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	“…and you know the worst part, Mike? I believed you cared about me. Even after everything, I thought maybe some part of you loved me. But you just manipulated me over and over and over.”

	The phone was slick on Mike’s ear, greasy from the sweat that had built since Aliana started talking. Her voice had that edge to it again; the same accusatory tone that made him clench his jaw. He pictured her pacing about, her eyes narrowed to slits. The image brought him no guilt, only irritation.

	“Listen, I’ve got…”

	“Why the hell did I ever think someone I met on Tinder would be serious?” She was seething now. “I should have known you were bad news the moment I got that call from you in jail after you ghosted me for months…”

	Mike rolled his eyes and reached for the remote. The TV was playing a rerun of some old police procedural. He turned it off, and the sudden silence in the apartment made Aliana’s voice even more grating.

	“…I could’ve blocked your calls right then. I shouldn’t have loved you.”

	“Shoulda, woulda, coulda. Whatever. The point is, it’s over.”

	“You’re a fucking narcissist.”

	The word hung in the air between them. Other people had called Mike a narcissist. It didn’t sting anymore. If anything, it bored him.

	“Aliana, can we do this later? I really…”

	“No. We’re doing this now. I’ve had enough of people like you.”

	Something in her tone made him pause. Something final. Not the usual desperation or pleading he’d come to expect from her over the past two years. This was different. Cold. Resolved. Mike shifted on the couch.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	Silence stretched between them. Aliana had never gone quiet like this. She always had something to say; always another accusation, another complaint, another reason why he owed her something.

	Then came a metallic click.

	The sound was unmistakable. Mike’s stomach dropped. He’d fired enough revolvers in his life to recognize that click anywhere.

	“Aliana?”

	The gunshot echoed through the phone speaker, so loud that Mike jerked the device away from his ear. His hand trembled as he stared at the screen, at her name still displayed with the call timer still running.

	He brought the phone back to his ear. The line was quiet except for the empty static sound of an open connection.

	“Aliana? ALIANA?”

	Nothing.

	Mike’s thumb hovered over the red End-Call button. His heart hammered so hard that he felt it in his throat. This had to be a joke. Another dramatic stunt for attention, like the time she’d threatened to drive her car into a lake because he’d forgotten their anniversary. She was always doing shit like this.

	He ended the call and immediately called back. It rang twice, then went to voicemail, her voice bright and alive.

	“Hi, you’ve reached Aliana! Leave me a message, and I’ll get back to you soon!”

	Mike hung up and tried again. Same result.

	Fucking drama queen, he thought, but his heart pounded against his ribs. She wouldn’t actually… would she?

	He stood and walked to the window. A car drove past, its headlights cutting through the evening gloom. Everything looked normal.

	He tried calling again.

	Voicemail.

	Again.

	Voicemail.

	“Hi, you’ve reached Aliana! Leave me a message, and I’ll get back to you soon!”

	That same chipper tone. That same fake enthusiasm, like she was trying to convince the world she was happy when Mike knew—had always known—that she was miserable.

	He lowered the phone.

	She was fine. She had to be fine. This was just Aliana being Aliana: manipulative, attention-seeking, and desperate. She’d call him back by tomorrow, crying and apologizing, begging him to forgive her for scaring him. Begging him to leave Megan and come back to her. The same way she had for the past several months.

	Mike set his phone face-down on the coffee table and turned on the TV.

	But he just sat there in the blue glow of the screen, unable to pay attention to what was playing. His mind circled back to the gunshot, trying to convince himself it had been fake.

	And trying to convince himself that the silence that followed hadn’t sounded exactly like death.


2

	 

	Mike found out from Facebook.

	He was scrolling through his feed one morning while having coffee when he saw a post from one of Aliana’s friends. Some girl named Sarah. He’d never met her, though he recognized her from the dozens of photos she’d liked on Aliana’s page over the years. She was always first to comment with heart emojis and “gorgeous, babe!” on even the most mundane selfies.

	The post stopped him mid-scroll.

	“Still can’t believe you’re gone, Ali. The world is darker without your light. Rest in peace, beautiful soul.”

	Mike read the messages twice to make sure he’d understood correctly. Gone? The photo attached was one he recognized. Aliana at some beach, probably from a vacation she’d taken before they’d met. Her hair was longer then, and the wind whipped across her face as she laughed at something off-camera.

	The post had dozens of comments, all variations of shock and grief.

	“What happened?”

	“I just talked to her last week!”

	“This can’t be real.”

	“Does anyone know what happened???”

	“Her family must be devastated.”

	Sarah had tagged Aliana in the post. He clicked on the tag, and Aliana’s profile loaded.

	Her last post was from two days before their final call. It was another one of her dramatic posts. A photo of a sunrise mountain view with some quote overlaid in white cursive text about new beginnings and leaving the past behind. The kind of inspirational garbage people shared when they wanted everyone to know they were going through something without saying what.

	“A new chapter begins when you start choosing yourself over someone who only saw you as an option.”

	The earlier comments were of support and encouragement from friends who probably had no idea what she was going through. No idea that Mike had simply blown up her fantasy of their future together.

	But now, the comments had transformed the post into a memorial wall.

	“Miss you already.”

	“Why didn’t you reach out?”

	“You were so loved. I hope you knew that.”

	“Rest easy, angel.”

	“I can’t believe I’ll never hear your laugh again.”

	Mike’s coffee had gone cold. Outside Megan’s apartment, he heard the sounds of the city waking up. Car doors slamming, someone’s dog barking, and the distant rumble of a garbage truck making its rounds.

	His thumb hovered over her phone number in his contacts. It had been three days since their call. Three days since he’d heard the gunshot. Three days of him trying not to think about it, convincing himself it was just another of her manipulative games.

	But this? Memorial posts? Her friends acting like she was dead?

	That was commitment to the bit; he’d give her that.

	He pressed the call button.

	The phone rang twice. Mike held his breath, half-expecting her to answer with a smug explanation about how she’d gotten him good, how she’d really made him sweat this time.

	“Hi, you’ve reached Aliana! Leave me a message, and I’ll get back to you soon!”

	That same bright, cheerful voice. The same one he’d heard for three days now, each time he called. And he’d called more than he wanted to admit, each time hoping she’d answer. Each time, getting the voicemail greeting that now felt like it was mocking him.

	“Babe, you ready?” Megan called from the bedroom, her voice cutting through his thoughts. “We’re meeting my sister in twenty minutes.”

	Mike checked his watch.

	Shit.

	He’d been sitting here longer than he thought, spiraling down the rabbit hole of Aliana’s Facebook memorial.

	“Yeah, coming,” he called back, but his eyes stayed fixed on Aliana’s profile picture.

	It was one of those photos she’d probably taken fifty versions of before choosing. The kind with the camera held slightly above her head for the most flattering angle. She was smiling, but not too much. Mysterious. That look she always tried to pull off, like she knew something you didn’t. Like she was the smartest person in the room and everyone else was just playing catch-up.

	God, that look had always annoyed him. It felt worse now.

	Below her profile picture was the button labeled Friends. He tapped on it.

	Then he tapped Unfriend.

	A small dialog box popped up:

	 

	Unfriend Aliana Dominguez

	Are you sure you want to remove Aliana as your friend?

	 

	One click, and she’d be gone from his feed. No more memorial posts. No more reminders. No more guilt worming its way into his chest every time he saw her name.

	He tapped Confirm.

	Her profile refreshed, and the Friends button had changed to Add Friend.

	“Mike!” Megan appeared in the doorway of the living room, already dressed and pulling on her jacket. “Seriously, we need to go. My sister’s going to kill me if we’re late again.”

	“I said I’m coming.” The words came out sharper than he’d intended.

	Megan’s expression shifted into the look she got when she was deciding whether to push the issue. She chose to let it go, turning back toward the bedroom to grab her purse.

	Mike stood up and pocketed his phone before drinking the rest of his now-cold coffee. His phone buzzed as he reached for his jacket on the back of the couch. For a split second, he thought it might be her, admitting that this was all an elaborate prank. She was texting him now to say gotcha.

	But it was just a notification from his email. Spam about a sale at some store he’d never shopped at.

	He shoved the phone back in his pocket and headed out the door, trying to ignore the way his hands shook.

	Trying to ignore the small, insistent voice in the back of his mind asking: What if she had really killed herself?
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