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Dedication

For Tom—

the love of my life and the anchor of our family.

You’ve been my encourager, my safe harbor and the quiet strength that has carried me through grief and into hope.

This book is for you, and for the love that endures every storm.
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Preface
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When I first started writing The Quiet Code, I wasn’t thinking about surveillance systems or algorithms.

I was thinking about silence.

The kind that slips into conversations when grief becomes too big to name. The quiet distance between a mother and daughter who love each other deeply but don’t always know how to reach each other. The kind that feels easier than asking the questions that might change everything.

But as I wrote, I began to realize that silence isn’t only personal—it can be shaped, reinforced, even built into the systems we rely on every day. 

We live inside patterns we rarely notice. Technology learns how we move through our lives long before we stop to question it. It starts with convenience—a suggested route, a remembered password, a perfectly timed notification. Over time, the one between what we choose and what is chosen for us begins to soften. 

Most people accept that shift. 

Some even welcome it.

But for others, it becomes a fracture line.

That’s where Julia and Maize’s story begins—at that edge. In the moment when comfort turns into constraint, and silence is no longer something they can live inside. Their journey is about learning to listen again—not to the noise of the world, but to themselves. It’s about recognizing control that never announces itself, and reclaiming the right to be seen—or unseen—on their own terms.

This isn’t a story about tearing down every system. It isn’t about winning some grand battle against technology. It’s about the small choices that shape who we are. The ones that happen in bedrooms and basements. In quiet moments. In conversations where honesty matters more than ease. 

I wrote this book to explore those quiet fights—the ones that matter even when no one’s watching. Especially then.

If this story makes you feel seen—or reminds you that you deserve to be—then it’s done what I hoped it would do. 

Thank you for listening.

— Buffy Andrews
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Prologue
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I watched the ruby-red cardinal dart through the tangled vines outside my kitchen window, its feathers a flame against the dull, mourning sky. Each flutter felt like a small act of defiance, a reminder that something out there still moved freely. The bird slipped between brittle branches with quiet certainty, as if it understood the fragility of its world and chose to live fully anyway.

I envied it.

Not just for its wings, but for its instinct—the way it trusted the sky, whatever came next. It moved freely, in and out of places at will. I, on the other hand, remained rooted. I was anchored to this quiet house by grief, by fear, by secrets that refused to loosen their hold. 

These walls no longer felt like shelter. They pressed inward, heavy and close—not because of what they were made of, but because of everything they held. Memory. Regret. The weight of things I couldn’t undo.

The cardinal stayed because it found safety here. 

I stayed because I couldn’t find the way out. 

Then the vulture arrived.

It landed on a gnarled limb of the oak tree Ben and I planted after Maize was born, back when our future felt like something we could still shape. I used to believe that tree would grow with us, its roots deepening as we did, its branches stretching toward possibility. Now, it looked brittle, hollowed from the inside. I knew that feeling. 

The vulture folded its black wings with slow precision. It wasn’t searching. It was waiting. Watching with a patience that felt almost certain, as if it already knew something inside me was giving way. It held its place without urgency, as though time itself worked in its favor. 

A mother knows.

Not all at once. Not in clear words. But in the quiet shifts. In the spaces where something once lived easily and now doesn’t. When a child’s laughter dulls into silence that stretches too long. When dread creeps in like a cold draft beneath the door, carrying whispers we try not to hear.

Something in this house had changed the day Ben died. Not loud. Not sudden. It settled in quietly and refused to leave. I couldn’t name it yet, but I could feel it moving through the rooms with me. Watching. Waiting.

I needed to leave. To run.

But how do you step away from something you can’t see? 

How do you outrun the echo of footsteps you can’t hear, yet still sense behind you? 

This wasn’t just fear. It was something closer to knowing. 

And I wasn’t sure I’d survive what was already waiting. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The Stillness Between

I knelt beside a half-unpacked box of old photographs, dust settling in the corners like time left behind. One picture caught the light. Maize, maybe six, dressed as a glittery princess and holding a plastic pumpkin bucket. She was grinning, wide and unfiltered, like the world hadn’t taught her to hold anything back yet.

I smiled, and the ache came with it.

“Julia!” Ben’s voice echoed through the house, sharp and familiar.

“Up here!” I called from the spare bedroom.

Ben appeared in the doorway a moment later, rubbing his lower back with a wince.

“How was golf?” I asked.

He grimaced. “Let’s just say I should stick to indictments. If my livelihood depended on my swing, we’d be bankrupt.”

Ben was many things—brilliant, meticulous, relentless—but athletic wasn’t one of them. His battlefield was the courtroom. As an Assistant U.S. Attorney with the Southern District of New York, he spent his days dismantling narcotic networks, building federal cases with the precision of a watchmaker. His mind was his weapon—razor-sharp and always two steps ahead.

Even so, there were things no mind could outmaneuver. Lately, that thought had been sitting with me, and it unsettled me more than I wanted to admit. 

He didn’t talk about the specifics of his cases anymore, not in any real way. But I saw the tension in his jaw when the news showed cartel raids. The way he rubbed his temples at midnight. The way his hand sometimes stilled mid-gesture, as if he’d nearly said something and forced it back down. Something had followed him home, even if he refused to name it. 

I held up the photo of Maize. “Can you believe she’s graduating?”

Ben picked up another picture, a blurry shot from a daddy-daughter dance. “I forgot about this one,” he said with a soft laugh. “She’d just lost her second front tooth, hadn’t she?”

“Yep. Smiled the whole night anyway.”

He kissed the top of my head. “Feeling sentimental, or is there a plan here?”

“Photo collage for her party,” I said, sorting another stack. “Thought I could do it without crying. Turns out I was wrong.”

“That reminds me,” he said. “The Waterfords invited us to dinner tomorrow. Want me to tell Martin we can’t make it?”

I paused. I didn’t mind Martin, one of Ben’s golfing buddies and, ironically, a defense attorney, but his new wife Amy was exhausting. Younger. Impossibly polished. She swept into every conversation like she had something to prove.

“Do you want to go?”

He shrugged. “It’s up to you. I know how you feel about Amy.”

“I can survive her for two hours.”

Ben grinned. “Thanks. I owe you.”

He left to shower while I stayed with the photographs, sorting them into three piles: collage-worthy, too-precious-to-display, and the ones that made me cry. Beneath it all ran a quiet ache. Maize was heading to California for college, and everything in me wanted to slow time down.

After she was born, I was diagnosed with cervical cancer. A hysterectomy saved my life but stole something else. She was our first and our last—our everything.

There are losses you speak about openly, and others that sit quietly beside you in grocery store aisles and doctor’s office. I learned to carry both. 

We raised her here in rural southcentral Pennsylvania, where the air felt cleaner and the world a little slower. I grew up in this very house after a car crash took my parents. My grandparents raised me here, with quiet steadiness and hot tea for every kind of sadness.

Ben and I met through my college roommate and went on a date—a rooftop bar, a shared drink, a spark. What followed was a long-distance dance: I stayed here to teach elementary school; Ben rose through the federal ranks in Brooklyn. When I became pregnant, we didn’t hesitate. We married and built this life. He kept an apartment in the city during the week and came home on weekends. It was unconventional, but it worked—until it began to feel more complicated than either of us wanted to admit. 

I checked the clock. Maize had promised to be home by five. It was after six.

My phone rang.

Through the speaker I heard Maize say, “Hey, Mom. Still shopping... Zoe’s trying on dresses. We’re gonna stop at The Cinderella Shop.”

“Okay. Just text me when you’re back. Dad and I are headed out to run some errands.”

Downstairs, the dining room table looked like it always did— covered with mail, catalogs, and half-finished projects. I added “clean this mess” to the mental list of things I’d organized in my mind but not in real life.

Ben appeared. “Maize still out?”

“Yeah. She’ll text when she gets home.”

“Ready to go?”

“Let me change quick.”

Thirty minutes later, we were at the Home Store, staring at a wall of mailboxes. Ours had been the latest casualty in a string of rural vandalism: shattered posts, dented metal—some kids’ idea of fun.

“What about this one?” Ben held up a bronze-finish model. “Rust-proof. Teen-proof?”

“Looks good. You don’t need a new post, right?”

“Nope. Just the box.”

We tossed it in the cart and wandered through the aisles filled with lightbulbs, lawn bags, and extension cords. While Ben compared wattages, a flicker of unease moved through me—not dramatic, just enough to make me look up. 

The aisle was empty.

Still, the sensation lingered, as if someone had stood too close a moment before and stepped away.

“Julia?” Ben’s voice was gentle. “You okay?”

I forced a smile. “Just tired.”

He jingled the car keys. “Dinner out?”

I hesitated. “Let’s call Marco’s.”

“Pizza and an Italian sub?”

“Always.”

Later, we sat at the kitchen table—pizza box opened, sub unwrapped, paper napkins spread across the table. 

“No one makes pizza like Marco’s,” Ben said.

I nodded, but my mind wandered.

“In a few months,” he said, “this’ll be the norm. Just the two of us.”

The thought settled heavily between us—Maize in California, Ben mostly in New York, me here. The house felt wider than it ever had before. 

“I’ll try to make it home Thursdays,” he added. “We’ll make it work.”

I reached for his hand. “Sorry I’m being so emotional.”

“You’re not,” he said. “You’re being a mom.”

The doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it.” Ben pushed back from the table.

A moment later, he returned with another pizza box. But something was wrong—his shoulders were too tight, his face too still.

“Wrong delivery?” I asked.

He hesitated. “No. It was... a message.”

My stomach clenched. “Here? At our house?”

Ben nodded once. “It’ll be fine. I’ve got it under control.”

“Who delivered it?”

“I didn’t see. Just a black sedan pulling away.”

“What’s in the box?”

“Nothing. Just... don’t worry, okay?” He kissed my forehead. “I’ll handle it.”

He took the box into his office and shut the door.

I didn’t follow him, but the silence that settled over the house felt heavier than it had minutes before. This wasn’t the first threat he’d received, but it was the first to arrive at our door. 

The raid in the Bronx had rattled cages. Four million in seized street drugs. Ben called it “the most significant bust of the year.” He didn’t name names, but I heard it in his voice. These weren’t street-corner dealers. These were men with reach.

I tried not to imagine how far that reach extended. 

I texted her. “Everything okay?”

Maize replied. “Zoe found a dress! Grabbing burgers before we head home.”

I wrapped up the leftovers and turned to the refrigerator. Something was off. The milk had shifted. The eggs weren’t where I left them.

Maybe Ben had moved them. Maybe I had. 

But small things matter. 

When everything else feels uncertain, I put things back in place—one shelf, one drawer, one label at a time. It’s the only control I have.

I emptied the fridge and started over. Milk, back shelf. Eggs, center. Condiments by size. Mustard before pickles, because M comes before P. A sad kind of logic, but mine.

Ben reappeared.

“What did you do with the pizza box?” I asked.

“I handled it. Called the office. They’re putting precautions in place.”

“Precautions?”

He nodded. “It’s covered. Let’s unwind.”

I wasn’t in the mood for TV, but I followed him to the couch. He flipped past flashing police lights and car chases. I flinched.

“Home renovation?” I asked.

He switched the channel to a British couple restoring a crumbling estate. I watched them lay bricks, polish wood, rebuild what had been lost.

Then my phone rang.

It was Maize.

Her voice was thin, unsteady. 

“Mom?”

The house went still.

Even before she said anything else, I knew something was wrong.
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Cracks in the Glass

“Mom, we had an accident.”

I was on my feet before I could think.

“Are you and Zoe okay?”

Ben muted the TV, already rising, his expression tightening into something hard and sharp.

“I think so,” Maize said. Her voice shook. “The cops are here.”

“Where are you?” Ben asked.

“George Street. Right across from the Nail Palace.”

“We’re on our way.”

We didn’t speak in the car.

The silence between us felt dense and airless. 

I gripped the passenger door with one hand, my phone in the other, willing myself not to picture mangled steel or shattered glass. The images came anyway. 

When we pulled up, Zoe was talking to a police officer, and her parents were arriving just behind us. Maize spotted us and ran toward me. She looked pale but steady on her feet. Her steps were quick, controlled—the kind of composure that masks panic. 

“A car came out of nowhere,” she said, breathless. “It rammed into us. On purpose.”

Ben and I exchanged a glance—a quick look that said everything. 

“A hit-and-run?” he asked.

Maize nodded, her voice tightening. “Zoe noticed it was tailgating us. She sped up, but it wouldn’t back off. And then... boom. It just slammed into us.”

“It was a car, right?” Ben pressed. “Not an SUV or truck?”

“Definitely a car. Black. Two-door, I think. It happened so fast.”

Zoe’s car had a crushed rear bumper and a long gouge running down one side, but it was still drivable. Her parents decided to take it home and let her uncle handle repairs—a small mercy on a night that already felt unsteady. 

Maize rode home with us. I kept glancing at her in the rearview mirror, not to monitor traffic but to see her face, to confirm she was still here and unharmed. Her hands were clenched tightly in her lap. Her jaw trembled.

“Are you sure you’re okay, sweetie?” I asked softly.

“I’m fine. Just... glad we weren’t going faster.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “My head snapped back a little. It’s sore.” She stared out the window. “I don’t get why someone would do that on purpose.”

“Could’ve been road rage,” Ben offered, a little too quickly. 

“But we didn’t do anything. We weren’t speeding. We didn’t cut anyone off.”

“Sometimes people don’t need a reason,” he said. “They’re reckless. High. Or just angry.” 

He held onto the explanation as if it were something solid. I could hear the strain in it. 

That night, while Maize showered and Ben half-watched a muted segment about rising property taxes, I slipped into his office. The pizza box was gone.

Of course it was.

The room felt strangely blank, as if something had been removed rather than simply cleaned up. I stood in the doorway for a moment, listening. The chair was empty. The air felt hollowed out.

A thought surfaced and settled in: the black car Ben saw outside the house could be the same one that hit the girls.

I forced myself to dismiss it. That kind of thinking spirals fast.

I returned to our bedroom and curled up with a paperback romance, something soft and predictable. But the words wouldn’t hold. My eyes moved across the page without absorbing anything. 

Ben came in minutes later, and I closed the book.

“Do you think the car that hit them could be the same one you saw earlier?”

“No,” he said, too fast. “Coincidence.”

“So... you don’t think someone’s trying to send a message?”

He exhaled, the sound edged with fatigue. “Julia, let it go. Whatever that box meant, it was about me. It has nothing to do with Maize.”

“But what did it say?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

I hated that phrase. It shut down conversation without answering anything.

“What did you do with the box?”

“I destroyed it. It’s gone.”

Gone didn’t feel the same as resolved.

Ben flipped off the light. “Please. Just sleep.”

Sleep didn’t come easily. My mind spun, restless and unsettled. The thoughts edged toward places I didn’t want to go. 

Eventually, I slid out of bed and curled up in the guest room. The sheets were cold. The quiet felt heavier than it should have. I stared at the ceiling, letting my mind chase trivial distractions. 

Why are pizzas round but delivered in square boxes?

Stacking efficiency, probably. 

Why does it matter right now? 

Sleep, Julia. 

By the time pale morning light reached the blinds, Ben was gone. A note sat on the dining room table in his careful handwriting. “Had to run an errand.”

The vagueness irritated me more than the absence. 

At least he’d made coffee, something he never did ahead of time. Ben didn’t trust timers. “Machines don’t know when you’re ready,” he used to say.

But the coffee was fresh and hot when I padded into the kitchen. Thoughtful. Or maybe compensating. I couldn’t tell anymore.

“Morning, Mom.”

I jumped, sloshing coffee onto the counter. “Maize! You scared me.”

She poured herself a cup and wrapped her hands around her favorite pink mug, the one with the cartoon shark from our trip to Ocean City when she was ten.

“How’d you sleep?”

“Not great,” she admitted. “I kept thinking about the crash. It just doesn’t make sense.”

She was like me that way. An overthinker. A girl who couldn’t let things go.

“Try not to dwell on it,” I said gently. “Some people are just unstable.”

But the crease in her brow didn’t soften.

“What are you doing today?”

“Zoe and I are hanging out. Can she spend the night?”

“Of course. Your dad and I have dinner with the Waterfords.”

“I might need to pick her up.”

“Drive carefully.”

“Mom, I always drive carefully.”

“So does Zoe. And look what happened.”

She went quiet. I heard the sharpness in my own words too late. 

“I still don’t get why someone would target us,” she murmured. “Zoe’s parents keep saying it was an accident, but it wasn’t. An intentional accident isn’t a thing. That’s an oxymoron.”

“You’re right.”

“And if you hit someone on purpose with a car, that’s not just reckless. That’s assault, right? Or even attempted murder?”

“You should ask your dad.”

“I wanted to last night, but he was... off.”

“Off how?”

“He didn’t hear me say goodnight. I had to tap his shoulder. When I did, he jumped, like I pulled him back from somewhere far away.” 

“You know how he gets when he’s deep in thought. Probably just tired.”

“Maybe.”

Before I could say more, the front door creaked open.

“There you two are!” Ben’s voice boomed—bright in a way that felt slightly overdone. He stepped inside with a smile, a bouquet of bright yellow tulips in one hand and a pink bakery box in the other.

He handed me the flowers and kissed my cheek. “For you.”

I brought them closer out of habit. Tulips don’t have a strong fragrance the way roses, lilies, or hyacinths do. Their charm lies in their vibrancy, in their cheerful yellow color.

Then he turned to Maize. “And these are for you.”

Her eyes lit up. “Donuts!”

It was their Saturday tradition. A ritual older than elementary school. Jelly vs. cream. Sprinkles vs. glazed. A silly debate that had grown its own roots.

“I bought you a Long John,” Ben said to me.

I smiled. Still, a thin thread of doubt lingered beneath the sweetness. 

I filled a vase with water and placed the tulips in the center of the table. Their slender stems shifted against the glass, fanning outward.

My mind wandered to Fasnachts—my grandmother’s potato doughnuts, dense and dusted with powdered sugar. I used to love them. Ben and Maize had always preferred the lighter, fluffier kind.

Maize set down her coffee mug and practically devoured the first doughnut, powdered sugar dusting her fingers. Strands of hair slipped into her eyes the way they always had when she was small and determined to do something faster than her body allowed. She never noticed until it was too late.

With her free hand, she reached for a dry erase marker and scrawled two words onto the magnetic whiteboard calendar in the kitchen. I laughed quietly at the way her tongue pressed between her teeth when she concentrated—a habit she’d never outgrown. 

“When did ‘doughnut’ become ‘donut’?” Maize asked, licking sugar from her fingers.

“Ask Mr. Google,” Ben teased.

She erased the words with the side of her palm and, in their place, drew an exaggerated M—the same dramatic signature she’d been perfecting since second grade. The letter rose tall and angular, the middle stroke stretched just a little too far before sweeping into a confident loop at the end. 

She used to fill entire notebooks with that M, testing its edges, as if she were practicing how much space she was allowed to take up. 

I sat down and sighed. “Team Doughnut or Team Donut. Either way, still delicious.”

We laughed. We debated branding and spelling and the absurdity of drive-thru grammar.

And for a moment, it felt normal.

Almost untouched.

But beneath the frosting and flowers, something had shifted.

The cracks were small at first.

I couldn’t see how far they spread, only that they were there.

And I had the uneasy sense that when they finally gave way, whatever came through wouldn’t wait.
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Reflections with Hairline Cracks

Two dresses lay across the bed, each staking its claim. One was white with soft blue floral, light and forgiving. The other—a deep navy traced with cherry blossoms—offered structure, or at least the promise of it. Both twisted at the waist, a detail meant to flatter and disguise.

I studied them the way one studies a witness—for signs of deceit. That twist mattered more than I wanted to admit. I wasn’t the size 6 Ben had married. I’d always carried my worries in my mind—but over time, my body began to carry them too. 

Choosing a dress for the Waterfords’ house shouldn’t have felt like preparing for trial, but Amy would be dressed to kill. She always was. At six feet tall with that effortless waterfall of blonde hair and ice-clear eyes, Amy looked like someone who summered in Nantucket and had never once used drugstore shampoo. Next to her, I felt like a hand towel—serviceable, soft around the edges, slightly frayed.

Ben’s footsteps creaked on the stairs.

I turned, holding up both dresses. “Which one should I wear tonight?”

“They both look great,” he said from the doorway, barely missing a beat.

“So, no preference?”

“You’ll look beautiful in either.” He flashed a safe grin and pulled on his nylon jogging shorts.

“Going for a run?”

“Figured I owed my body an apology after those donuts,” he said.

Of course. Men burn calories in their sleep; women count almonds and gain two pounds overnight. Then again, men had their own ideas about suffering. Ben once passed a kidney stone and swore it was worse than childbirth. I let him believe that.

I touched the soft mound at my middle, the one that had arrived gradually over the years like an uninvited guest. 

Some mornings it felt like meeting a stranger in the mirror. 

I chose the blue floral dress and returned the other to the closet, mentally rehearsing small talk with Amy. She always reminded me of the version of myself I thought I was supposed to be—effortless, agreeable, untouched by fear. That woman had faded quietly over time. I wasn’t aiming for perfection anymore. Just presence.

I was headed to the shower when my phone buzzed. Annie.

“Where have you been?” she barked. “I’ve called you, like, four times.”

“Sorry. My phone died. I had to recharge it. Is everything okay?”

I told her about the pizza box. “I’m trying not to spiral. But considering the case Ben’s working...”

“Don’t go there yet,” Annie cut in. “Want to go shopping? Distract yourself? I still need something for my boyfriend’s reunion.”

“I can’t. We have dinner plans tonight.”

“That’s hours away. I’ll be there in ten.”

Annie didn’t ask. She declared. It’s always been that way. And honestly, time with her felt exactly like what I needed.

We met in first grade during a “who can swing higher” contest at recess. We tied. That one swing-set standoff led to a lifetime of friendship. She was the peanut butter to my jelly, the sharp tongue to my inner monologue. The woman who always showed up, even before I knew I needed her.

Twice-divorced thanks to men who thought fidelity was optional, Annie Cardello—formerly Annie Stock—had sworn off marriage. She’d kept Cardello because, as she liked to say, no woman should ever voluntarily return to the “S—Z” section of a DMV line. But her new boyfriend had her smiling in ways I hadn’t seen in a while. 

We used to imagine raising kids side by side, but that never happened. 

She couldn’t have children. Endometriosis had left scars no one could see, stealing the family she once imagined, but she loved Maize like her own. And Maize adored her right back.

“Aunt Annie just rolled up like Beyoncé in a minivan!” Maize shouted from downstairs.

I laughed and dashed down. “Tell Dad I’m going shopping. I’ll be back in time to get ready.”

Outside, Annie pointed to the mole near her lip. “There was a white hair growing out of it this morning.”

I tried not to laugh and failed miserably. 

“Not funny!” she said. “That’s the second one this month. Do I have any chin hairs?”

I leaned in. “Nope. Smooth as a baby seal.”

“Thank God. Let’s go.”

We wandered through boutiques, trying on dresses we didn’t need and mocking trends we didn’t understand. One sweater looked exactly like my grandmother’s 1970s granny square crochet blanket. I took a picture just to send to my college roommate with the caption: The past is stalking us.

Annie landed on a sleek black dress with cap sleeves and just enough shimmer to feel celebratory. She looked stunning—elegant without trying, radiant without knowing it.

I tried to stay present, but the pizza box lingered in the back of my mind. Ben had been off, not just distracted but pulled inward, as if part of him were somewhere else entirely. 

As we exited the last shop, my phone buzzed.

It was Ben. “What’s your ETA? We should leave by 6.”

I checked the time: 4:42. “Heading home now. Be there in ten.”

“👍 Zoe’s here. The girls are ordering Thai.”

I smiled. Time with Zoe was good for Maize. Knowing she was happy softened the unease that had been riding just beneath the surface all day. 

Annie linked her arm through mine. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Time to transform.”

She grinned. “If Amy gets judgy about your dress or your wine, picture her in tube socks and a green clay face mask.”

I laughed. “You’re evil.”

“Cauliflower,” she whispered.

“What?”

“Emergency code word. Text me if you need rescuing.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Exactly why I’m your emergency contact.”

When we pulled into the driveway, laughter spilled from the house. Maize and Zoe were sprawled across the living room floor, surrounded by takeout containers and teenage energy.

Ben was at the sink, rinsing a cutting board as if cleaning up gave him something to do with his hands. “Perfect timing,” he said. “They’ve got enough Chicken Pad Thai and crab rangoons to survive a blizzard.”

“And what do we have?” I asked.

He handed me a glass of wine. “Charisma. And deeply buried social skills.”

I sipped. “I’m going to change.”

Upstairs, I showered, applied some mascara, and twisted my hair into a loose bun. I didn’t go overboard—just enough to feel intentional. 

Somewhere along the way, I’d stopped dressing for occasions and started dressing for camouflage. 

Tonight felt different. I wasn’t hiding. I was choosing how to show up. When I looked in the mirror, I didn’t see a woman grasping for relevance. I saw someone who still cared. Who still made the effort. Who hadn’t stepped aside, even when things felt uncertain. She didn’t look fearless. But she looked ready. That counted. 

When I came downstairs, Ben gave a low whistle. “Gorgeous.”

“You clean up okay yourself,” I said, smoothing his collar.

Maize popped her head into the kitchen. “You look really pretty, Mom.”

“Thanks, honey. You two all set?”

“Totally. We’re watching 10 Things I Hate About You and baking cookies later.”

“Don’t stay up too late.”

“Mom,” she groaned. “That’s literally not our brand. We like sleep.”

Ben grabbed the bottle of wine we were taking and opened the door. “Let’s go be dazzling.”

As we pulled away, I glanced back at the house—porch light glowing, girls safe inside, everything appearing exactly as we’d left it.

Everything looked fine.

And maybe it was.

But the unease hadn’t disappeared. It lingered quietly, a shift I couldn’t quite name. The kind you recognize later.
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Chapter 4
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Polished Surfaces, Fractured Ground

The Waterfords lived just past the country club in a brick colonial that looked more curated than lived in. The circular driveway gleamed with fresh gravel, the landscaping trimmed to surgical precision. I half-expected a groundskeeper to appear and measure the hedges. 

Ben pulled in behind Martin’s glossy black Porsche. As I stepped out, I caught my reflection in the tinted window—hair intact, makeup holding, smile... forced, but serviceable.

“You ready for this?” Ben asked, offering his arm.

“Define ready.”

Before we reached the steps, the front door burst open. 

“Darling!” Amy called out, gliding toward us in stilettos that looked like they came with a liability waiver. Her red silk blouse clung to her like it was in love, and her Chanel No. 5 perfume arrived a beat before she did.

“You look stunning,” she said, air-kissing both my cheeks with theatrical precision.

“Thanks, Amy. You do, too.”

Ben received a megawatt smile. “Ben. Always a pleasure.”

“Good to see you,” he replied, polite as ever.

“Come in, come in!” Martin’s voice rang from somewhere inside. “Dinner’s almost ready!”

The foyer resembled a hotel lobby—marble floors, a sweeping staircase, and a chandelier that likely required its own insurance policy. One wall featured an enormous abstract painting, with slashing crimson and brooding black, streaked with gold. It dominated the room, chosen to impress rather than comfort.

I hesitated before setting my purse on the entryway table, unsure whether I needed permission to disturb the surface.

Martin stood in the kitchen, swirling red wine like he was auditioning for a Bordeaux commercial. He wore a navy sweater draped over his shoulders and tied at the neck—casual in a way that clearly wasn’t casual at all. 

“Julia,” he said with a gleam. “You’re glowing.”

“Must be the wine fumes,” I replied, accepting a glass.

“Or good company,” he winked, handing one to Ben. “Cabernet. Private vineyard in Napa. You’ll love it.”

We migrated into the sunken living room, where white sofas dared you to sit without breathing. I perched on the edge, knees together, wine glass held like a relic. Ben and Martin launched into a debate about California real estate, weighing Sonoma against Mendocino like they were comparing retirement portfolios instead of places with souls.

Amy swept back in, dramatically wiping her hands on a dish towel.

“The oven’s acting up again,” she announced. “I keep telling Martin it needs to go, but he thinks it’s some kind of antique treasure.”

Martin smirked. “Better to be attached to a vintage oven than a young assistant.”

Amy’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, but her lips held the kind of smile you learn in a marriage that’s more partnership than passion. “Don’t tempt me.”

She pivoted, folding the dish towel over one arm like a maître d’, her gaze landing on me. “So? How’s Maize?”

“She’s good,” I said. “Graduates soon.”

Amy gasped. “Already? I remember her running barefoot at your Fourth of July party. Didn’t she beat everyone at that U.S. presidents trivia game?”

I smiled. “She did. Actually, she designed that game with some help from Annie, and turned it into a playable trivia app on her laptop. She’s always been wired that way.”

“She’s off to UCLA, right?”

“Pre-law, but she nearly chose computer science. She’s still considering a double major. Annie had a hand in that.”

“Is that the friend who works in cybersecurity?”

“Yep. Annie’s a force. She used to work in federal cybersecurity—white-hat hacking, digital forensics. She still consults. Doesn’t trust the cloud for anything.”

Amy raised her eyebrows. “Sounds intense.”

“She is. And brilliant. Maize worships her.”

“You must be proud.”

“I am.” 

Amy tilted her head. “Is she still dating that boy. Tyson? Travis?”

“Tyler. And no, that ended in the fall.”

Amy offered a sympathetic shrug. “Well, better now than after they sign a lease together.”

I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or bristle, so I chose neutral. Some comments aren’t worth the energy. 

Ben stepped in smoothly. “Maize is grounded. Careful. She thinks three steps ahead.”

Amy grinned. “Like father, like daughter?”

Martin leaned forward. “I read about that Bronx bust, Ben. The one with the fentanyl seizure. That was... intense.”

Ben’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. 

“We don’t discuss open investigations,” he said, calm but unmistakably final.

Martin raised both hands. “Of course. Just fascinated by how it all plays out.”

Ben’s hand rested briefly on my knee—a quiet signal. 

Amy clapped her hands. “Let’s eat before the lamb turns to leather!”

The dining room looked like a magazine spread—polished wood, linen napkins folded precisely, candles in crystal holders. The lamb was tender, the potatoes light, the vegetables crisp.

Conversation drifted to international travel—Tuscany, Prague—and the rising cost of college tuition. I nodded along, but my thoughts curled inward. Maize, soon living across the country, navigating streets I’d never walked, sending updates through glowing blue message bubbles.

“She’s going to thrive,” Ben had said earlier.

I wanted to believe that completely. 

But thriving and surviving weren’t the same thing, and risk didn’t always make itself known. 

“Julia?” Amy’s voice snapped me back.

“You’ve gone quiet.”

“Just thinking,” I said with a small smile. “A lot’s changing soon.”

Amy waved her wine glass like she was shooing a fly. “She’ll be fine. They always are. Kids bounce back from anything. I wish I had half their resilience. Or metabolism.”

I folded my napkin to occupy my hands. It was easier to smooth fabric than to untangle the worry. 

Dessert was a velvety chocolate mousse I barely tasted. After a round of air kisses and promises to exchange wine labels, we stepped into the cool night air.

The drive home was quiet—not strained, just reflective, as if we were each carrying something unspoken. 

At a red light, Ben reached for my hand.

“She’s going to be okay,” he said softly.

I nodded. “I know.”

I wanted that to be true.

When we pulled into the driveway, the porch light glowed steadily. Through the living room window, Maize and Zoe were curled under a blanket, the TV flickering across their faces, a bowl of popcorn between them. 

Safe. Happy. Home.

For tonight, that was enough.

Still, the unease hadn’t fully lifted. It lingered, quieter than before but still there—a sense that something in our world had shifted, even if I couldn’t yet see where it would lead.
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Chapter 5
The Unseen Strain
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The house was too quiet when I woke.

Not peaceful. Just still. 

Morning light slashed through the blinds in narrow stripes, casting thin shadows across the floor. I blinked, groggy from another fractured night of sleep. I sat up slowly, muscles tight with tension I hadn’t noticed until now. 

I stretched, trying to clear the fog, but the unease lingered—faint, but persistent.

Ben’s side of the bed was empty.

I didn’t panic. The steady rush of the shower told me he hadn’t left yet. I stayed still for a moment, listening, letting the sound settle me.

Outside, the world continued as usual. Birds pecked at the edge of the lawn. Old Mr. Bender’s red pickup rattled past, the bed stacked with feed sacks. It could’ve been any Sunday. 

But it wasn’t.

Downstairs, the kitchen greeted me in its usual, comforting order: dishes drying in the rack, a vintage Old Town Blue plate resting in the sink. One of the first we’d bought after we were married. I could still picture us debating patterns—his soft Apricot Grove, my crisp blue scrollwork. Old Town Blue had won.

For years, every meal carried that choice. 

I filled the reservoir in the coffee machine and measured the grounds with unnecessary precision. The click of the machine starting up felt grounding—something ordinary I could rely on. Still, the memory of the pizza box pressed at the edge of my thoughts.

I heard footsteps on the stairs.

Ben appeared in the doorway, freshly shaven, tie half-tied, damp hair still clinging to his forehead. He looked exactly like he did on a Monday morning.

Except it wasn’t Monday.

“Morning,” he said casually, accepting the mug I handed him.

“Morning.”

He took a sip and checked his watch without explanation. 

“Church today?” I asked. It had once been our Sunday rhythm: church, lunch, slow afternoons. Lately, the habit had lapsed, but the question still hung there.

Ben adjusted his tie. “Actually, I rebooked my train. I’m heading back today. The 11:30.”

My stomach dropped.

“You’re leaving today?” 

He nodded, eyes briefly dropping. “Something came up. Figured I’d get ahead of it.”

“You’ve never gone back on a Sunday.”

“It’s not a big deal,” he said quickly. “I’ll still be home Thursday. Just shifting things around.” 

But Ben didn’t “shift.” He planned. He anticipated. He rarely adjusted without discussion.

Before I could respond, Maize shuffled in, Zoe close behind, still wrapped in a blanket.

“You’re leaving today?” Maize asked. 

“Yeah. Work stuff.” 

“Okay.” She tried to sound indifferent, but her gaze lingered. 

“You girls hungry?” I asked. 

“Starving,” Zoe mumbled. “Cinnamon rolls?”

“In the freezer.”

They disappeared down the hall.

Ben set down his mug. “I should finish packing.”

I watched him head upstairs. My eyes drifted to his laptop bag by the door, slightly unzipped.

Something white peeked from the front pocket.

A receipt.

I slid it out carefully, the paper crackling between my fingers.

Dated Friday—an electronics store. A battery pack. A burner phone. Paid in cash.

My stomach knotted. The pizza box surfaced again. 

Upstairs, drawers opened and closed. I slipped the receipt back into place and stepped away before he returned. 

I didn’t want to assume anything. 

But this mattered.

When Ben came down with his duffel, he pulled me into a hug. It lasted longer than usual. 

“I’ll be back Thursday,” he whispered.

“Be safe,” I said.

“You, too.”

The door shut behind him.

That sound echoed through the house. 

I turned toward the kitchen and stopped. 

Maize stood there, arms crossed, eyes steady. “He’s lying,” she said quietly.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

She stepped closer. “He’s been lying. For a while. You know that, right?”

“What makes you say that?” I asked gently.

She hesitated. “He’s been different. And I saw the other phone. The one in his briefcase.”

I stared at her. “You saw it?”

She nodded. “He thought I didn’t notice.”

My brilliant, too-observant daughter. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

She looked down. “I didn’t want to make it real.”

The words settled between us.

Later, while cleaning up, I shifted a stack of mail and found another receipt tucked between the envelopes.

It was for a different burner, bought on the same day but at a different store.

My fingers trembled.

Something wasn’t right.

And now, I wasn’t the only one who saw it.

Whatever this was, it had already slipped loose.

It hadn’t started with the receipts.

It started with the pizza box on our doorstep. 
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Chapter 6
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The Calm Before the Storm

Monday morning arrived muted. It wasn’t peaceful, just still. The usual rhythm of our home—drawers opening, feet on the stairs, the clatter of cereal bowls—had vanished. Even the hum of the refrigerator seemed louder without it. 

Ben’s absence rippled through the house, quiet but insistent. His morning routine left behind small, stubborn traces: the lingering scent of shaving cream, the creased corner of Sunday’s newspaper still resting on the counter, his favorite “Best Dad Ever” mug untouched in the cabinet.

I sat alone at the kitchen table, my fingers wrapped around a warm mug. The ceramic grounded me. Outside, morning filtered through the gingham curtains, casting thin lines of light and shadow across the floor. 

In front of me sat Maize’s graduation party checklist: balloons, catering, RSVP count. I stared at it, eyes skating over the words without meaning. What once felt exciting now looked like a performance—celebration layered over uncertainty. 

Ben had called the night before, like he always did. I was putting away dinner dishes when the phone rang.

“Hey, Jules,” he said.

His voice didn’t sound distant in miles, but in tone—flatter than usual, as though he were choosing his words with more care than the conversation required. There was something beneath it he didn’t acknowledge, but I could hear it anyway. 

He usually called when his train arrived, so the text—“Call you later”—caught my attention. It wasn’t just the change in routine; it was the same careful quality in his voice when he finally called, deliberate in a way I couldn’t quite name. 

“Did you get settled okay?” I asked, drying my hands on a dish towel I hadn’t realized was damp.

“Yeah, I’m good.”

A pause settled between us, long enough to feel intentional.

We slipped into the usual scaffolding—weather, Maize’s party, what I was cooking next week. The lines were right, but the delivery felt off—too careful, too measured. I ended the call feeling dull, as if I’d moved through fog. 

The unease curled up beside me in bed and stayed through the night.

Even the sunrise wasn’t enough to chase it away.

I was still replaying the call when I heard Maize. Her shuffle on the stairs brought me back like a hand on the shoulder.

She entered the kitchen with her backpack slung over one shoulder, her sweatshirt slightly twisted and hair wild from sleep, a burst of motion against the gray stillness of the morning. 

“Morning, Mom,” she said, grabbing a bowl from the cabinet.

“Morning, sweetheart.” I smiled, though it felt borrowed, like I was wearing someone else’s face.

“How’d you sleep?”

She shrugged, pouring her favorite cereal, frosted wheat squares. “Okay. Just weird to think it’s almost over.”

I knew what she meant. The closer graduation came, the sharper the goodbyes felt. Every “last” carried more weight.

“That’s normal,” I said. “You’ve had a beautiful four years. You’re allowed to feel everything.”

She nodded, quietly eating while scrolling on her phone. The soft clink of her spoon against the bowl was comforting, something real, something ordinary.

I watched her in the morning light, memorizing her. Dark eyes, brown hair, Ben’s dimples flashing when she smiled. She carried so much of him in her face it sometimes startled me. Nothing of my green eyes, my blonde hair. 

I didn’t tell her how often I still checked to make sure she was breathing at night. How, as a baby, I would hold a hand near her lips just to feel the soft brush of her breath against my skin, and how that instinct had never fully left.

She stood and kissed my cheek.

“Love you,” she said.

“Love you more,” I replied, the words catching in my throat.

The door closed behind her.

I sat still for a moment before turning back to the checklist. Balloons. Invitations. Tablecloths. I could check every box and still not feel prepared.

This wasn’t about the party. It was about the world tilting while everyone pretended it hadn’t.

I grabbed my purse and jacket, deciding to run errands. Sometimes motion was the only way to outrun my thoughts.

Outside, the fog had settled low and thick, like a heavy blanket pulled over the world. The road blurred at the edges. The world shrank to silhouettes. 

At the store, I moved like someone wading through molasses. Streamers. Tablecloths. Sparkly “Class of 2026” confetti. Everything blared in bright orange and black, the school colors shouting louder than I could. I ordered a sheet cake edged in the same colors, “Congratulations, Maize” piped across the center and flanked by two icing diplomas.

It felt surreal—preparing for celebration while carrying unease I couldn’t explain. 

I turned the corner into the produce section and nearly collided with someone. 

“Julia! Oh, my goodness! I haven’t seen you in forever!” the woman said, holding a mesh bag of lemons like treasure.

“Hi.” I offered a smile, the kind you give before your brain has caught up to the moment. “Carolyn,” I added, recalling her as someone I used to sit beside at PTO meetings when Maize was small and life revolved around bake sales and field trips.

“You’re looking well,” she said. “Getting ready for Maize’s graduation?”

“Trying to.” I gestured to my cart full of celebration.

Carolyn brightened. “It’s such an exciting time. Where’s she headed for college?”

“UCLA.”

Carolyn’s smile widened. “That’s where my nephew goes. Maybe they’ll cross paths.”

“Maybe,” I echoed, though my stomach had already twisted into a knot.

We exchanged pleasantries—the weather, the store’s recent renovations, the garden club’s spring brunch—and parted ways.

But the encounter stayed with me.

Carolyn, with her simple optimism, reminded me of who I used to be, or who I still tried to be. And just for a moment, I resented the space between that version of myself and the one standing in the produce section, smiling over citrus.

Back home, the silence wrapped around me tighter than before. I unpacked the decorations and set them on the counter. Streamers. Balloons. A banner lined with cartoon caps and bold block letters shouting “Congratulations!” They looked like postcards from another life.
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