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      For the ones who drifted apart, the ones who never let go, and the ones who should have severed ties...

      That's between you.

      And this story is between us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          ELLIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Video Diary Entry:

        September 5th, 8:48 PM

      

      

      

      “It’s scary,” I mutter to myself as much as my cell phone on the dash mount. The screen gives me a smaller view of the road I’m watching through my windshield. “Scary what love can drive a person to do.”

      I glance in my rearview before turning into the supermarket parking lot lit by streetlamps and the glowing neon sign above the automatic doors. Easing my foot off the gas, I watch him dart from his car toward the entry.

      How many women will check him out tonight? From quick glances to long, lustful stares, the attention used to make me feel proud to be with him. His charcoal gray peacoat fits him well, showing off his muscular frame. The light from inside the grocery store illuminates his thick, salt-and-pepper hair. Until this past year, I thought I was the only one running my fingers through it. Maybe I was naïve to think that… but I’m not sure.

      That’s why I’m here.

      “Maybe he’ll prove me wrong again,” I whisper, turning the wheel toward the back corner of the lot—where he won’t spot me when he comes out. “But when I have a gut feeling like this, it’s usually right. I don’t think he’s just getting us popcorn for the movie.”

      I reverse into the spot and park, adjusting my camera on the dash mount to focus on those automatic doors.

      “Maybe it’s the way he said ‘it won’t take long’ that felt off. Why would it take long? You’re just running out to grab the snack you were supposed to pick up on your way home from work.”

      I sigh, grasping the bottom of the steering wheel with my fingers and allowing my hands to dangle. “I told you I’d pick it up, but you refused. You don’t really listen to me anymore. Half the time, what you think is a thoughtful gesture creates more work for me. Like… tonight.”

      Through the automatic doors, strangers emerge into the evening with full carts of groceries. One holds a child’s hand, guiding them through the dark lot.

      There was a time I thought I wanted children, not long after Vince and I got together. It was the first time I felt secure enough to have one—secure in a relationship and in life. Vince wasn’t sure if he wanted kids, but said the idea of having a family appealed to him… whatever that meant.

      By the time he proposed, we’d decided that our happiness wasn’t contingent upon having children. Still, we agreed that if I somehow got pregnant, we’d welcome the addition to our family.

      But right now, stalking my husband from the back of a parking lot… I’m glad I’m on the pill.

      A man passes beneath the warm glow of lamplight two rows up with a bouquet of peonies—my favorite. They aren’t in season. They must have been expensive.

      The last time I got flowers was after Marcy died—a woman who was more a mother to me than my own ever was. She made me a beautiful abstract vase in her final weeks, and Cass brought it over after the funeral, filled with peonies that perfectly matched the pink and purple whirls.

      I haven’t used the vase since. All other flowers just feel wrong.

      I can’t remember the last time I felt right about anything. Can’t remember the last time I didn’t feel the urge to follow my husband when he goes out at night. I know it was before Christmas, so… over nine months. Nine months. And just over a year since my friend Tessa told me about her suspicions over margaritas. The signs might have been there before that… I just didn’t see them.

      I glance down at my fingers, from my fresh, pink polish to my knuckles, white against the wheel, to my wedding rings sparkling in the dashboard lights.

      All I want is to be proven wrong. I want him to show me I can trust him again so we can go back to the way things were. But that is definitely naïve.

      “This is what I do,” I lament, squinting past the neon sign through the automatic doors. “I looked hard for confirmation that my ex didn’t love me, too. It’s easier to leave someone in pain—someone who’s causing you so much pain—if they don’t care about you. I never found a shred of evidence that Adrien didn’t love me, but this… it’s different. This suspicion is founded. Isn’t it?”

      I sigh and slump back against the seat. “Cass, if you had come tonight, you’d have been prepared. You’d have brought binoculars. Stuck a tracker on his car. You’d have wanted to catch him together. You were there for me well before I met Vince… you’re the reason we met at all.”

      But that fantasy of being here with Cass isn’t just going back in time—that’s a wish from another universe entirely. Talk about naïve.

      A handsome man with salt-and-pepper hair, a thick beard, and a mustache emerges from the automatic doors with a bag in one hand and white flowers in the other. The orchids throw me off… but that’s him. My once adoring husband has finally bought me flowers. Potted flowers.

      He knows I don’t like potted flowers in the house. Just one more thing to take care of—one more responsibility while he’s away for weeks or months at a time.

      But that’s not why my chest hurts. Marcy loved orchids. Her husband brought a giant purple orchid to the hospital after one of her dialysis appointments. She smiled up at him like he’d hung the moon.

      Just thinking about her smile stabs guilt over my reaction to the flowers straight into my heart. I should be more grateful—accept that white orchid without letting my disappointment show. It’s a kind gesture, isn’t it, even if he didn’t think it through?

      I sigh and shift out of park as he ducks into his car.

      “Looks like he was being honest this time,” I mutter to the camera, flipping it to selfie-mode.

      So why do I sound so disappointed?

      I should be relieved—happy that he’s not with her. But here I am, filming my drive home. Still following my husband. Still watching, waiting for him to do something that will prove what I fear most.

      I follow him out of the grocery store lot, keeping a careful distance. Somehow, I’ll have to get ahead of him. If I shoot straight instead of turning at the next light, I can speed around the subdivision and enter from the east. I need to be home when he gets back.

      Reaching over to the passenger’s seat, I dig through my purse until my fingers slide along the bag, then a waxy straw of red licorice. I yank a piece from the pack.

      “I’d say this is all my parents’ fault. But I’m a grown woman, and I know better.” I speak to the camera like I would a friend—like I would have to Cass, before it all went wrong. “Therapy never helped. When I was younger, I couldn’t control anything. I had no control over what my father did—how many women Mom allowed him to screw without saying a word. I had no control over their excuses or how both of them acted like grief made it all okay. As if I didn’t have grief of my own.”

      I inhale and let it out slowly. “I have control now. Yet, here I am, desperate for proof of my husband’s affair. Do I really need an excuse to leave him? He’s been giving me excuses—no, reasons—for a year. All the work trips, the staying out late, rejecting me when I suggest a night out… it all adds up. But if Tessa had never shared her suspicions, maybe it wouldn’t have come to this. Maybe I’d be relaxing at home right now with licorice and ice cream, waiting for my husband to come back with popcorn.”

      I glance at the red, floppy straw, about to take a bite, but instead of turning at the intersection, Vince continues straight. I frown. That’s the way I planned to go. My lungs constrict, squeezing the air from my chest. 

      “What are you doing?” I say, and make a last-minute decision to continue on with him.

      If he gets home before me, I’ll just say I needed gas. The same way he needed popcorn.

      “Sure, I could be home right now,” I mutter, pointing my licorice at my cell phone’s camera lens. “But it sure doesn’t look like he’s going home. And I know that ignorance isn’t bliss. Love is an action. And inaction can cost you everything.”

      I’ve been taught that lesson time and again, with disastrous consequences. Life-and-death consequences.

      I take my foot off the gas, allowing him to get farther ahead. I’m not worried about losing him. The only thing down here is the elementary school… and the park.

      His car disappears behind the pines that surround the school’s parking lot. I hold my breath until he reemerges from behind the trees. He passes the turn into the school, straightening out again before hooking into the smaller gravel lot near the tree line. Near the paved path.

      We’ve walked the path through the woods behind the school more times than I can count. For a few years after we married, that was one of our places.

      I turn into the school parking lot and choose another dark corner, away from the streetlights. I can just make him out from here, sliding to a stop beside an SUV… is that hers?

      Needles stab at my chest. My phone screen is dim, recording the night, and I squint at it, using my fingers to flip the image, zooming in on my husband. 

      Vince climbs out of the car, his combat boots hitting the pavement, and shoves his keys in his pocket. He leans back inside and… steps back from the car with that potted white orchid, kicking the door closed behind him.

      My heart’s racing now, and I press two fingers against my carotid, counting as I try to breathe.

      “The orchid… it’s for her,” I whisper as if speaking in a normal tone would risk catching his attention from three hundred yards away. “I should have known.”

      Yes, Marcy loved orchids. But her daughter, Cass, appreciated seeing them around the house. Her daughter who was like a sister to me as I cared for Marcy in the hospital. Her daughter who became my best friend.

      Her daughter who is fucking my husband. Probably.

      Would Cass still be doing this if I’d gone after her the day it all fell apart? If we’d had it out? If we’d yelled and shouted hurtful things, admitting all our assumptions… would we have healed? Does it even matter now?

      I shove my uneaten licorice straw back into the bag and take a deep breath, trying not to throw up. “How could you?” I’m not sure which of them I’m speaking to. Maybe both.

      Vince steps onto the path, sidling past a man on a bike. It’s dark, and the path is heavy with shadows, but Vince doesn’t go far. He stops by a lamppost and sits on the bench beneath it—the bench where we used to stretch after our walks. And now he’s using it to meet Cass.

      But where is she? There’s only one way in. I shoot a quick glance over my shoulder at the road behind me—empty. While headlights glitter along the road in the distance, no cars have made the turn around the bend.

      What else can I do? I sit. I watch.

      I wait for her just like he is.

      The biker opens the trunk of the SUV and lifts his bicycle in. Soon, he’ll pull away. My husband will be the only one in the park, waiting to give flowers to someone who isn’t his wife. Watching him alone on that bench is pathetic—for both of us.

      Rage vibrates through my arms and hands, and I grab the steering wheel again. My jaw clenches.

      Vince knows my favorite flowers are peonies. The store had some. And he makes more at that insidious company than almost anybody else I know.

      But he wasn’t looking for peonies, because he wasn’t looking for me.

      My rib cage is too small—my eyes sting. How can Vince look me in the eye the way he did when he promised to love, cherish, and care for me for all the days of our life? How can he act like I’m the one when there’s another? How could Cass do this to me when I’d never do such a thing to her?

      I drop my hands from the wheel.

      “Even if he isn’t cheating, he’s lying, Ellie,” I tell myself. The clock on my dash reads nine-thirteen. “I’m betting he was supposed to meet her here at nine. He’s never late, but today, I held him up at the door, insisting we had enough snacks.”

      I release a little huff of laughter, my chest constricting. If I’d waited at home, he’d have convinced me there was a long line at the store. Even as I watch him sitting on that bench, I know I can convince myself it’s nothing to worry about… if I try hard enough.

      But that’s part of the reason I’m recording this. I can’t wind up like my mother, acting like it’s fine, or worse, that it’s not happening at all. I need proof that he’s betrayed me in a way I’ll never forgive—in a way that means I have no choice but to leave.

      Vince checks his watch.

      “I bet he’ll wait until a quarter after, then he’ll leave. He won’t risk making me more suspicious. He already thinks I ask too many questions, that I protest too much when he goes to the bar with his work friends—my old colleagues. And I’d never go with him to see them. I see Tessa and Theo all the time, but I don’t care if I ever see the others again…”

      The words ring false, because they are. As much as I hate it, Cass is the exception—if she called tomorrow, I’d answer, because love is an action. But she won’t be an exception once I have my proof.

      “It’s not about what you hear—what anybody tells you—or what you want to believe. It’s what you know that counts.” I sigh. “I think that’s why I’m really out here. Tessa has suspicions about Vince and Cass, but until I have proof… I just can’t believe it. Any of it.”

               The clock hits nine-fifteen. As Vince stands, I shift the car from park into drive, keeping my foot on the brake pedal, waiting until he’s in his car with that stupid orchid—the one meant for someone else. He’ll probably give it to me along with the popcorn.

      You don’t just throw away a marriage, but I can’t remain in one with someone I can’t trust. I’ll have to confront him eventually. The question is, will I do it with proof? Or will I look insane? Either way, I can’t keep doing this.

      “Look what you’re doing to me, Vince,” I whisper, hitting the button to flip the camera, tears pooling in my eyes. “You once told me I brought you back from the awful places in your head. I pulled you up, out of the darkness. And here you are, shoving me down into it.”

      I blink to clear my blurry vision. As he pulls out of his spot, I ease the rest of the way out of mine, finger hovering over the red record button.

      “If I didn’t love him, I wouldn’t be doing this.” My eyes glitter in the glow of the cell phone screen, my perfect curls shining as I lean in to end the recording. “It really is scary, what love can drive a person to do.”
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            CASSANDRA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Video Diary Entry:

        September 6th, 2:03 PM

      

      

      

      I’m squinting at the screen as I push record, the camera aimed directly at my giant freckled face. The curtains flutter as I settle the cell phone against the window ledge, white gauze brushing past the lens like a cloud. But the Minnesota breeze pulls the haze back as I retreat around the queen-sized bed. 

      Cameras see everything more clearly than any person can. The pale green of the walls, which matches my eyes. The white orchid—my favorite—sitting atop the dresser, sprigs of dried eucalyptus in the vase beside it. The sunlight bleaching sharp lines across the rumpled comforter—black, covered in abstract blue-and-green swirls. Strange for a grown woman’s bedroom, maybe, but my best friend knew they looked like DNA helixes when she bought it for my birthday.

      Well… ex-best friend.

      I would have given Ellie the helix fruit bowl that now sits in my kitchen if I’d been invited to her wedding, a throwback to the comforter, the job we did together, even if she only worked with me for a year. A throwback to our friendship—the way we used to love each other. Now, I keep those memories locked somewhere deep in my guts where they don’t hurt as much… except for that comforter. Even our soccer trophy is tucked in a drawer.

      I guess the camera can’t catch that last part. But it can certainly see the helixes on the sheets. It can see Pebbles the teddy bear sitting sentinel on my pillow—ratty, but his button eyes are as sharp as ever. Judgmental. He looked at me the same way when I took the pictures off the walls. They hurt too much to look at, too. 

      But I kept that damn bear.

      So many things tucked away in boxes. Metaphorical and otherwise.

      I cock my head at the little red record button. What exactly does the camera see in my face now—what do I see as I look at the tiny screen propped against the window? Excitement? Anxiety? I suppose both of those are true as I turn my attention to the half-full backpack that now sits on the comforter.

      The blue dresser adorned with drawer pulls in abstract shapes—my mother’s tiny signature on the back of each—is within arm’s reach at my side. I’ve never needed a second night table, which is either very convenient or very sad. 

      But that’s about to change. I’d say something pithy like “a girl can hope,” but I’ve never been one to leave things to chance. As Ellie would say, love is an action. And inaction can cost you everything.

      I aim my face at the camera, take a deep breath, and smile. It’s very news anchor, very attorney in court—very righteous. All things I’m not.

      “September sixth,” I begin, “the year I decided to change my life. This will be my first entry in this video diary. I mean, I’ve done them before, which you clearly know if you’re watching this—and you better not be, right? I mean, it’s a diary, not a social media reel.” 

      I laugh nervously, combing my fingers through my shoulder-length hair, a brilliant orange-red shade that my brother, Adrien, said made us look like a pair of Chucky dolls. He said I sounded like Chucky too. My tone has always reminded me of a clarinet, a touch reedy, but I think he just didn’t like that I sounded like our father—didn’t like how close we were. But while I had Dad, he always had our mother… until he didn’t.

      I swallow, trying to force myself to look more confident than I feel. All that matters is what the camera sees. All that matters is what I show the world—the helix without the hurt. And though I’ll never show these videos to anyone, at least the camera will know I’m not a monster—that I’m conflicted about what’s happened. That much, at least, is true.

      “This entry will be a new start,” I announce. “So many things have been twisted up, beaten into the wrong shape over the years. Sometimes, I hardly recognize myself—hardly recognize my life.”

      I bite my lip, then fold my lucky sweatshirt into the backpack. Butter-soft, well-worn after years of soccer practices. The trophy in the dresser drawer is a testament to its usefulness as a good luck charm. But just thinking about that trophy makes my stomach clench. I keep my gaze straight ahead. 

      “I wonder if other people feel like they missed some vital opportunity—if they dream about it every night the way I do. If they think they might actually lose their minds if they can’t undo their mistakes, even if those mistakes weren’t fully theirs. You can’t always control what other people do. But if you try… I have to believe you can show them the error of their ways. Bring them back around. If I didn’t believe that, I wouldn’t be doing any of this.” 

      I pause, nostrils flaring, eyes locked on the camera, the lens feeling less like a confidant now and more like a judge—like Pebbles.

      “I’m not sure I want to go on—to say it all out loud. Will that make this more real? What if I fail? My life isn’t the only one that needs changing, and what I’m asking… rejection isn’t impossible. But…” I sigh. “No. This truly is a necessity. He’ll see that.” 

      Plus, I can’t say these things aloud to anyone else. And if someone else does end up watching this video diary… well, that means something went terribly wrong, doesn’t it? 

      I glance down at my hand, using my thumb to twirl my ring around my middle finger—my mother’s ring. She made it just after I was born: a feathery half circle in silver, an emerald in the middle that perfectly matches my eyes. There’s another ring that goes with it, with an emerald that slips seamlessly into a space near the top edge of the C. Bound together. 

      But I don’t have that one. It’s probably rusting, thrown aside like trash. Decomposing, like her. Like everything, I guess, when I really think about it… which, of course, I try not to do. Usually. 

      “If Mom hadn’t been sick, I never would have met Ellie,” I say softly. “And that was really the start of everything, wasn’t it? There was awfulness in my life before, don’t get me wrong, but…” I frown, thinking, eyes still locked on my ring. “It almost feels like I was living in a snowstorm. Ellie was a giant snowball, collecting every shattered piece of my life in an avalanche of my failings.” 

      I shake my head, as if to shake the thought off. This isn’t about some ring or my failures or even about my ex-best friend. This is about the rest of my life. And it’s been a year already—a year of sneaking around, of clandestine phone calls. A year of feeling a nagging hope in my chest blossom into something angry and sharp. Something viciously determined. And I’m done lying in bed alone at night, feeling the pull of that thing trying to eat its way out of me. It’ll eat me alive if I don’t do something drastic.

      “It doesn’t matter how things start,” I say with conviction I don’t really feel. “Only how they end.”

      I lock my eyes on the camera and flash a wide, million-dollar smile. I’m not wearing makeup, but that has never detracted from its effectiveness. Even here, I’m trying to manipulate the situation. It’s a well-practiced skill, using that green-eyed, Chucky-esque cuteness, though the dudes I’m into like me for my brain instead—my environmental science degrees. 

      Fine, dude. Singular. 

      “It’s rare in life to be fully transparent,” I say, my smile fading. “These days, I never allow myself to be truly vulnerable. I used to, I think—with my father. Until I had things to hide. I was mostly open with Ellie, too. But since we parted ways, I hold the hard stuff back. And I won’t make my dad spend his final months listening to my problems.” I stop, but I can hear the line I don’t say: or my solution. 

      I clear my throat. “For the purposes of this diary, I’m going to be honest. With you and mostly with myself. This series of videos will be an unusual love story, one long overdue. It’s complicated, and it might end badly—I’m not stupid. But I think it will be beautiful. I imagine that one day he and I will watch these videos together, see the journey documented in bits and pieces, all of which will show why I’m doing this the way I am. How it happened. Why it took me so damn long to actually take this step. I think he’ll appreciate it, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. How many opportunities does one really get to fix the things that never should have broken in the first place?” 

      I reach to my right and open the dresser drawer, transferring socks into the backpack on top of my portable battery pack, the phone charger. Then I hold up a pair of black lace panties—my favorites. Well… not only mine.

      “Should I bring them? I’m sure they’ll come in handy. I’ve been accused of being a flirt, but I’m no tease.”

      I wink. But my lip trembles.

      “Kidding. I mean, they will come in handy, of course, but it won’t matter what underwear I have on—they’ll be at my ankles soon enough. And I’m not sure lace is really the way to go in the North Dakota wilderness.” 

      I toss the panties back into the drawer, pause, then grab them again and slip them into the backpack. But my face stays turned away from the camera, my eyes locked on the drawer. I reach inside once more and pull a single photograph into the light, the overheads glaring off the surface.

      “I definitely can’t take this,” I say quietly. “Can’t risk making anyone suspicious. I only have so much good faith to use up, and the five people I’ll be spending the next week or two with have a lot of reasons to hate me and even more reasons to hate each other. And I can’t blame them.” At least not all of them. 

      I shake my head, my left hand dropping to the pack, fingers drumming—a nervous habit. The drumming stops when I lean over to return the photo to the drawer, but my fingers stay locked on the pull. I can’t seem to force it closed. Can’t shut away his face, his eyes, his handsome smile. 

      He should be here with me right now. And the fact that he isn’t…

      The creature in my chest writhes around, waking up—getting ready. 

      “I know we all make mistakes,” I whisper to the drawer—to him. “I’ve made more than most. I could make excuses, say that I got sucked in, that I lost myself somehow. That I’m not to blame.” 

      I turn my eyes back to the camera. “I knew what I was doing. I didn’t get caught up, didn’t lose my head, didn’t fall for some rose-colored nonsense or misread the signs. No one tricked me—I was well aware. I studied psychology before I got into environmental science, and I’m not naïve. Maybe a bitch, but not naïve.” 

      I pause. “Fine, there’s no maybe about the bitch part.”

      I zip the pack closed and heft it onto my shoulder. “I’m not sure what will happen over the next weeks. But it’s too late to change my mind. Besides, there’s no choice. I have to go. For my sake… and even more for his.”

      I glance over at the dresser once more. I slam the drawer shut. When I turn back, my shoulders are square, my mouth set. I make my way around the bed, lifting the camera from its perch and aiming the lens at my face, close enough to blur my freckles. 

      “I have to go,” I repeat, finger poised to end the recording. “Because that’s where he’ll be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ELLIE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Video Diary Entry:

        September 15, 3:35 PM

      

      

      

      “I saw Tessa Monroe in the supermarket this afternoon.” My voice shakes as I glance from my white mouse to the little black webcam sitting atop the monitor.

      I take a deep breath, squinting at the glowing red light, collecting my thoughts. I need to start from the beginning.

      “My name is Eleanor Milligan.”

      That’s who I am, but as I stare at my face on the screen, it’s like I’m looking at a stranger. Her long, bleach-blonde hair sits air-dried and wavy, covering her chest, cascading out of the picture. This woman’s big, blue eyes are filled with pain, lips tight with confusion as she shifts in her office chair, a large, full bookcase as her backdrop. 

      But that book collection is mine, and so is the hair I usually keep curled and smooth, styled just so. It only feels like this is happening to someone else. Maybe I just wish it were. Either way, making this recording—a tactic I learned from Cass when she got me the job at EnviroTech—means it’s real.

      I tuck my hair behind my ears and clear my throat, trying to keep the worry from my tone. “I’m a former employee of EnviroTech Consulting. My husband is Vincent Blackwell, ex-military, currently employed there. He left on assignment on September sixth. He never returned.”

      My voice is tight despite my efforts, but I should at least appear confident—no one likes a messy girl.

      I straighten my posture and look up at the little red light—into the eyes of whoever may need to see this if things go wrong. I should have taken the time to do my hair. But it feels too late now—every second that passes feels more vital. More dangerous.

      “I don’t know much about their research assignment. That’s the way the company operates. You get your assignment a few days before you have to leave, pack your bags, and drive down to headquarters for a briefing before departure. The morning he left, Vince kissed me on the cheek before sweeping past me with a large duffle in each hand.”

      I pause, remembering the scratch of his mustache and beard against my cheek, the hint of coffee on his breath—the way his brown eyes never met mine. The blue hair ribbon I tied to one of those duffle bags on our first mission together flopped with each step he took. Each step away from me.

      Focus, Ellie. I blink the memories away and look back at the camera. I can’t look like I’m spaced out. I need to be taken seriously.

      “EnviroTech frowns on sharing specifics of any mission, but I think he said it was a domestic assignment. I wasn’t really paying attention.” I swallow hard, take a deep breath, and mutter, “I should have been paying attention.”

      All I could focus on was the fight we’d had when he told me he’d be leaving again.

      This past January, I told Vince our marriage was being negatively affected by the frequency of his trips away from home. I asked if he could take fewer assignments, and he begrudgingly agreed. But Vince is passionate about his job as a team leader for EnviroTech. He resented me for asking—for taking him away from his life’s purpose. And if anyone could understand what that felt like, it was me.

      I’d been in a similar position with an old boyfriend—lost my job because of him. But I wasn’t given a choice. I spiraled into my first major depressive episode soon after—stayed there until Cass got me that job.

      I guess I should have seen it coming—my mother was depressed for most of my childhood. I imagined I was immune because I’d faced worse and come out okay. When I was twelve, I lost my little brother in a hit-and-run, yet I wasn’t depressed then—I was angry. But when I was diagnosed after losing my job at the hospital, I remember thinking that was the only thing my mother and I had in common. Well, that, and the tendency to smile as if nothing’s wrong even when we’re dying inside.

      Nobody likes a complainer. That’s what she’s always said, and though what I’m doing now isn’t really complaining, I’m careful with my words.

      “While Vince was away this past week, he never texted—they didn’t have reception—but he called me twice on the satellite phone. Once on the first night to apologize.” I lick my top lip and bite it, fighting the urge to obsess over what he said to me his last night home—more the things he didn’t say—and instead, focus on the camera.

      “I accepted his apology and told him I’d miss him. But I heard a familiar voice in the background. Our friend, Tessa Monroe, the maid of honor at our wedding, was asking Theo, Vince’s best man, for help with her tent. I knew it was him because he made a joke about pitching a tent without the poles. That’s how I knew those two were there, but I wasn’t sure about anyone else.”

      I fold my hands on the desk, noticing a chip in the pink polish on my index finger. Crap—how long has it been like that? I cross my middle finger over it, hiding the rough dent as I continue.

      “He called again three days later, at six AM. Vince knows I don’t usually wake up for my morning walk until seven, so either he forgot, didn’t care, or needed to talk to me right then. I don’t know if I sensed any urgency in his voice when he called, or if I’m just thinking I did in hindsight. Probably the latter. I’ve gone over that call—our last call—a thousand times, trying to analyze if there was any hint that he was calling to say goodbye.”

      I lace my fingers tighter and squeeze—for pain or comfort, I’m not sure. “It lasted less than a minute. He told me their research was going well. He wasn’t sure when they’d be back, but said if things kept going the way they were, it wouldn’t be long.”

       Earlier this year, if he’d told me that, I would have felt relieved. It’s what I asked for, after all. I wanted him home with me.

      But things have changed. When he left on this assignment, I wasn’t sad to see him go. His absence meant I couldn’t follow him around. I didn’t have to wait up for him, wondering when he’d be home or how drunk he’d be when he arrived. The empty house had started to feel like a vacation—I was working remote data entry, but at least I was focusing on myself. I didn’t have to pretend things were fine or go out of my way to improve our relationship when the effort was rarely reciprocated.

      My gaze wanders to the window on my left, behind the computer screen, out into the gray. “Days passed after that last phone call,” I say to the stormy sky. “I got this terrible feeling something was wrong. I still have that feeling, and it isn’t one thing that makes this time feel different. It’s all the little things piling up since Christmas. It’s all the things left unsaid.” I turn back to the red light. “He didn’t tell me she was there.”

      I swallow hard and roll up the sleeves of my forest-green sweater, stealing another glance at my image, smoothing a flyaway hair. Am I really about to admit the suspicions I’ve kept to myself for so long? Am I ready for the judgment? For whoever watches this to know that underneath my carefully conceived image, I’m coming apart—have been since the EnviroTech Christmas party?

      “I was grocery shopping this afternoon when I ran into Tessa Monroe,” I say, making a mental note to edit out the beginning if I have to pass these recordings along. “She’s been a scientist and researcher at EnviroTech for more than a decade—a lifer, like Vince. I’d only been working with her for a few months when I broke things off with my ex, but she let me sleep in her spare room. Tessa became a fast friend. One of the only friends I have now.”

      I’m wringing my hands, and I check to make sure they’re out of frame—just. I need the person watching this to believe me. I need them to believe the danger—if it comes to that.

      “I knew Tess had been on that trip with Vince, so I was shocked to see her today. We were coming from opposite ends of the cereal aisle with our carts, and she stopped short, her eyes wide like I’d caught her off guard. But then she gave me her familiar wide, thin smile. I asked what she was doing home.”

      I lick my lips, taking a deep breath. “She didn’t know what I meant. She said they were all back—had been since yesterday evening, September fourteenth.” I won’t admit that my gut reaction was to try to cover up the fact that I hadn’t seen my husband, to act like things were fine, just fine, the way I did when she told me her suspicions about Cass.

      “I was embarrassed. I’m sure I went red. She must have noticed because her expression turned from confusion to concern. She asked, ‘Hasn’t Vince been home yet?’ and I just shook my head no, like an idiot.”

      I pinch my white-gold wedding and engagement rings together, still staring at the little red light. “Vince has always come straight home after an assignment. After spending so much time together, he never even wants to grab a drink with the team. When I worked there, I felt the same.” Cass was the only person I never got sick of being around.

      I push the thought aside. “Vince always appreciated washing off the mission in our shower, the comforts of his own bed. A year ago, he’d have wanted to make love to me as soon as possible, too.” And now, he doesn’t even kiss me on the lips when we say goodbye.

      My ribs constrict, but I force out, “It didn’t make sense. And while Tessa knows me well, I know her too—she knew more than she was saying. It isn’t like her to bite her tongue… unless she’s trying to de-escalate a situation. So, I asked her if she saw Vince leave headquarters.”

      I sniff. “Tessa pressed her lips together and nodded. That was all I needed to know she was there—that Cassandra Voss had been on that assignment, and that they’d left work together upon their return. Tessa confirmed it. The only reason I had to ask directly was because of how much Tessa cares about Vince—about us. She even apologized to me for not intervening because she knows how Cass is: direct, unapologetic, and unabashedly flirty, even with married men—especially with my husband.” 

      I’d seen the flirting—tame enough that it never bothered me. But I caught Cass and Vince alone together at the Christmas party, whispering in one of the dark offices. I stood outside that door watching him lean in close, waiting for a kiss—for proof. But I must have shifted my weight against the door because it creaked, and I made a narrow escape back to the party. 

      When Vince returned less than a minute later, I was shivering with adrenaline. He led me outside, put his suit jacket over my shoulders, and we slow-danced by the side door as he hummed “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.” But he wasn’t. He was on another assignment.

      I stare at my face on the screen, the red light on the webcam, trying to force myself to go on. This history all feels relevant, but I’m not sure whether saying it out loud will help my case or make them dismiss me as a paranoid stalker.

      Maybe they’d be right to. I never even confronted Vince about what I saw at that party—never wanted to until I had something concrete to confront him with. And confronting Cass would have been far too awkward. She and I hadn’t spoken in four years by that point. And back when we were friends, Vince and I weren’t together.

      I was with her brother, Adrien.

      Was I trying to save him the way I couldn’t save my mother, my brother? I’m not sure now. But after Marcy died, Adrien sank into a depression. Our beginning was electric, passionate, and all-consuming. We provided each other a place to lose ourselves, suffocate our grief.

      I found out about his addiction later. But that only convinced me that he needed me more—he hid a lot of his pain from Cass. I never could have expected he’d take my badge to steal drugs from my hospital. They didn’t have proof, but they fired me anyway.

      Why didn’t I tell Cass the truth? Shame, I guess. I told her they’d had to downsize. She didn’t know how bad his drug use had gotten—he’d made me promise not to share his own shameful actions of desperation due to his addiction. At the end of our friendship, all she could focus on was that I’d kept her in the dark, left her brother when he needed me most, and moved on to Vince less than two months later.

      Is this payback? Is that what she’s doing with Vince? Despite everything that happened, I can’t believe she’d do this to me—that either of them would. But people change. And they aren’t always who you thought they were in the first place. Maybe Tessa’s right—maybe the office gossip is right. It certainly seems that way… except…

      I suck a quick inhale through my nose. Yes, this is the relevant part, the only part I need them to know.

      I grab my phone from beside me and tap the screen, scrolling to the app. Then I turn the cell to face the webcam, making sure the reflection doesn’t obstruct the view of the map.

      “My husband didn’t tell me where he went, but I knew. I always knew exactly where he was—so long as he had reception, I could track him with this app. His last known location was near a little town called Everston in North Dakota. His phone is still there.”

      I place my phone back on the desk and rest my sweaty fingers on the mouse, staring right into the webcam. “I keep waiting for my husband to walk through our front door and tell me this has all been some misunderstanding. That he lost his phone in the woods. But waiting around is dangerous—inaction can be deadly. And there’s only one person I know with the skills to help me.” 

      I wiggle the mouse and lead the arrow to the red record button on the screen beneath my picture.

      “Theo was Vince’s best man at our wedding, so I can’t count on him to be on my side… but I have to try. I know Tessa thinks they’ve finally done it—that Vince and Cass have run off together—but I can’t bring myself to accept that without proof. And I can’t take the chance of not documenting my findings in case… there’s another explanation. Something connected to EnviroTech.”

      I glance at my determined expression—my awful, unkept hair—before speaking to the camera one last time. “Like Cass herself once told me, ‘You can’t trust those slippery bastards. You have to cover your own ass.’”
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