the word for most of her life now. Clean. Neutral. Safe.

But underneath all that safe was an itch. Something that scratched at her, low and constant, like background static. Like she was forgetting something important. Or remembering something she’d worked hard to bury.

She picked up her phone and scrolled. No messages. No missed calls. Just one new notification from a calendar app she didn’t remember installing:
"Day 47. Keep track."
Her brow furrowed. She clicked it. Nothing happened. Just the app opening to a blank screen. She stared at it for a while, then closed it.

When she stood up, she winced. Her joints ached. Not from age—she was thirty-seven—but from tension. From sitting too still for too long.

Gloria walked to the window and pulled back the sheer curtain. The front lawn looked like a magazine cover: trimmed, green, quiet. Across the street, Mrs. Donnelly was sweeping her porch. She waved. Gloria waved back, smiling faintly. Then she let the curtain fall.

By noon, Gloria had convinced herself to go out.

It was Thursday, which meant therapy. She’d almost forgotten. She grabbed her keys and her notebook, slid into her jacket, and locked the door behind her. The neighbourhood was too quiet. As she walked to the car, she kept glancing back at her house. Not out of paranoia, exactly. Just... a feeling.

She reached Dr. Fields’ office on 16th and Weller twenty minutes early. She always did. The receptionist smiled without really smiling, then told her Dr. Fields would be with her shortly.

Gloria sat in the waiting room, flipping through a magazine without reading it.

“Gloria?” the voice called gently. She followed Dr. Fields into the office and took her usual seat on the sofa—second cushion from the left.

“How are you today?” Dr. Fields asked, legs crossed, pen in hand.

“I’m bored,” Gloria said. “But not like I want excitement. Just... everything feels flat. Like I’m on pause.”

Dr. Fields tilted her head. “Have you talked to Randy about that?”

Gloria laughed quietly. “No. He’d just buy me a weekend trip to Napa and call it solved.”

“Would that help?”

“No.” A pause. “It’d just feel like dressing up a ghost.” Dr. Fields didn’t write anything. She just looked at her, calm and waiting. “Sometimes I feel like I’m living someone else’s life,” Gloria said finally. “Like... I married the idea of Randy, not the person. And now the idea is fading, and I’m stuck with a stranger.”

Later that night, Gloria was brushing her teeth when she noticed something strange.

Her toothbrush was wet.

She always let it dry between uses. Always. It was one of those little routines she clung to—brushing twice, then rinsing thoroughly, then letting it air dry in the porcelain holder by the sink.

But it was already damp. The bristles flattened slightly, like it had been used.

She frowned.

Randy had his own toothbrush. A different brand, different colour. They didn’t share. Never had.

She picked it up and sniffed. Mint. Faintly. The smell of her toothpaste, not his.

Maybe she was misremembering. Maybe she’d used it earlier and forgotten.

Still, a cold line of doubt traced her spine.

She said nothing to Randy. Just went to bed and lay still, eyes wide open in the dark. Listening to him breathe beside her. Wondering why her heart wouldn’t slow down.

Gloria didn’t sleep much that night.

She lay there in the dark, pretending. Pretending the room didn’t feel colder than it had the night before. Pretending that Randy’s steady breathing beside her wasn’t too perfect, too still, like someone performing sleep. Pretending she hadn’t just spent twenty silent minutes staring at her toothbrush earlier, wondering why it had felt wrong in her hand. She didn’t move. Not until nearly 3:00 a.m., when she slipped out of bed quietly, pulled a hoodie over her thin cotton pyjama shirt, and padded barefoot into the kitchen.

The refrigerator light was too bright.

She stood there, bathed in it, her hand resting on the open door. Not hungry. Not thirsty. Just needing the sound of something—the hum of the motor, the low tick of the clock on the wall—to remind her that time was passing and she was still here.

When she finally returned to bed, Randy shifted.

“You okay?” he murmured, voice heavy with sleep—or the performance of it.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she whispered.

“Hmm.”

That was it. No follow-up. No reaching for her, not even a glance. Just a breath, and then the slow roll of his body turning away. She lay there, her eyes wide in the dark, listening to his breathing and wondering if she’d been the one to change, or if he had simply stopped pretending first.

The next morning, the sun came in through the windows in gold blades. Gloria made coffee—two mugs, like always—and stared out the window until she heard Randy coming down the stairs.

He was already dressed in his pale blue work shirt and slacks. Cologne. Crisp. Everything about him screamed “functional adult.” He leaned in and kissed the top of her head, then took his coffee without a word.

“I thought we were having dinner tonight,” she said after a moment.

“Hm?” She hated that sound. That non-committal grunt he used when he didn’t want to be pinned down.

“Dinner. You said Tuesday was open.”

“Oh, yeah. Right.” He sipped. “I think it still is. I’ll let you know.”

You think it is?

“Okay,” she said softly.

He didn’t look at her.

By eleven, she was at Lori’s.

Lori’s house was a lived-in mess of plants and books and throw blankets that didn’t match. Gloria loved it. It felt like real life. Not staged.

“I brought cinnamon rolls,” Gloria said as she stepped inside.

“You’re a saint.” Lori plucked the box from her hands, set it on the counter, and then gave her a once-over. “You look like you didn’t sleep.”

“I didn’t.” “Randy?”

Gloria hesitated. “No. Yes. I don’t know.”

They sat in the nook near the kitchen window, sunlight warming their legs. Lori poured coffee and spiked it with almond milk and cinnamon, just how Gloria liked it.

“So,” Lori said. “Talk.”

Gloria picked at a napkin. “Do you ever think your life’s a movie set? Like... the props are real, but the walls are hollow?”

Lori blinked. “Are we talking metaphorically or did Randy redecorate again?”

Gloria smiled weakly. “Metaphor.”

“Then yes. All the time.”

Gloria sipped her coffee. “He used my toothbrush.”

There was a pause.

Lori tilted her head. “Maybe by accident?” “He has his own. He’s meticulous. We’ve been married eight years. I know his routines.”

Lori raised an eyebrow. “Okay... and this is bad because?”

“Because he didn’t say anything. And because—” Gloria paused. “Because I feel like I don’t know him anymore. Like he’s someone else. Or worse—like I never knew him at all.”

Lori was quiet for a moment. Then she said gently, “You’re not losing your mind, Glo. I’ve seen the way he talks to you lately. Like everything’s a negotiation.”

Gloria looked down. Her throat burned unexpectedly.

“He used to make me laugh,” she said. “He used to come home early just to sit on the floor with me and eat takeout. I remember thinking once, ‘Even if everything else goes wrong, I picked the right person.’”

“And now?”

Gloria shook her head. “Now I’m not sure I picked anyone at all. I think I might’ve been picked.”

Lori reached over and squeezed her hand. “Whatever’s going on, you’re not alone.”

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Gloria tried to write—she used to freelance part-time for an online magazine—but the words wouldn’t come. She checked her email. Clean. She called her mother, but it went to voicemail.

By 5:15 p.m., she had resigned herself to takeout.

She was halfway through microwaving leftovers when Randy walked in, carrying flowers.

Lilies.

She blinked.

He hadn’t brought her flowers in over a year.

“Dinner still on?” he asked, flashing that smile. The one that used to melt her. It looked waxy now, like a prop.

She stared at the bouquet. “Where did you get those?”

“Corner shop. Why?”

“No reason.”

He set them in a vase like it was perfectly normal. Like this wasn’t completely out of character. Then he turned and added, “By the way, someone from the station left a voicemail for you. Some detective or something. I didn’t catch the name.”

Her stomach dropped. “What station?”

“No idea. You must’ve given them your number.”

She hadn’t.

She never had contact with police.

“I’ll check my messages,” she said, walking to the phone.

But when she looked—there was nothing. No voicemail. No missed call.

She turned back to Randy slowly. “There’s no message.”

He blinked. “Huh. Must’ve been deleted. Sorry.”

He smiled again.

And this time, she knew it was fake.

That night, after dinner, Gloria went into the laundry room and sat on the cold tile floor. She turned off the light and just sat there, knees pulled to her chest, breathing shallow and silent.

She didn’t cry. She didn’t scream. She just listened—to the creaks in the walls, the hum of the dryer, the footsteps moving upstairs.

And for the first time in weeks, she realized something with bone-deep clarity:

She was being watched.

Not just by Randy. Not just by someone.

But by her own life, folding in on itself. Turning inside out. As if her choices were no longer her own.

And somewhere, far off in a city office lit by dying fluorescent bulbs, a man named Detective Marcus Vale was reviewing a report with her name in it—unknowing that their paths were about to cross in a way neither of them could predict.

Detective Marcus Vale hated when the silence felt off.

The room was quiet, yes—but it wasn’t the good kind of quiet. Not the peace-before-the-storm kind. This was the breath after the scream, the slow hush that hangs like cobwebs after something ugly slips out of sight.

He stared at the file in front of him, fingers steepled against his mouth, eyes narrowed at the photo clipped to the top right corner.

A woman. Early 30s. Smiling, but not too wide. Shoulder-length dark hair. Pale sweater. Taken in soft light, like a lifestyle blog headshot. Chelsea Wilkes, the name read. Thirty-three. Missing. Six weeks now. No sign of her. No confirmed sightings. No credit card activity. No digital footprint since the night she vanished.

Just one police report—filed late, reluctantly, by a roommate who hadn’t thought much of her sudden disappearance at first.

And then another oddity: the roommate had mentioned a boyfriend. “Some guy she was seeing off and on. Older. Handsome. Married, I think. She didn’t talk about him much.”

Marcus tapped his pen against the page.

No name.

No photo.

Just that.

He’d dealt with his share of disappearances in his time—most of them solvable. A few were textbook. Runaways. Financial disputes. One woman simply bailed after maxing out her ex’s cards. But this? This one itched.

There was no reason for Chelsea Wilkes to vanish. She had a job. She had a car. She’d scheduled a dentist appointment for the following week. People planning clean exits don’t worry about tartar.

And now, in the folds of this case, a new puzzle piece had surfaced—a voicemail forwarded to Marcus anonymously from a tip line.

A woman’s voice, quiet, nervous:

"I think my husband’s having an affair. And I think... I think he’s dangerous. I found something in his glove box. I don’t know who else to call. I—"

Click.

No name. No number traceable. But the voice had something. A tremble.

Marcus had heard voices like that before—from women who didn’t yet know what they were running from.

He leaned back in his chair, staring up at the acoustic ceiling tiles. Somewhere in this case, the thread was fraying. And if he didn’t start pulling now, someone else might vanish before he could stop it.

The name Gloria Fielding came up three days later, tucked in a cross-reference from a utility registration. Chelsea Wilkes had received a package at her office—addressed from a floral shop billed under Randy Fielding’s account. Small thing. Innocent enough. But worth noting.

Marcus dug deeper.

Randy Fielding. Financial consultant. Married. Clean record. Lives in Sycamore Hills. He pulled up a photo. Good-looking guy. In a stock-photo sort of way.

He glanced down at the attached file. Wife: Gloria Fielding. No priors. Volunteer work. Freelance editor. Graduated local college. Married eight years. No kids.

He leaned forward, drumming fingers on his desk.

If Chelsea was involved with a married man... and if that man was Fielding... then someone in that house might know something—even if they didn’t know they knew.

Marcus picked up the phone and dialed.

Gloria stood in the kitchen when the phone rang. Mid-morning light streamed in through the windows, glinting off a half-filled sink and a mug with lipstick stains along the rim. She wiped her hands on a dish towel and answered. “Hello?” A pause. Then: “Mrs. Fielding?”

“Yes?” “This is Detective Marcus Vale. I’m with the city police department. I was hoping to ask you a few questions, if you have a moment.”

Gloria’s stomach clenched. “About what?”

“It’s regarding an ongoing investigation. Nothing criminal at this time—just a few clarifications regarding someone you may have crossed paths with.”

Her mouth went dry. “Who?”

“A woman named Chelsea Wilkes.”

The name meant nothing at first.

Then something flickered. A memory—Randy once mentioned that a client’s assistant had sent him a weird thank-you note after he helped move some accounts. Something about flowers. She hadn’t thought much of it then. But now, hearing that name, her mind locked onto it with sickening clarity.

“I—I don’t think I know her,” she said.

“That’s okay,” the detective replied, voice even. “Would you be willing to meet? Just to help me cross-reference a few things?”

Gloria hesitated. “I’m not sure I’d be much help.”

“Sometimes it’s the people who aren’t sure that end up noticing the most.”

They met at a small diner on the edge of town—neutral ground.

Marcus watched her walk in.

She didn’t look like a woman in crisis. She looked like a woman trying to convince herself she wasn’t. Her clothes were careful, her makeup understated, but her eyes had a distracted shimmer. He stood and offered his hand. “Mrs. Fielding.”

“Gloria,” she corrected automatically.

He nodded. “Gloria. Thanks for meeting.”

They sat.

She wrapped her hands around a coffee cup, even though she didn’t drink from it.

“I’m not sure what you think I can tell you,”She said, voice tight. Marcus gave a small smile. “Sometimes, just listening is enough.”

He slid a photo across the table—Chelsea, from her LinkedIn profile.

Gloria stared at it for a long time.

“I’ve never met her,” she said finally.

“Your husband?”

She paused. “Maybe,” she admitted. “He’s in finance. He meets a lot of people. But he doesn’t bring work home much.”

Marcus nodded slowly.

“Has he been acting differently lately?”

The question was gentle—but sharp enough to draw blood if it landed right.

Gloria’s fingers tightened on the cup. “He used my toothbrush,” she said suddenly. “And lied about a voicemail.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow.

“That... might not be a crime,” he offered gently.

“I know,” she said. “But it felt like... a crack. Like something’s shifting and I can’t see what.”

He leaned forward slightly. “If you ever find something that feels wrong—really wrong—I want you to call me. Directly.”

She looked at him. Something behind her eyes flickered. Not relief. Not fear. Just recognition—like she’d been waiting for someone to say that out loud.

She took his card with trembling fingers.

That night, Gloria didn’t sleep again.

She sat in the hallway, staring at the stairs, listening to Randy move around upstairs. He had smiled at dinner. Asked about her day. He was perfect again.

Too perfect.

It was like he’d seen the walls shift and decided to plaster over the cracks before she could widen them.

And then—at 2:12 a.m.—his phone buzzed.

She shouldn’t have looked.

But she did.

The message preview read:

“I told you not to contact me. If she finds out, it’s over.”

No name.

No emoji.

Just those words, sitting there like a dagger on the screen.

Gloria stared at it.

And for the first time since they married, she knew something with absolute clarity:

Randy was lying.

About something big.

And she had just stepped into the middle of a storm she hadn’t even known was coming.
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Chapter 2:  The Missing Thread
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Gloria lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. It was almost 3 a.m. and sleep was nowhere near her, no matter how hard she tried to will herself into slumber. Her mind was relentless, turning over the events of the past week, of Randy’s sudden and unexplained absences, of the gnawing feeling that something wasn’t right. But it wasn’t just his late nights or his increasingly distant behaviour that troubled her. It was the message.

The message.

She reached for her phone, her fingers trembling slightly as she unlocked it and went back to the thread of messages Randy had been hiding. The one that had made her stomach flip, the one that shattered the fragile illusion she’d built of her perfect life.

“I told you not to contact me. If she finds out, it’s over.”

The words still hovered in her mind like smoke, rising and twisting, impossible to ignore. Who was this person? The “Other Woman” in the message? Her heart raced as she thought about the implications. Had Randy been having an affair? Was this the secret he was hiding from her all along?

She couldn’t ignore it any longer. She needed answers. She needed to know who this woman was and what Randy had been keeping from her. She thought back to their last conversation, the one they had before he left for work earlier in the evening. It had been an ordinary conversation—or so she thought. He had kissed her goodbye, told her he’d be late again, and that he’d try to make it home before midnight.

“Business,” he’d said, his voice distracted as he slipped into his coat. “The client wants to meet in person to discuss a deal. You know how it is.”

It wasn’t unusual for Randy to have late nights. He was a financial consultant, after all, and deals didn’t always follow a 9-to-5 schedule. But lately, there had been more of these late nights, more of these vague, “business” excuses. The nagging suspicion that something wasn’t quite right had been growing for weeks. And now, with the message, it had turned into something impossible to ignore.

Her thoughts swirled, and with a sudden resolve, she pushed the covers off and slipped out of bed. She stood in the dark of their bedroom, her mind running through the options. She could confront Randy when he got home, but what if he just denied everything? What if he was too good at hiding the truth, and this entire thing turned out to be a misunderstanding? Could she really accuse him without any hard evidence?

No. I need more.

She grabbed her robe from the back of the door and walked quietly through the house, her feet moving soundlessly across the hardwood floor. As she passed the living room, she paused for a moment. Randy’s briefcase was sitting on the coffee table, the latch slightly open. He hadn
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