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[bookmark: _Toc235645989]Prologue
She sat cross-legged in her bed, the room is dark except for the faded street lights coming in from the window, and the glare of her phone screen she’s been staring at, as she’s biting fiercely on her nails, her legs shaking, waiting desperately for a reply. 
Her eyes kept moving in a frantic loop, going through the conversation over and over, reading between the lines, analysing every word. 
12:37 AM “I know you're tired,” she had texted earlier. 
01:02 AM “All I said was that I wanted to spend the day with you cause it’s our anniversary and I really missed you.”
Nothing.
02:18 AM “Please say something, don’t leave me like this. The distance between us lately has already been taking a toll on us, I won’t be able to take more of it. Please.”
03:02 AM “I swear I’m not trying to add pressure on you.” Her eyes start to tear up as she continues reading “I’m the one who always make you feel better, you know that don’t you?”
Silence.
She kept looking at the timestamps on each of her messages. As the minutes bled into hours between each text with no reply from him, her heart grew heavier and heavier.
The tears kept falling freely down her face, hot and heavy with fear. The silence wasn’t new. She had grown used to it over the six long years of their on-again-off-again relationship.
They had survived it before.
A day.
Sometimes two. Sometimes longer. Much longer. He always came back though. 
But every time it happened, it left deep bruises. She was so terrified this time; this specific type of silence was always ugly. They rarely fought, but when these silent stretches happened, she knew what came afterwards, it never ended well. 
She tried to tell herself he probably went to sleep, he’ll reply in the morning. It’s fine, she’s panicking for no reason, she convinced herself. He will come around, she flipped the phone screen side down after making sure it’s not on silent, laid on her side in a child-like pose, and kept rocking herself as tears fell on her cheek till she must have passed out.
She woke up to her alarm 08:00 AM. As panic hits her she picks up the phone with hope overpowering her, then she got struck with the blank screen, still nothing, no notification, nothing. She still kept trying to convince herself everything’s fine, he’s probably just getting ready for work, he must have already calmed down and will call her on the way to work then they will meet as planned. It’s their anniversary after all, of course he will. Right?
She got up and decided to get ready to go to work as well. She kept staring at her closet for what seemed to be an eternity. That’s not how this day was supposed to start. She had already taken the day off from work cause they were supposed to be together today. Her outfit was ready, the gift was ready, everything was set. She stared at the overnight bag she already had prepared and she felt the tears build up again.
Eventually she decided not to go to work after all, she was in no state to face anyone anyway. She sat on the floor next to the bag watching the phone with every passing minute, 9 AM, 10 AM, 11 AM, until she couldn’t take it anymore. 
“Please don't be so cruel. I'm really scared.” She texted again.
She started to panic as she watched the screen, hoping, praying.
And then she sees it. The 3 small dots in a grey bubble. Her heart lit up. Oh thank God, he must be calm now. They will work through this.
The dots vanished and the text appeared.
“I’m tired and fed up.”
She stared at the words, puzzled, she didn’t understand what she was reading. He must have been really under pressure, she thought. He must have felt really exhausted. He's been under pressure for such a long time. 
That's why they hadn’t been meeting up lately, she understood that. But that was their anniversary. They were supposed to spend the day together, to escape their problems into each other. Their special days were always a very big deal. They were each other’s happy places.
She began typing without thinking further, “I know you are.” Her fingers flying, as if she didn’t reply in a matter of seconds she’ll lose him forever. “Please let me take off that pressure off you. That’s what I’m there for.”
Nothing. She watched the screen till it went dark.
She stared at the black reflection of her own face for what seemed like forever, before tapping the screen back to life. “I know you’re in a bad place right now, forget the anniversary, can I at least see you for a little bit? We don’t have to spend the whole day together.”
She still hoped he’d calm down eventually. He was just angry, upset, under pressure from work, family, anything. 
She never expected that she was a part of that pressure. She was his happy place. The one he came to for comfort. The one he came to on his own terms. 
After many years together, she stopped asking him to show up. She only waited for him to come on his own terms. But lately the waits were getting longer and colder, yet she always waited.
She forced herself out of bed, walked to the bathroom, trying to normalize the silence. It’s fine, she whispered to herself. He’ll reply.
She stood before the mirror, and the sight of her own reflection shocked her. Her upper lids were swollen to double their size. Heavy and distorted. The tears were running down her cheeks, with streaks engraved on her cheeks. 
She stared at her own haunted eyes and felt a shiver down her spine. How did I get here? What is going on? We're going to get through this, right? 
As she reaches to the tap to open the water to wash her face, she then had a thought that felt like she got hit by a bus.
Oh no, did he mean… he’s tired and fed up of her?
The room spun. Panic overtook her, her heart beating like it’s trying to jump out of her chest. Abandoning the running water, she ran out of the bathroom, lunged for her phone, collapsed on the ground and started typing.
“Please don’t do this. I love you and you love me, you know that. Let’s just talk and work this out.”
She tightly closed her eyes, her chest heaving as her breathing grew faster, louder. The tears are uncontrollable now. The truth hitting her as she finally realized what this meant.
A wave of bitter self-loathing crashed over her. She felt completely pathetic. In all his silent episodes over the years, through every cold stretch, she had never chased him like this. She had always kept her dignity, she learned the hard way to let him be until he chose to return, no matter how agonizing the wait had been for her every time. But this time, she couldn't do it. She couldn't wait it out. She couldn’t go through another wave of the silence.
And she hated it.
Hated the desperation in her tone.
Hated how petrified she was out of fear.
Hated that somewhere between loving him and losing him, she had become someone she barely recognized.
Yet with shaking fingers, she still sent one last word: “Please.”
The last thing she could she before the tears completely blurred her vision, was his last text, still there staring back at her.
“I’m tired and fed up.”
After that, there was no reply, no more texts. Just the agonizing loud voice of silence.
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*Beep Beep Beep*
I feel around for my phone, my eyes remain closed until my fingers touch it right on the edge of the bed. 
I blindly hit the snooze button, roll over and take a deep breath as I get ready to steal a few more minutes of sleep. 
Less than a minute later, I open my eyes, pick up the phone, it’s 6.00 AM. I quickly browse through my notifications, emails, take a quick peek at Instagram. My feed is full of gym workouts, parenting tips, funny stuff and whatever my algorithm was giving me based on what I usually browse. Right in the middle of a video about a guy teasing his mother about how safe hiking up a mountain is, I feel movement next to me on the other side of the bed, I look up at Adam as he shifts in his sleep. 
I lock my phone, toss it back next to me, and slide closer to him. I loop my arm around his waist, my other hand gently caressing his hair. 
He moans quietly in his sleep. I lean in and whisper “Good morning!”. 
He doesn’t open his eyes and rumbles under his breath “Morning babe.” 
I love our moments in the mornings, short, quiet and sweet. They always remind me to start my day being grateful for the life I’ve built with this amazing man. 
He interrupts my thoughts, his voice thick with sleep, with eyes still closed “You’re going for your run?”. 
“Yes, wanna come with?” as I lean closer and plant a soft kiss on his forehead. 
“Too sleepy.” He mutters
That’s fine. My morning run has actually become my personal sanctuary, thirty daily minutes of absolute ‘me time’. Adam will probably get his gym time later in the day anyway.
“Okay go back to sleep.” 
He half-opens one eye, grabs my hand, lifts it up to his mouth, kisses it lightly. I smile at him and continue to stroke his thick brown hair until his breathing evens out pretty quickly as he drifts off back to sleep. 
*Beep Beep Beep*
Ten mins later, the second alarm cuts through the silence, this time I quickly turn it off so it doesn’t wake him up. 
I slide my bare feet off the bed to the cold hardwood floor. I put on my running gear. I tiptoe down to the kitchen as I always do so I don’t wake the rest of the house, grab my banana and my headphones, and slip out the front door.
It takes me a minute or two as I munch on the banana down the driveway and across the road to the jogging track. I look at my watch, start my outdoor run workout, fire up my favourite wake-up playlist and let the music set my pace for the run. 
As I said, these morning runs are my sanctuary. Problem is, for a person like me, I can’t really shut my brain off, so instead of having a few minutes of zen, I usually end up with thirty minutes of uninterrupted overhyped brain activity. My mind immediately starts clicking through the open tabs in my head. 
First on the list: Did I press send on that email with the final presentation draft for Monday’s meeting? I think I did. Did I? Someone’s would have chased me if I didn’t. But then again, someone would have contacted me if they had any comments, too. Did I remember to put in that updated report?
I force myself to take a deep breath. It’s the weekend; I’m not supposed to be thinking about work. 
I look up at the trees around me as the early sunshine starts seeping through the leaves. I love this neighbourhood, we moved here a couple of years ago so the kids could be closer to school since we wanted someplace more family-oriented. 
Our house is incredible. We managed to get a pretty good deal on it considering its size as compared to the tiny 2 bedroom apartment we used to have in the city before. But as the kids started growing up we needed a bigger space so each of them could have their own space.
Which reminds me, did they finish their homework yesterday? We have plans today, I don’t want them to get interrupted by unfinished homework. I hope so. I’m really not in the mood to get into an argument with 2 kids over “But mooom, I don’t want to”. I know it’s not a big deal, but that’s how me and Adam raised, study, study, study. Smart parents raise smart kids, right? 
Come on Amanda, disconnect for a second.  
I let myself drift off to the music for a few seconds before the next tab pops up. 
So let’s go through the plan for the day, beach day. We’ve had a pretty cold winter this year, and it’s quite exciting that we finally get to have some sun warm enough to finally get to the beach. I love it there, maybe I would be able to get some actual quite time by the water. 
Do we have everything ready? I guess so, if not it’ll probably be in the garage or in the attic in one of those lingering boxes we left to ‘unpack later’ when we moved in. But I guess if they remained unpacked for a couple of years maybe they don’t contain anything we actually need.
I quickly check my watch and I see my heart rate steadily climbing into my target zone, good sign, I let the tunes carry me as I silently sing along with the lyrics for a bit. After a while, I reach the final bend back toward our street.
As I slow my pace to cool down coming close to our driveway, a massive red moving loudly enters the neighbourhood . I guess someone is moving in, maybe it’s the house next door. I noticed the Sold sign hanging in the yard couple of days back. If it is the house next door, I hope they have kids. 
The old couple on the other house on the other side of our yard, the Branstons, are incredibly sweet. They have offered to babysit on multiple occasions, and me and Adam actually took them up on their offer quite a few times. But still, it will be a nice to have another family with kids around.
I walk back into the house and as soon as I unlock the door and take off my noise cancelling headphones, I hear the hustle and bustle around. The kids are up. 
I put my headphones down on the console next to the door and slip off my running shoes tucking them in the hallway closet, just as my eldest daughter comes running around the corner.
“Mommy’s here”. Nina, my eight year old, throws her arms around my waist. “We’re going to the beach today right?” I plant a kiss on her head and tell her “Yes”. 
Guess I wouldn’t ruin the day over the homework, let it be for now. She ran back yelling “Yaaaaay, Ben come on get ready to go to the beach.”. 
I yell back “We’re not going now it’s still too early. Get ready for breakfast first.” I hear both of them yelling back “Ok mom.” as I head up the steps. 
I walk into our bedroom just as Adam is getting out of the shower, a white towel wrapped around his waist and holding another one to dry off his hair. He looks at me and says “kids are a little too excited.” 
I laugh, leaning against the doorframe looking at him “it’s way too early for that level of energy”. 
He drops the towel from his hair, steps across the room towards me, puts his hands on my waist pulling me against him “I’m a little excited too” 
I press my hand against his chest, smiling.  “Come on, let me go. I need to hop in the shower. It was hot outside.”
He follows with a playful glint in his eyes “I don’t mind joining you.” 
“I thought you already showered.” I tease him.
“I might need another one”, he whispers as he lays a deep, lingering kiss on my lips. 
I love this man, I love how effortless we are together. With all the endless noise and open tabs in my head, Adam always knows how to hit that minimize button on them.
As I move toward the bathroom, I notice at the corner of my eye the red moving truck next door from the window as it backs in the house next door and cut its engine, getting ready to unload.
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I’m sat at the kitchen table with Adam and the kids having breakfast. Since it’s the weekend, it’s one of those occasions we can get to have a proper breakfast; eggs, toast, sausages, waffles. 
Nina is helping Ben to try and cut his waffle with his tiny plastic knife and fork. It puts a smile on my face watching them. Adam must have noticed cause he reaches over the table and holds my hand, I look at him and squeeze his hand. 
Oh, mornings like this. Keep’em coming please.
“We’re heading out after breakfast right?” Nina says as she stuffs a mouthful of waffle in her mouth. 
“Yes, but you need to finish all your food so you’ll have energy to spend the day in the water.” I say.
She smiles and keeps taking a few quick bites of her food, whilst giving a few bites to her brother. 
I stand up and start collecting the dishes. Adam says as he gets up from his seat,” I’ll do the dishes, you can help the kids get ready.”
“I’m not sure if this is helping me or helping yourself avoid the chaos.”
“Call it a bit of both.” I laugh as I usher the kids upstairs to their room to help them get ready. Nina already knows which swimsuit she’ll wear, she already set it up since last night, a pink one piece with little yellow flowers and pink flamingos, a white sunhat with a pink ribbon, a white floral slipper and a pink bag to carry her towel, toys and snacks.
I help Ben, get dressed in a navy blue swim shorts with little red, yellow & green cars on them, I was wondering if it will still fit him as I looked at the size on the tag 4-5 years. Ben is five now, but he’s always been a bit smaller than his actual size, so last year’s swimsuit is now a perfect fit. Paired with a white t-shirt, blue flip flops and finishing off the look with pretty cool sunglasses. If I may say so myself.
“Daddy. We’re ready to go.” Yells Nina across her room, Adam walks in the room looking at her and says “I’ll need to keep boys away from that pretty young girl.” 
She giggles, as he steps toward her getting ready to attack with a tickle, she screams and runs around in the room and hides behind Ben. Adam grabs Ben with one arm and continues his attack on Nina as they both laugh hysterically.
I take this opportunity to slip back to my room to get ready as I hear the laughter continuing while it seems they’re going downstairs, in a minute or two, the tv is on and they’re arguing on what to watch while we get ready. 
Adam comes back to the room as I have just put on my white swimsuit and was grabbing a black sundress Adam bought me while we were on vacation last year. 
He starts getting ready in his white & black swimsuit, white t-shirt. I’m watching him as I sit on the bed putting on my sandals and he turns to me and put on his cool shades in a dramatic slow motion, making me laugh.
“Ready to go?” He says as he slides the sunglasses on top of his nose.
“Yeah. I’ll start getting the stuff to the car while you get the kids”
I head downstairs, grab our packed bags with sunblock, after sun, towels, toys and what seems to be a week’s supply of snacks.
“Nina, come on. TV off. Let’s go”
“In a minute” she says “it’s almost over.”
I open the front door and step outside to move the bags to Adam’s black SUV. 
As I step outside, I notice a tall man standing between our yard, and the one next door. His back is turned to me and he seems to be looking at the neighbourhood, he must be distracted cause he didn’t hear me as I walked out of the house. 
I take a few steps closer. “Can I help you?”
He turns around startled and looks at me. He takes a step back and says “Amanda?”. That’s weird, how did he know my name, who is this? 
“Mike, you made it man.” I hear Adam’s voice coming from behind me. He dashes quickly and holds Mike in a bearhug. Guess they know each other.
“Amy, I see you’ve met Mike. Mike, this is Amanda, my better half. Didn’t I tell you I have an amazing wife?” Mike still seems startled from earlier. 
“Amanda, this is Mike, we used to work together long time back, he was on an assignment abroad and just moved in next door.”
I put my hand forward and he takes in my hand for a shake when I notice his hand is stone cold. It’s hot outside. That’s weird. He’s still not saying anything.
“Hi Mike, welcome to the neighbourhood.”
The kids come running out of the house yelling “Let’s goooo.”
“Nina, Ben come say hi to our Daddy’s friend, our new neighbour.” 
They come closer and quietly say hi, which is ironic considering they were just screaming inside the house, our kids are usually shy in front of strangers.
Mike kneels down “Hi there, how you’re doing?” they stand there holding each others’ hands while looking at him.
“I love your outfits, you look ready for a beach day, right?”
That got some excitement out of them “Yeah”. He continues “that seems really fun, give me five” and he holds up both his hands and each of them give him a high five and start laughing.
“I didn’t know you were coming in today I would have given you a hand with the move.” Adam says 
“No problem, dude, the movers are here they’ll handle everything. Jessie and the kids are coming later today.” 
Yes, I think to myself, a family with kids.
I say “We’ll be back later today, we could help you unpack and get everything sorted then.”
He looks at me, I can’t really tell, but something feels strange about the way he’s looking at me, maybe I’m imagining it, I don’t know him.
“Thank you.” He quietly says, almost a whisper. “You go to the beach, have fun.” He addresses Adam.
“You’ll join us next time for sure.”  As he takes a few steps back heading to the car.
I wave to Mike as I say “Nice to meet you.” He doesn’t reply. Instead, he smiles a tiny smile that doesn’t quite reach his lips. 
He stands still looking at us as we get into the car.
“Great guy, they’re all really great, we should invite them over for a dinner party once they’re settled.” Adam says as he backs the car through the driveway and waves to Mike as he starts moving toward the road.
“Yeah sure.” I say as I look in the rear view mirror and see Mike still standing in the same spot following us with his gaze until I could no longer see him.
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The hum of the highway filled the car, interrupted by the kids arguing in the backseat about who would be the first to touch the ocean.
“I’m going to jump right into the water with all my clothes on!” Ben declared, leaning against his seatbelt.
“Oh no, you’re not,” Adam replied, catching his eye in the rearview mirror with a grin. “If anyone is jumping in fully clothed, it’s me carrying you and throwing you in first.”
A chorus of giggles exploded from the back. I watch them, but my mind feels elsewhere, trapped under a lingering chill.
Adam reaches across the centre console, sliding his palm over my bare knee. He gives it a firm, tight squeeze. The physical pressure brought an immediate rush of warmth to my skin, chasing away the cold edge that had settled over me the moment we left the driveway.
He glanced over at me, his sunglasses tracking the road. “Are you okay, babe? You’re quiet.”
“Yeah,” I say quickly, with soft smile. “I’m fine. Just thinking.” 
I shift in my seat, turning slightly toward him. “Your friend Mike. Have I met him before?”
Adam blinks, searching his mind. “Maybe you saw him in some of my old work photos? We go a long way back. Like I said, he took that assignment abroad right around the time we first started dating—or maybe right before we met. 
Actually, now that I think about it, you two might have crossed paths at a company event or something before he flew out.”
“Oh,” I murmur, that must be it then. “He just knew my name the second he saw me.”
Adam laughs, shaking his head. “Of course he knows your name. I’ve been talking his ear off about you ever since I found out he bought the place next door. I told him all about you and the kids, and how we’re all going to be hanging out all the time.”
“Oh ok.” I let my head rest against the window. That explains it. It was just my overthinking slipping into overdrive again—keeping another tab open.
Before I could continue overthinking, Adam reaches over and cranks up the volume on the radio. One of the kids' favorite songs floods the speakers, and within seconds, the car was a chaotic, beautiful symphony of off-key singing. 
I join in, letting the rhythm carry us until the horizon splits wide open, revealing the brilliant, endless blue of the coast.
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The black-and-white plaid blanket is strewn across the warm sand, absorbing the midday heat. I lay flat on my back, sunglasses on, watching the pale summer sky drift above me while the distant sound of the kids splashing in the water.
Beside me, Adam is rustling through the canvas tote bag. “Babe, where’s the sunblock?”
“Side pocket,” I reply without opening my eyes. “The zipper on the inside.”
“Ah, got it. Can you?”
“Sure.” I sit up, I take the sunblock from him, my fingers brushing against the familiar, solid muscles of his spine and arms as I lather the cool lotion on his body. 
“So,” Adam says, as  he lays down beside me. “How was your week? You were buried in your laptop last night.”
“Good, actually. Kat and I are working on a new case, lots of paperwork. Someone is suspected of creating a fake shell company with a matching bank account as another company. They pay their invoices twice, once to the real vendor, and once to themselves”
“That sounds interesting,” Adam said, tilting his shades down to look at me. “Is it just the two of you on the case?”
Kat is my colleague and friend, a peculiar girl “Yeah, so far it doesn’t seem complicated to have more people on board.”
“How is Kat by the way? I feel she’s been a little MIA lately.”
“I think she’s seeing someone, keeping him a complete mystery until she’s certain he’s a keeper.”
Adam smiles, pulling his sunglasses back up. “Well, speaking of keeping people around. I was thinking we should invite Mike and his family over for a barbecue or a dinner party once they’re fully unpacked. It’d be great to have another family on the block. His kids are a bit older—I think ten, twelve, and fourteen—but they’ll still be great company for ours.”
“I’d love that,” I say, genuinely relieved by the prospect of having another family around. “Maybe tomorrow we can bake a casserole or a cake to welcome them.”
“Look at my great wife, taking care of the neighbourhood,” Adam teases, leaning over to plant a quick kiss on my lips. He stands up, shaking the sand from his legs. “I’m heading into the water with the kids. You coming?”
“I’ll just take in the sun for a few more minutes, then I’ll join you.”
I watch him walk down to the water, scooping Ben up onto his shoulders while Nina swam circles in her pink floaties nearby.
I lay back down, closing my eyes, letting the calming rhythm of the sea wash over me.
Suddenly, the shifting of the sand nearby catches my attention. I open my eyes slightly to see a young couple running past our blanket, laughing as they chase each other into the shallow water. They couldn't keep their hands off each other. They collapse into the water, wrapping their arms around each other in a passionate, intense embrace. Looks like they’re newlyweds, or maybe a couple having an affair stealing a few moments on a quiet beach.
A strange, hollow sensation opens up in my chest, Déjà vu.
I stare at them, trying to parse the feeling. Do I know them? I don’t think so. But the image of them—the desperate, hidden intensity of their embrace—sent a sudden, violent shudder through my spine.
In an attempt to distract myself, I stand up and move into the water to join my family. 
“Mommy, save me” Ben calls out to me as he tries to escape Adam’s grip. I swim to him and hold him up as he tries to splash his father with water. 
Nina then comes over holds his hands and grabs him around in circles in his round floating blue ring.
I lay flat on my back in the water as I let it peacefully carry me around as I look up at the blue sky. I overhear voices carried  over water. A faint, whispered exchange: “I love you.” “I love you, too.” I look up and see the same couple holding on each other close by.
The Déjà vu comes back. Not alone this time, it comes with a sudden sharp spike of a migraine exploding directly behind my eyes. The pain was so intense I gasped, letting my feet touch the sandy ground beneath me. 
I take my steps slowly out of the water trying to get back to get something to drink. I sit down on the blanket, grab an icy water bottle from the cooler and take it in in one long gulp, trying to even out my breath to control the pain.
“Mommy! Mommy, look!”
Nina’s voice breaks through the haze. She comes running up to me, her face glowing, holding a wet, orange starfish. “Look what I found right by the rocks! Can I keep him? Please?”
I blink rapidly through the pain, trying desperately to force my composure back into place. “Oh. wow, sweetie. That’s... where did you find it?”
Before I could construct a coherent sentence, Adam walks up, Ben still hoisted on his shoulders. “Hey, you showed Mom what you found?.”
“Can I keep it, pleaseeee?”
“Sorry, bunny. He belongs to the sea. We can’t take him away from his home.”
I take another shaky sip of water, pulling my sunhat low over my face to hide my eyes. I couldn't understand where the pain had come from. Must have been the sun.
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"Baby, can you hold me?"
Her eyes remained closed as she spoke into the darkness.
Beside her, he shifted in his sleep. A low groan. Then, his arm opened, inviting her in.
She moved closer, resting her head against his chest. Her comfort zone. His familiar scent. The steady rise and fall beneath her cheek. She traced lazy circles across his bare skin with her fingertips.
"I miss you."
His hand slid into her hair, his fingers comforting. "I miss you, too."
The tears came before she could stop them. "I’m still in so much pain."
"I know." His voice was soft. Safe. The way it always was. "I’m sorry."
She pressed her face harder against his skin, breathing him in. "Why did you leave?"
The question hung heavily between them. For a long time, he didn’t answer.
Finally, he let out a long, ragged sigh. "I don’t know. I think... I think I just didn’t know how to stay anymore."
His fingers continued to stroke her hair, a slow, soothing rhythm.
"I felt guilty," he whispered, his voice cracking in the dark. "Guilty because of my wife. Guilty because of you. I felt like I was living two entirely different lives. I kept telling myself I could manage it, that I could handle the weight, but eventually everything just started collapsing. I was hurting both of you."
Another tear fell on his chest followed by a kiss landing softly on the top of her head. "I'm so sorry."
"I want you to know that I loved you," he says.
A bitter, breathless laugh escaped her lips. "No, you didn't."
Silence stretched over the bed.
"If you loved me," she whispered, "you wouldn’t have put me through this much pain."
Silence.
“You left me scared. You left me alone. Waiting.”
Her breathing trembled.
“I kept thinking you’d come back. One day. One text. One call.”
She squeezed her eyes shut. More tears slipped down her cheeks, disappearing into the warmth of his chest. Neither of them spoke. She kept tracing those quiet circles on his bare chest with her fingertips, the way she always had.
A long silence passed.
Then his voice, softer than before.
“I’m here now” 
He holds her tight “I always came back to you.”
Her throat tightened, a physical ache blooming in her chest. "This time you didn’t."
The words barely made it out.
She opened her eyes.
Darkness.
There was no chest beneath her cheek. No arm wrapped around her waist. No fingers tangled in her hair.
Only her pillow.
Only the faint, artificial blue glow of the digital clock across the room.
2:47 AM.
She stared at the empty side of the bed.
This wasn’t the first time having this type of imaginary conversation. There had been hundreds of them over the last few months. Different versions. Different endings. 
Sometimes she screamed at him until her throat was raw. Sometimes he apologized and asked her for forgiveness. Sometimes he simply held her while she quietly wept in his arms.
Her mind rebuilt his image every single night, piece by agonizing piece. She was trying to finish a conversation that had never actually ended. Trying to force a door shut that had been left permanently ajar.
She had spent months searching for a logical explanation. Work. Pressure. Fear. Guilt. But no explanation ever stayed long enough to make the pain any smaller. Nothing justified the suffocating silence. Nothing explained how someone could be the entire universe of your life one day, and simply... disappear the next.
Without turning on the light, she reached toward the bedside table and pulled a tissue from the box. She had done this so many times she knew exactly where it sat in the dark as she cried herself to sleep every night.
She wiped her face, swallowed the lump in her throat, and pulled the spare, cold pillow tightly into her arms.
For a moment, she just held it against her chest. 
"Babe," she whispered into the empty room as her tears fell. Her voice cracked, a hollow sound against the walls. "Can you hold me?"
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I don’t usually get nervous speaking in front of people. Meetings? Presentations? Boardrooms full of executives? That’s easy.

But twenty-five eight-year-olds?

Terrifying.

“Good morning, everyone!” Said the teacher as she addressed the class. The kids started settling down in their seats as the parents stood in the back. “As you know today we have our career day, we’re very lucky to have your parents with us here today as they get to tell you about what they do, and maybe this could help you decide what you would like to be one day when you grow up.” 

A few parents went ahead before me speaking about what they do, a chef, an architect like Adam, a bank manager. Then it was my turn to speak.

“My mom is here today to tell us about her job.” Nina stood at the front addressing her classmates as she proudly introduced me. 

“My mum catches bad guys,” she carried on with an exciting look on her face.

I laughed. “That’s… not quite what I do.”

Twenty-five pairs of eyes immediately turned toward me.

“So…” I smiled. “I work with something called forensic accounting. Does anyone want to guess what is that?”

Hand start shooting into the air, as the kids start yelling out.

“You’re a police officer!”

“No.”

“A detective!”

“Not exactly.”

“A lawyer!”

“Nope.”

Another little boy frowned.

“My dad said accountants are people who do taxes.”

A chorus of groans spread around the classroom.

“Ohhh… that’s boring.”

I laughed.

“Sometimes it is.”

More laughter.

“But that’s not what I do.”

I walked toward the whiteboard and drew a big circle.

“Imagine your mum gives you twenty dollars to buy ice cream for you and your friends.”

Several children nodded enthusiastically.

“You come home and tell your mum you bought four ice creams.”

I drew four little cones.

“But then your mum notices something strange.”

I crossed one of them out.

“There were only three friends. So what happened there?”

The class immediately erupted.

“He ate one himself!”

“Someone lied!”

“He stole money!”

I pointed at the last girl.

“Exactly.”

“I’m the person people call when numbers are not making sense.”

They became noticeably quieter.

“If a company says they spent a million dollars on a project, I try to figure out whether they really did.”

A boy in the front row raised his hand.

“So… you catch thieves?”

“Sometimes.”

Another hand.

“Do you carry a gun?”

“No.”

“Cuffs?”

“No.”

“What do you carry?”

I held up a calculator. I gleam with pride. I always loved working with this small thing, I was horrible with calculating numbers in my head, but give me a pen and paper, a calculator and I can find all the discrepancies there is to find.

The room burst into laughter.

“My most dangerous weapon.”

Even the teacher laughed.

“But here’s the secret.”

I leaned forward conspiratorially.

“I almost never solve problems because I’m smarter than everyone else.”

Blank faces.

“I solve them because I ask questions.”

I pointed to the board. “The right questions. Like why are there only three ice creams?”

“Where did the money go?”

“Who signed this?”

“Why doesn’t this receipt match that receipt?”


I shrugged.

“Sometimes people lie.”

“But numbers are terrible liars.”

The room went completely silent as the sentence seemed to land.

One little girl slowly raised her hand.

“So… numbers tell the truth?”

“Most of the time.”

I smiled.

“You just have to know how to listen.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Nina sitting a little taller in her chair.

Her smile was so wide it looked like it would hurt her little face.

“Any more questions?”

One little boy raised his hand almost immediately.

“Have you ever caught a really bad guy?”

The classroom leaned forward as one.

I smiled.

“I can’t tell you names…”

Twenty-five disappointed groans.

“…but yes.”

“Did they go to prison?”

“Some did.”

“Were you scared?”

I thought about it for a second.

“Sometimes.”

“Even grown-ups get scared?”

“Oh, absolutely.”

“So what do you do?”

I smiled.

“You keep asking the right questions till you get to the truth.”
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I stood in the kitchen, checking on the oven for what felt like the fourth time in the last ten minutes. Inside, the lasagna was bubbling perfectly, the cheese on top turning that flawless golden-brown with those deep, crispy bits right along the edges. The rich, savory scent of garlic, melted mozzarella, and slow-cooked beef filled the entire ground floor. On the counter beside me sat a perfectly browned rib roast, resting under a tent of silver foil.
I was genuinely excited. Between work and moving out here away from the city two years ago, we hadn't really made many friends nearby. Most of the neighbours kept to themselves or were entirely engrossed in their own isolated lives. I’d briefly caught a glimpse of Jessie in the yard while dropping the kids off at school, but we hadn't really got a chance to talk. Mike too, I’d barely seen him since that morning in the driveway. But it did feel so good to finally have another family with kids right next door.
The kitchen door swung open, and Adam strolled in. He caught sight of the roast immediately, his eyes lighting up as he snuck toward the counter, reaching out a hand to unveil the foil tent hoping to steal a piece of the roast.
I slapped his wrist with a wooden spoon. "Hey! That is not for you."
"What do you mean it's not for me?" Adam laughed, rubbing his wrist dramatically. "This is my house!"
"It's for the guests," I said, pointing the spoon at him with a grin. "You can eat it when they get here. Not a second before."
"Oh, come on, just one little piece. They're never going to notice it's missing. It’s quality control. I need to make sure it's actually done."
"It is done, don't worry," I laughed, moving a bowl of salad out of his reach. "Have you ever doubted my cooking before?"
Adam stepped closer, closing the distance between us. He slid his large hands around my waist, pulling me firmly against his chest. "Not for one single second."
I giggled, the warmth of his body instantly minimizing yet another open tab in my head  as it melts the last bit of my hosting anxiety. He leaned down and planted a soft, lingering kiss on my mouth.
‘Ding-dong’
"I'll get it. I’ll get it!" Nina screamed from the living room.
Adam instantly broke the kiss, a competitive smirk flashing across his face. "Not if I get there first!" he yelled back, racing out of the kitchen. I could hear the sound of their feet thudding down the hallway, the two of them having a playful, whispered argument over whose hand got to turn the doorknob, until Adam apparently gave in and let her open it.
I stayed behind for a moment, washing my hands at the sink and drying them on a towel. As I walk out into the hallway, the sound of greetings grows louder. Adam's booming, cheerful voice echoes through the entryway as he welcomes them inside. "Hey! Welcome. Welcome. Come on in," 
I say, stepping into the hallway with a wide smile. "Hi there. How is everyone?"
The kids hadn't been formally introduced yet, so Adam claps a hand on Ben's shoulder. "Alright, so these two are Ben and Nina." 
Jessie smiles warmly, gesturing to the three children standing neatly beside her. "And these are Josh,  Kevin, and Luna. 
I look at them, and it strikes me right away what a stunning group of kids they are. They look incredibly similar to Jessie, carrying her features, with just a subtle hint of their father’s around their eyes.
Then, my eyes drifts from the kids to the two men standing side by side in the narrow hallway. A strange, fleeting thought crossed my mind. Adam and Mike shared a remarkably similar physique. They were both tall, well-built, broad-shouldered men. I had always been intensely attracted to Adam’s tall, fit frame, and seeing Mike standing there felt like looking at a slightly different variation of the same blueprint. Though, to be fair, Adam was definitely fitter. Mike had the clear build of an athlete, but it looked like he hadn't stepped into a gym or worked out in a while. Well, I thought to myself, with three older kids, the man must have his hands completely full.
I shook hands with Jessie, then Mike, and then smiled at each of the kids. "Come on into the living room, make yourselves at home."
We all filed into the living room and sat down. The space suddenly felt much smaller, filled with the energy and chatter of nine people.
"How are you guys settling in?" I asked, leaning back against the couch next to Adam. "I hope the move wasn't too brutal."
"We're almost there," Jessie sighed, though her smile was bright. "But we still have a mountain of boxes left to unpack."
Adam let out a hearty laugh, waving his hand dismissively. "Oh, tell me about it. Don't worry about the boxes. We moved here two whole years ago, and we still have unopened boxes sitting in the garage and some in the attic. It’s a lifelong process."
The room erupted into laughter, breaking whatever formal tension was left.
"Well, dinner is completely ready whenever you all are," I said, shifting forward. "I hope everyone brought an appetite, unless you'd like to start with a drink first?"
"No, no, we have to eat," Adam chimed in eagerly. "I can't wait. You guys have to taste her food, she went all out and made some of her signature dishes today."
"Is it a lasagna?"
The voice was quiet, almost hesitant. It was the first time Mike had spoken since they walked through the front door. He had been quiet, which felt incredibly strange to me. Adam was such a talkative, extroverted person, it was hard to imagine him being best friends with someone so reserved.
I turned to Mike, smiling. "Yeah, actually. It is."
You can smell it from the driveway, can't you?" Adam boasted, rubbing his hands together. "It’s one of the best you’ll ever going to have."
I stood up to head back into the kitchen to start plating. Jessie immediately rose from her chair. "Let me give you a hand with that."
"Oh, thank you, I appreciate it," I said as we walked out.
Behind us, I heard Adam directing the crowd. "Kids, why don't you show them your rooms while we get the table set?"
It seemed like Nina and Ben had taken an instant, automatic liking to Kevin, Mike's youngest boy. He was a few years older than them, but watching him grin at Ben's immediate chatter, it was clear he was still a kid at heart.
In the kitchen, Jessie grabbed a stack of side plates while I lifted the salad bowl. "We actually already sampled your cooking," she said, her voice full of genuine warmth. "That cake you brought over yesterday was incredible. Thank you so much, you really shouldn't have."
"Oh, come on, that was nothing," I said, setting down the salad tongs. "Just a small way to welcome you home. I just wish we'd known the exact day you were arriving so we could have offered to help you unload. But by the time we got back from the beach that day, the movers had already finished up."
"Yeah, Mike got a really good deal with them. Great people," Jessie said, leaning against the counter. "So, how do you like living out here?"
"It’s really wonderful. Honestly, my only complaint was that I wished there were more families around. That’s why I was so excited when Adam told me you guys bought the place. Most people out here are either completely isolated or totally engrossed in their own worlds. It’s going to be so nice to have real friends right next door."
Jessie smiled gently, her eyes softening. "Yeah, absolutely. And it’s great that Adam and Mike are already old friends. It makes it easy."
We began carrying the smaller dishes out to the dining room. Our dining table wasn't huge, so we had set up a creative arrangement: the main, grown-up table in the center, and a smaller, folding kid-table off to the side so all five of them could sit together.
Adam walked into the kitchen to lift the heavy stuff, proudly carrying the steaming lasagna and the roast out to the center of the table like a prize. My strong, helping husband.
I walked back out into the living room to grab the water pitcher, but stopped in my tracks.
Mike was standing alone by the mantle. He was staring intently at one of our framed family photos, a picture of Adam, the kids, and me laughing on a blanket at the park last autumn. There was a look on his face I couldn't quite read. A heavy, shadowed expression.
"We're really glad to have you over, Mike," I said softly, stepping into the room.
He jumped slightly, turning around quickly to face me. His eyes locked onto mine. His lips parted, as if he wanted to tell me something. 
But before he could utter a word, the heavy wooden door swung open. Adam and Jessie walked into the dining area right behind us, laughing as they carried the last of the side dishes. Mike closed his mouth, his shoulders dropping as he forced a polite, neutral smile back onto his face.
"Come on, kids!" Adam yelled toward the stairs. "Dinner is on the table!"
Within minutes, the dining room was loud and chaotic.
"You have a very lovely home," Jessie said, taking her seat next to Mike.
"Yeah, thank you so much," Adam said, beaming as he sat at the head of the table. "We'll give you the grand tour after we eat."
As we started passing the dishes around, the conversation split into two comfortable tracks. Jessie and I began talking about the kids and their transition to the local school, while Adam and Mike started caught up on work.
"It’s been a bit rough on them, honestly," Jessie whispered, watching her kids out of the corner of her eye. "They weren't very happy about leaving their friends behind. Luna especially. Fourteen is a hard age to start over."
I nodded sympathetically, spooning a piece of lasagna onto her plate. "I can only imagine. It’s so tough at that age when your entire world is your friend group. I hope she settles in quickly, the neighbourhood is really peaceful around here and the school is great.”
“Yeah they had a good first few days so that’s a relief already,” Jessie said with a smile.
I like her, she seemed nice, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that they’re not such a happy family, they seem to be carrying a lot of weight on their shoulders somehow.
“That’s a beautiful bracelet.” Jessie said nodding toward my wrist.
I glanced down. Without realizing it, I’d been absentmindedly turning the little V shaped charm on the gold chain bracelet as I always do between my fingers.
“Thank you.” I smile.
“Where did you get it?”
I turn it around in my fingers.
“Honestly? I don’t even remember.”
She laughs.
“Really?”
“Yeah.” I turn it over once more “I’ve had it for so long that I don’t even remember where it came from. I must have bought it for myself years ago. It’s just … always been there.” 
“I know exactly what you mean.” She laughs “Half the jewellery in my box has a story I’ve completely forgotten too.”
We both smile before our conversation drifted back to the kids.
“ … so Josh absolutely refuses to unpack his room.”
I laughed
Across the table I overhear Adam saying something about a contractor.
“… they did our garage last year, actually,”
No reply.
“…Mike?”
Mike who was looking at our side of of the table looks to him almost as though he’d only just realized someone has spoken.
“Huh?”
“I said I’ll send you their number.”
“Oh.” A faint smile. “Thanks, sorry, I think the move is finally catching up to me. My mind is completely fried.”
“Oh I hear you” Adam says with an understanding nod leaning back and taking a sip of water. “The mental exhaustion of the move really gets to you. Eat up man, the lasagna will bring you back to life.”
Mike manages a low chuckle, picking up his fork and taking a bite.
“Thanks Amanda for your trouble, this is really good.” He says to me while still looking at his plate.
“Thank you.” I smile, I feel a little bad for him, he seems to be exhausted. 
As the night was wrapping up, Jessie and I exchanged numbers, promising to coordinate school runs next week. On paper, it w

But as the night wraps up, there was a tiny stubborn tab still open in the back of my mind. I must be imagining but somehow I felt when he had been looking at our side, his gaze wasn’t blank. It felt like it was entirely fixed on the bracelet on my wrist.
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“We finally get some time to breathe.” Kat said, with a muffled voice as she leaned over a box of old clothes in my garage.
“It’s been a long time coming.” I sliced through the packing tape on yet another dusty box. “So, how excited are you for your date this weekend?”
Kat looked up, a playful smile across her face from behind the black frames she wears whenever she doesn’t have her contacts in, I keep telling her makes her look sophisticated yet she believes it makes her look nerdy. 
“Very.” She said.
“How’s Mr. Mystery Man anyway?” I asked. “ Am I going to get to meet him anytime soon?” I never saw the man she’s been seeing. Kat has always been really private about her personal life which I always respected cause I was much the same. Still I was so curious. Now that I think about it, I don’t think I met most of the guys she dated over the years.
Kat and I met at work, she had joined my firm and got assigned to me to onboard her and we started working on an interesting case. A private clinic was under investigation for double billing of their customers. Weeks of work on this case which made us get friendly pretty quickly. I then found out not only that she’s brilliant with deduction skills, which I highly respect, but she was also a really grounded person. 
She was one of the few people I always trust their judgment when my own thoughts got too loud, I was lucky to have her as my friend.
“You will meet him when it’s time to meet him.” She said without looking at me while she’s holding up one of my dresses against herself.
She must have felt my rolling eyes digging into her back cause she suddenly turned to me and carried on “Fine. Honestly, I’m still not so sure about him.”
She sat down on one of the boxes and grabbed her open soda from the ground. 
“I thought you liked him.” I sat down next to her on another box.
“I do. But …” she went quiet for a bit, staring at the opening of the can “ Sometimes, it just feels like he’s not all into it, you know.”
I nod. “Has he said anything that made you feel it’s not serious?”
She shakes her head “No, it’s just a feeling. Feels like something is missing, and knowing my luck I just want to be sure of his feelings before I take any serious steps.”
I felt an ache for her, Kat always hangs out with me, Adam and the kids, and even though she loves them all and they love her too, sometimes I wonder whether being around our family made her feel the absence of one of her own. 
She was a few years older than me, however her tiny physique never really showed that, yet she never really had a serious relationship, at least none that I knew of. 
She’s a very strong person, something else I learned to admire about her over the years. She claimed that she simply has high standards which are tough to match, but I think she’s just scared of getting attached to someone then get her heart broken. 
“Well.” She stood up with excitement coming back in her eye “let’s have fun with it while we can.”
I smile and match her energy as I put up my hand for a high five, which she gladly slaps as I jump up from my seat to continue the search.
“Why do you have so many stuff in here anyway?” she asked looking around at the stack of boxes.
“I literally have no idea when did we become hoarders like this. Most of these things we haven’t been touched for years.”
“You should just give away those stuff and get yourself something else to put in that space.” 
“Like what? An arcade machine?” I joked as I reached up to a high dusty shelf.
“Yeah why not?”
I couldn’t reach the shelf so I got a step ladder and put it under the shelf to reach it. “What color dress were you thinking?”

“Red.” She said with confidence. 
“You’ve come to the wrong store.” most of my clothes are somewhere in between white, black, brown and navy blue, unlike her, I never felt I could pull off the daring color. I should have a few colorful pieces that I might have bought thinking I might wear one day but they’re probably tucked somewhere with the tag still on.
Sensing that I won’t actually have any “Maybe any of your blacks.” that made more sense. 
“When in doubt …” She started saying then went quiet as I looked at her and we finish her most famous line at the same time “wear black.”
My fingertips finally managed to catch the strap of a black canvas duffel bag from the back of the high shelf and I grab it pulling it toward me as it came down with a layer of dust.
That’s strange, this bag didn’t really look familiar which was weird since it was on my side of boxes in the garage. 
I placed it on the floor and unzipped it. The first thing I noticed inside was a grey tshirt. I pulled it oud and spread it on my knees.
A blue and green circle that I did actually recognize, with Lumen Haus written in bold letters in the center of it. Adam’s firm.
Oh so I guess this must be Adam’s bag, maybe it got mixed up during the move.
The bag was almost empty, apart from the t-shirt I also found a bottle of men’s perfume, but I didn’t see this one in Adam’s collection before. Maybe he doesn’t use it anymore.
I unscrew the silver cap and spray it on my wrist, the scent filled my nostrils immediately, warm and earthy, Patchouli. 
It felt familiar but Adam doesn’t like Patchouli. Which drove me crazy cause I loved it. When we first started dating, I bought him one as a gift once, I think he worn it twice to be polite, but I never smelled it on him again. 
He preferred more of a fresh zesty kind of perfumes. Nothing like this. Maybe it was another gift. The bottle was not see through but it felt heavy enough to feel like it’s almost full.
I put it to the side and reached back into the bag feeling around till I found something else, I pull it out, it’s a white faded hardcover sleeve. Printed across the front was a minimalist image of a sun sinking into the sea. Beneath it was one word.
Aura
My breathing slowed as I slowly open it. Inside, it holds a hotel room key card, and on the left side there a printed title Room, with a handwritten number next to it 506.
My heart drops, I know Aura. Everyone did. A well known romantic island resort marketed almost exclusively for couples, honeymooners, anniversaries, proposals. It was one of the options we considered during planning our honeymoon, but we just ended up traveling to the Maldives instead. 
But we never actually went to Aura. So what is this doing here? Was it from before we met, but why is it still here?
“Earth to Amanda?”
I look up and see Kat standing over me with her hands around her waist. The amusement vanished from her face as her eyebrow shot up looking at me inquisitively, then looking down at the room key in my hand.
She crouched beside me. “What is it?” 
I open my mouth but no words are coming out, one thought immediately invaded my head, taking over all of the open tabs and making itself really comfortable inside my head. 
My voice finally came out in a whisper I could barely hear myself “I think Adam might be cheating on me.”
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“Come on, Amanda. Seriously?”
Kat leaned across the small table in the café we sat having coffee. 
Right after finding the bag, Adam reached home with the kids. I was still drowning in my thoughts to look at him, let alone ask him about it so Kat made up an impromptu shopping trip at the mall for her date, which was actually an excuse for us to escape till we figure things out.
“How else would you explain this?” I pointed at the key card which is now laying between us on the table. 
“It could mean a hundred things.”
“Name one. How would a room key for a romantic resort make its way with my husband’s belongings in a hidden bag?”
Assuming the voice of reason she carries on “It could be an unused key, it could be from before you even met, it might not even belong to him.”
I stare at her, she does make sense. It felt like one of the investigative meetings we had when we were on a case. Except this time the subject matter under investigation was my own husband. 
“Then what is it doing with his stuff?”
“You said it was with his company t-shirt right?”
I nodded without looking up.
Kat pulled a pen from her handbag, flipped over the paper placemat on our table, and drew a line down the centre.
“What are you doing?”

“Analysing your case before convicting a man based on three random objects.”
At the top of one column she writes, affair. The other one, no affair.
Under the first column, she writes:
1. Romantic resort key
2. Men’s perfume
3. Company t-shirt
My stomach tightened as she kept writing.
Then she moved to the other side and I stared down at her fingers as she started writing.
1. Company event
I looked at her with disbelief. “Seriously? It’s a romantic resort Kat.”
“It also has a huge banquet hall, I went there before, I’ve seen it.”
“You did? When?”
She hesitated for a split second, looking down at her coffee cup as she put a pack of sweet and low in the cup and started stirring it with a wooden stick before putting it in her mouth to clean it off from the foam residue. 
“I went for a wedding there a few years ago. Maybe they just had a company event there.”
I thought she probably went with one of her of mysterious boyfriends, but maybe that was not the time to tell me about it now. Afterall I knew what she was doing, she probably just didn’t want to confirm the idea that it is in fact a romantic destination. 
She kept writing:
2. Wedding
3. Bag was mixed up with someone else
4. Unused booking
5. Old relationship
6. Bag was borrowed and returned with some leftover items
“See?” Kat flips over the page to face me and tapped the second column “there are several explanations.”
“Most of these are guesses.”
She leans her head to the side “So is cheating.”
I look away. She did make sense, maybe it was actually a company event. Why else would there be a t-shirt with his company logo in the bag.
Maybe that’s just it.
My husband is not cheating on me. That’s crazy. He loves me. I know that. 
She picks up the paper, draws a box and writes inside “Supporting evidence” then she writes a few points which I can’t see then turns to me.
“You live with the man. Has anything changed recently?”
“No.”
She crosses out the first point on the list.
“Has he been disappearing without an explanation?”
“No.”
Another cross out.
“Hiding his phone?”
“No.”
Cross.
“Spending money you can’t account for?”
“No.”
She puts down the pen and paper “Then we have a bag with insufficient evidence.”
Insufficient evidence.
That was exactly what I would have written on an investigation file for a case. 
But this wasn’t a case.
This was Adam.
“What do you think is the most probable possibility?”
“I don’t want to guess but if I had to I’d probably go with the company event theory.”
“But we can’t be sure.”
“Why don’t you just ask him Amanda? It’s probably nothing.”
I consider this for a moment, I never suspected Adam of anything remotely similar to this. “What this would do to us if I did? If it was true I doubt he’ll be like “Oh Amanda you found the key of my two year long affair, I’m sorry.””
She doesn’t say anything.
I’m trying to convince myself it means nothing. 
“Insufficient evidence.” I repeat.
“Exactly.” Sensing I must have accepted that, she sits back and take a sip of her coffee.
I pick up the pen from the table, look at the list of possibilities. They made sense, but they also held the possibility that something’s wrong, something I know nothing about.
I trace a slow circle around “Company retreat.”
With the pen still in my hand I repeat to myself.
Adam loves me.
He was a good husband, a devoted father. The kind of man who reaches for my hand across the breakfast table for no reason other than it was there.
He wouldn’t do this to me.
Not my Adam.
It was just a company event. It made sense.
It had to.
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“Mom look. Luna has a smidget that looks exactly like the one I have.”
Nina stands in front of me and Jessie proudly holding the slime fidget thing which apparently was very popular among kids these days. 
She begged me for two weeks to go all over the city to look for it in different stores, which judging by how difficult it was to eventually find, seemed to be highly popular. I just never understood why. I love how kids get fascinated by seemingly tiny items. Wish we could have that as adults, it seems like a lazy night on the couch around a good movie night with my family would be as good as it can get.
I reply trying to match her excitement while looking at the pink slimy thing she’s carrying “Wow that’s so cool. You seem to like a lot of the same things right?”
“Yeah I do. She has many of them actually” Says Nina as she playfully hugs Luna. 
Jessie smiles and tells Luna “Did you show her your books?”
“I got a new one, do you want to check it out?”
“Yesss” They run to upstairs excited. She’s a big fan of any kind of book basically. I’ve been blessed by being able to plant the seed of reading in her and her brother at a younger age which eventually took some time away from the never ending screen obsession among kids these days.
However, in the background, I can hear Kevin playing a game on play station and Ben is cheering him on.
“I’m so glad they’re connecting together. It was tough for them to make friends at the new school.” Says Jessie as she’s pouring some tea in the white china mugs she put up for us .
“Thank you for having the kids over after school. Sometimes my end of day meetings run a bit late.”
She replies as she hands me over my cup along with a small plate of home made cookies. “It’s no problem at all. I’m used to a house full of kids.”
I came to know that Jessie has always been a stay-at-home mom. She left her job a long time back when Josh was a baby, since like Adam, Mike also used to have a quite busy job that involves a lot of travel.
I also know she does some volunteer work occasionally, planning school activities, social events and sometimes does DIY workshops, she’s been teaching Nina some of it when she came over to their house, like making friendship bracelets which Nina was so proud of and gave one to almost everyone in her class.
I have a big deal of respect for women who are able to do that, and it doesn’t seem that Jessie ever regrets her decision to stay home, she’s a perfect mother. She’s been so accommodating to having the kids over whenever they want which removed a huge burden off my chest that they get to spend some time with other kids.
“So, you were telling me about your case.”
“Yeah, we presented the case to the DA’s office and they’re going to take over it now, so we’ll get some down time hopefully till we pick up a new assignment. Unless they come up with some more questions which tend to happen sometimes.”
We sat down on the kitchen table in the immaculate kitchen that Jessie somehow keeps crystal clean the entire time. I don’t know how she manages to do that with all the kids around. I try to keep my house clean most of the time, but give the kids and Adam ten mins after and it’s like I didn’t do anything for the last four hours.
“We’re home.” Mike’s voice interrupts out conversation as we hear the front door close shut.
“We’re in the kitchen.” Yells Jessie across the hall. Few seconds later Mike walks in an elegant navy suit and a laptop case on his shoulder with Josh following wearing what seems to be some kind of kung-fu outfit.
“How was practice?” Jessie asks him. 
“Okay.” Typical teenager response.
He seems to go to the living room probably to commandeer the playstation from the younger kids now that the eldest one is here.
“Hi Amanda. How are you?” Mike says to me without really looking at me as he walks over to his wife, planting a kiss on her cheek.
“All good. How are you?”
“Can’t complain.”
“Dinner is almost ready. We’re waiting for Adam.”
I pick up my phone and quickly text my husband asking about he’s ETA. 
“Twenty minutes.” He replies almost instantly.
I tell them he’ll be here soon.
“Go change, we’ll set up the table till he’s here.”
He nods and grabs an apple from the wooden bowl of fruit on the kitchen counter and leaves heading upstairs as Jessie heads to the stove to stir up a pot of what seems to be a delicious stew.
I browse through my phone, Kat is sending me a photo of herself in what seems to be a stunning red dress with a text “Yes or No?”
“Definitely yes.”
A single lady living the single life, while the married couples are hanging around in the kitchen. Each life seems to work in its own way.
I ask Jessie if she needs any help, she declines and excuses herself to head upstairs to see if Mike needs anything before dinner.
I head to the living room, as expected Josh has taken over the playstation still in his kung-fu outfit playing some kind of a GTA kind of game while Ben & Josh are watching him very attentively.
I ruffle Ben’s hair and he leans against my hand, then opens his arm to hug my leg. It’s so sweet when he does that. 
I stand there next to him while I glance on the row of photos hung up above the tv. Family photos, photos of the kids at different ages, baby photos, Jessie & Mike’s wedding photos. They’ve been married a very long time I barely recognized either of them in the photo.
I take inventory around the room, there’s a desk on the other side of the room which seems to belong to Mike. It has some certificates hung up above it, architecture books. I examine the contents of the desk with my eyes until something catches my attention.
A photo from what seems to be a company event, there were quite a few of them but one in particular caught my attention. It was a large group of people lining up in some kind of a meeting room wearing matching t-shirts. The same tshirt I found in Adam’s duffel bag. Well it’s not exactly the same, the one they’re wearing in the photo is white, the one I found was grey, maybe it was from a different event.
Thoughts run racing back to my head, I was almost glad I forgot about it but the thought kept gnawing at my brain. It seemed this photo was taken some time back, I recognized my husband from the photo, this was definitely from before we met. He looked a bit different back then, for starters he didn’t have a beard, I like him better now with the beard though, it makes him look a lot sexier.
Are you hiding something from me Adam?
“I’ll get it.” Yells Josh as he goes to the main door, I didn’t even hear the doorbell.
Few seconds later I hear Adam’s voice and I go outside to greet him. 
He lands a kiss on my lips and squeezes me tight to his chest as I smell his zesty perfume.
“What was that bag, Adam?” the thought kept jumping on the walls of my head like a pinball machine.
“How was your day?”
“I got the contract.” He whispered gleaming with pride. 
“The Allure account?” He did not stop talking about this project for the last few months. He was preparing for it day and night trying to take the lead on it which was going to give him a big bump in his career and he was so excited about.
“Congratulations honey. I’m sure it’ll be great.” I give him a kiss on the cheek




[bookmark: _Toc235646000]DRAFT SCENE: The hotel
*You’re just overreacting. You know that, right?*
I gripped the steering wheel of my car until my knuckles turned white. Your husband is not cheating on you. It’s Adam come on. My Adam. But I’m an investigator. And This was just another routine field investigation to dot the i’s and cross the t’s. A checklist. Nothing more. Most likely, I wouldn’t find a single shred of data anyway. The hotel would tell me the records had been purged, or the system was encrypted, or some other bureaucratic wall would slide into place.
Honestly, I wasn't even sure what I was looking for. Or if I even wanted to find it.
*Come on. That’s silly. Kat is wrong.*
He’s definitely not cheating on me. But How could I possibly explain the contents of that overnight bag? A t-shirt with his company logo, a bottle of expensive perfume I didn't recognize, and a plastic key card to a romantic, ultra-luxury resort hidden away in his belongings. It defied all logic. It didn't balance. What was I supposed to think?
*Amanda, grow up. Stop being ridiculous. You know your husband. Just do the due diligence, prove there's nothing here, and go home.*
I repeated the mantra for what seemed like 50 times on the way “There’s nothing, you’re overreacting”. I reached over, turned the radio up to drown out my own thoughts, and checked the dashboard clock. The hotel wasn't just far, almost a 2 hour drive; it was on an island. 

As my GPS shows I have few minutes to reach, I put down the radio and follow the signs to a parking lot. I have to leave my car in here, clear a security checkpoint, and then catch a shuttle boat on a strict schedule.

Who hosts a corporate retreat on such a secluded, romantic island? Nobody.
*You're spiraling, Amanda. Just get moving.*
I stepped out into the heavy, humid heat, grabbing my laptop case. My chest felt tight, the adrenaline humming a low, toxic frequency under my skin. At the pier’s gate, a uniformed attendant asked for my reservation.
Instead, I pulled my corporate credentials from my pocket and held them up. I didn't use Adam's last name professionally; I had kept my maiden name, a sharp boundary of my independence at my career that I’d spent a decade building. "I'm here to verify some details for an active financial investigation," I said, my voice steady, masking the tremor in my hands.
The attendant barely blinked. "We don't hold past information at the checkpoint, ma'am. Only today's arrivals. You'll need to speak with the front desk on the main island."

He signaled for me to wait on the pier.
I had planned the trip so I can arrive with enough time before the shuttle in case I had to actually go to the island, which was expected. Anyway I drove that far, I absolutely want to see it for myself. I look into my watch and yes, exactly fifteen minutes before the shuttle. 

I stand at the edge of the wood, the teal water beneath me so beautiful, so clear it looked almost artificial. I had never seen water that color. I stared into the shifting blue, so utterly paralyzed by a mix of the noise in my head and the zen of the water that I didn’t even notice the boat approaching until the roar of its engines cut through the salt air.
It wasn't a standard ferry. It was a sleek, high-speed luxury boat, stark white and gleaming, emblazoned with a minimalist silver logo: **Aura Island & Resort.**
A staff member in pristine whites helped me on board. There were only two other passengers—a couple. They looked a little too seasoned to be newlyweds, holding hands with a quiet, practiced familiarity.
"Honeymoon?" I asked, trying to sound human.
The woman laughed, a warm, easy sound. "Oh, no. Ten-year anniversary. We actually came here for our honeymoon a decade ago and wanted to relive the magic. Are you meeting someone on the island?"
"No," I said, a rigid smile plastered on my face. "Just a business matter."
The shift in her expression was subtle, but it hit me like a slap. A flash of profound unease crossed her face. Of course it did. People didn't come to Aura for business. Unless you were a drug lord or a high-end escort, there was absolutely no logical reason to step onto this boat alone in a tailored charcoal blazer and heels. I felt entirely naked.
Before the knot in my throat could tighten, a voice shouted from the pier. "Wait! Wait, please!"
A man came sprinting down the dock, a leather weekender bag slung over his shoulder. He was effortlessly, strikingly handsome, wearing a loose Hawaiian shirt and tan linen shorts. "I'm so sorry," he panted, breathless and grinning as he reached the deck. "Our flight was delayed. Can you give us just one second? My wife is right behind me."
Then she appeared. A flawless, petite blonde in a flowing white sundress and oversized sunglasses, her long legs catching the sunlight. They looked like a luxury travel brochure come to life. An actual honeymoon.
The man reached out, catching her hand to pull her safely aboard, and the boat finally pushed away from the dock.
I had chosen the absolute worst seat. Trapped at the stern, I had no choice but to watch the two couples in front of me. The newlyweds were already whispering, her head resting on his shoulder, his hand tracing the curve of her waist. It was sickeningly beautiful. And with every mile the boat traveled into paradise, a violent image burned itself deeper into my mind: *Adam. Here. Doing those exact same things with someone else.*
*He didn't,* the small, dying voice pleaded. *He wouldn't.*
But the silence from his side of the ledger was too loud to ignore.
When the yacht glided into the resort’s private marina, the illusion of paradise became suffocating. The island was a sprawling sanctuary of lush greenery and private overwater villas stretching out into the sea like a row of white pearls. From the deck, I could see dolphins breaking the surface in the distance. It was heaven. A heaven Adam and I had promised to visit for years, a promise always delayed by "busy schedules" and "the right time."
We stepped onto the wood of the arrival deck, and the awkwardness turned into physical pain. The staff lined up, beaming, holding out frosted glasses of tropical juice and woven floral leis. The two couples accepted theirs with bright, vacation-ready smiles. When they got to me—the solitary woman standing rigidly in a full corporate suit—I instinctively waved my hand. "Oh, no thank you, I'm just—"
"Please, ma'am. Welcome to Aura," the hostess insisted, gently but firmly slipping the fragrant flowers over my neck.
I felt like an intruder walking into a church.
I marched toward the open-air reception lobby, my heels clicking loudly against the polished stone, desperately trying to lock back into my professional programming. I had a strategy. I needed a sympathetic face.
There were two reception desks. At one sat a young, cute receptionist who looked relatively new and easily swayed. At the other sat an older man with sharp, severe eyes—clearly a supervisor. The honeymoon couple immediately steered toward the girl.
I couldn't wait. Steeling my spine, I stepped up to the supervisor's desk. I didn't smile. I pulled out my credential badge, letting the heavy gold emblem catch the ambient light.
"Can I help you, ma'am?" his voice was flat, professional, and entirely unbothered.
"I certainly hope so," I said, sliding the plastic key card I’d found in Adam’s things across the marble counter. "I am conducting a compliance and asset audit in relation to an active corporate investigation. I need to verify the registration history and occupant details associated with this key card."
He didn't touch it. He just looked down at the room number engraved on the plastic: **506**.
"Room 506 is one of our private ocean pavilions," he said, his head twitching up to lock eyes with me. "And do you have a formal court order or a signed subpoena authorizing the release of guest data, Ms...?" He glanced down at my badge. "...Ms. Parker?"
My blood turned to ice, then immediately began to boil. I hated him instantly. "The formal paperwork is currently routing through legal channels," I lied smoothly, leaning in. "But I am on a strict timeline to catch a flight for a secondary leg of this investigation. Surely you can verify a simple name against a room registry."
"I am very sorry, Ms. Vance," he interrupted, his tone completely devoid of actual apology. "But guest confidentiality at Aura is absolute. Without legal documentation, there is nothing I can do. I'm sure a compliance officer understands."
I snatched the key card off the counter, my fingers trembling with a lethal mix of helplessness and rage. "Thank you for your time."
I spun on my heel and walked out of the lobby, desperate to escape his piercing gaze. I found myself walking blindly toward the edge of the beach, the heat of the noon sun beating down on my dark clothes. It was too much. I stopped, pulling off my charcoal blazer and draping it over my arm. I unbuttoned my cuffs, rolling up my sleeves, and kicked off my heels into the white sand, letting the cool water lap at my toes.
I looked out at the overwater bungalows. *He was here.* Every analytical instinct I possessed told me the key wasn't a mistake. He had given this paradise to someone else.
I stood there for what felt like hours, drowning in the data points of a shattered life, until the distant chime of the resort boat signaled its return to the mainland. It was time to accept defeat. I had lost this round.
I walked back up to the lobby to gather my shoes and leave.
But as I stepped onto the stone floor, I noticed the supervisor’s desk was empty. He had been called away to the luggage bay. The young, cute receptionist was entirely alone.
My heart leaped into my throat. *One last check. Just dot the final i.*
I stepped up to her desk, keeping my blazer over my arm, looking far more human, hurried, and distressed than I had ten minutes ago.
"Hi," I breathed, letting a desperate smile slip through. "I am so sorry to bother you, but I am about to miss the return ferry, and I'm in a terrible mess." I slid the key card toward her, keeping my voice low, confidential. "I'm a corporate investigator, my name is Amanda Parker. I handed my ID—and I am desperately trying to verify a single data entry for Room 506 before I log my flight. My supervisor is going to kill me if I go back empty-handed. Is there *any* way you can just tell me any information about this keycard? 

The girl looked at my ID, then at the key, then she starts typing as she says, do u have a court order to release the details. "Please," I whispered, leaning closer. "Any details u can tell me. It takes two seconds. It saves my job." 

her eyes darting nervously toward the empty supervisor's desk. She hesitated, her fingers hovering over the keyboard.

She bit her lip, looked around once more, and continued typing rapidly. The screen reflected in her eyes. Then, a sudden, profound look of confusion washed over her face. She stopped typing. She looked up at me with her eyebrows flared, then down at my ID, then back at the screen.
"I'm sorry," she said, her voice faltering. "What did you say your name was again?
A sudden, sharp spike of anxiety hit my chest. "Amanda," I said, pointing to the plastic card. "Amanda Parker."
The receptionist stared at me, her face pale, the cursor blinking over the guest profile on her screen.
"Ma’am” she whispered. "Room  506 is booked under your name."


[bookmark: _Toc235646001]DRAFT SCENE: Kat & return from the hotel
I silence my phone and toss it onto the passenger seat.
It bounces once and slides onto the floor face down.
I don’t even bother picking it up.
The ringing starts again almost immediately.
Kat.
Again.
I let it ring.
I can’t talk to anyone right now.
I need to think.
What does this even mean?
The room was booked under my name.
My name.
I tighten my grip on the steering wheel.
Was someone using my identity?
Who?
Adam?
His lover?
But why would anyone use my name?
Nothing about this makes sense.
The questions keep piling on top of each other until I can barely separate one from the next.
My phone finally stops ringing.
Thank God.
Then my watch vibrates.
I glance down.
KAT
Below her name is a notification.
Meeting Started.
For a second I don’t understand what I’m looking at.
Then my stomach drops.
No.
No, no, no.
The presentation.
The meeting with the District Attorney’s office.
The findings review.
The presentation is on my laptop.
My laptop.
Which is sitting in the trunk right now and I’m at least an hour away.
“Oh, shit.”
The words come out loud.
I pull the car over so abruptly that the tires brush the curb.
Kat wasn’t calling about the hotel.
She wasn’t checking on me.
She was trying to find me.
Because I never showed up.
I stare through the windshield and bang my hands across the steering wheel.
My heart pounding with anger and anxiety.
I never miss meetings.
Not important ones.
Not career-defining ones.
Not meetings I’ve spent two weeks preparing for.
What the hell is wrong with me?
I press the heels of my hands into my eyes.
Get it together, Amanda.
You’re losing it.
The watch vibrates again.
Another message from Kat.
This time it’s only three words.
Where are you?
I don’t answer.
Because for the first time in my professional life, I genuinely don’t know which disaster I should deal with first.
(Im not really sure yet what kind of damage control can she do here, but im thinking this will result in some kind of fallout between her and Kat which would have some kind of argument about how she’s being obsessive and harming herself, which eventually which lead Amanda to pivot discussing her future findings with Mike)

[bookmark: _Toc235646002]DRAFT SCENE: After the hotel
I come back from the hotel with more questions than answers. What does it mean that the room was booked under my name? I never went there before. Was someone using my identity? Someone was using my name? But why is the room key with Adam's stuff? Did Adam make a booking under my name? Is Kat right? Could it be? But that just doesn't make any sense. Because the hotel said that the room was used and I have never been there. Did Adam travel? Go there without me? If it was a company retreat, like what Mike said, then why is the booking under my name? It's not for a company retreat. It is not for a secret holiday or surprise that Adam was doing for me. It must have been someone else. But why is someone booking the room under my name? Why is Adam booking it under my name? I am so confused. This is just, it doesn't make any sense. My mind is racing faster than the car I'm driving now. I'm so confused. I'm so angry at Adam, at myself, at everything. I just feel like everybody around me, you haven't a logical explanation, but for some reason I just can't see it. What is... I think I need to speak with Adam now. I've reached home and I'm scared in the garage. I still did not make up my mind what exactly am I going to tell him. I walk in. I see him, he's sitting in the living room. The TV is playing. Some movie is playing in the background and Adam is on her laptop. I stand in the hallway looking at him. He looks up at me and smiles and notices that something is off. He puts his laptop down and I ask, Hey, you okay? You look like you've seen a ghost. The words don't let me put my tongue. I just need to get it out and ask, Adam, did you go to this hotel before? But the words just don't leave my mouth. I'm too scared of the answer. I just say, oh, I just saw... a road accident, it kind of took me by... kind of scared me a little bit. Oh no, are you okay? Yeah, yeah, I'm fine. I'm fine. I repeat the second time almost to myself. It looks like he's going to get up to come to me and I just turn around and tell him, oh, I'll get dinner started. Where, where are the kids? They are at Mike's. Jessie came by a while ago to pick them up. I thought you knew. Oh yeah, right. I just remembered. Sorry, my, my mind is just all over the place. I'm just working on a case which is a little bit distracting. That's okay. You'll figure it out. You always do. Yeah. Mike goes back to his, Adam goes back to his laptop, seems he's working on something. He is a bit distracted. I turn around and I go upstairs. I sit in bed and I fetch in my pocket and I get out the card, the room key card. I move it in between my hands, touching it, looking at it, opening the card and closing it, wondering what is that? What kind of story does this key have? I've been drowning in my thoughts. What's that? I didn't hear Adam come in. He's standing in the hallway, already tall, the card in my hand. I was preparing a very big speech on the way home, a whole recital, but for some reason this just completely slips my mind. Adam notices that something is probably wrong. He comes closer. Amanda, is everything all right? I hold the key card up to him. In a trembling voice, I ask, Adam, can you tell me what is this? Adam looks puzzled. It looked like he genuinely doesn't know what that is. It's a key card. For the one and only Ezra. I don't know, should I know what that is? Well, I found it in your stuff. Wait, what? What do you mean in my stuff? I found it in a bag full of your things in the garage. I have no idea what that is, Amanda. Okay, next, I don't really know whether Amanda should actually tell him that the room was in her name or not, because I don't know, we have to explore both options and what they're going to do if she did. Is he actually going to accuse her of something? I mean, like, the room is in your name, why are you asking me? Or she would just be scared of it and she doesn't reveal the whole thing until she tries to find out more. But obviously Adam is denying it. Now Amanda and her peers will obviously say, yeah, obviously he's gonna say that. What do you think? He's going to admit that something happened? And again, we need to also think about whether the hotel is going to reveal a date or not. Because if it reveals a date, then it will be from before Amanda and Adam got together, which would not make any sense. Maybe that piece of detail could be found out later, after the agreement is revealed, maybe, or maybe never. I don't know, but it's not wise to reveal it now. It's just going to complicate things. And yeah, so...
You have set up an incredible, suffocatingly tense sequence here. The transition from her panicked internal monologue in the car to her total freezing in the doorway is incredibly realistic. When high-stakes panic hits, people don't usually give big speeches; they freeze, make up an excuse about a road accident, and retreat.
Let’s solve the two massive structural puzzles you just brought up: *whether she should tell Adam the room was in her name, and **how to handle the hotel date without ruining the plot.*
## 🧩 Puzzle 1: Should Amanda tell Adam the room was in her name?
*Option B is significantly stronger: She should keep that detail to herself for now.*
If she tells Adam the room was in her name, a few things happen that hurt the story's momentum:
 * *The Mutual Accusation:* Adam would instantly say, "Wait, if the room was in your name, why are you interrogating me? Were you having an affair before we met?" This turns the scene into a loud, messy marital shouting match, which breaks the quiet, cold suspense you've been building.
 * *The Forensic Ledger:* Amanda is a forensic accountant. Her training dictates that you never show the suspect all of your evidence at once. You keep a card up your sleeve to see if they lie to you. By only showing him the keycard and the bag, she is testing him.
Because Adam genuinely does not know what that specific keycard is (since it belonged to her secret trips with Mike), his puzzled, confused reaction will be *100% genuine*.
But because Amanda doesn't have all the data, her forensic brain will misinterpret his genuine confusion as a highly calculated lie. She will think: “Of course he’s denying it. He’s a professional architect, he’s smart, and he’s stonewalling me.” This keeps the suspicion locked squarely on Adam.
## 📅 Puzzle 2: How to handle the hotel date?
Your instinct is completely spot-on: *Do not let the hotel reveal a specific date right now.* It introduces a timeline paradox too early and overcomplicates the math for the reader.
Instead, let's use a very realistic, bureaucratic reason for why the hotel couldn't give her a specific date: *Data Retention Policies.*
When Amanda went to the resort, the receptionist could see the historical profile marker that "Amanda" had a reservation on file at this property in the past, but because the resort upgraded its booking software a year ago, or because standard data privacy laws require shredding old digital profiles after a few years, the specific billing dates and line items are archived or restricted. The receptionist can only tell her: "Yes, you have an account history here from a few years back, but I can't pull up the old, itemized folio on this screen."
This is perfect because:
 1. It confirms to Amanda that her name is on the resort's history.
 2. It gives her a "data wall" to climb over, which perfectly justifies why she needs to go back to the bag later to look for more clues (leading to the safe deposit key).
## 📝 Scripting the Scene Flow
Here is how the dialogue and action unfold naturally based on your draft, keeping the tension entirely inside Amanda's perspective.
I moved the card between my hands, my thumbs tracing the sleek, plastic edges. Opening the paper sleeve, closing it. Wondering. What kind of story does this key have? Who slept in that room?
I was so entirely drowned in my own thoughts that I didn't hear the bedroom door click open.
"What's that?"
I gasped, my shoulders jerking as I looked up. Adam was standing in the doorway. He looked so tall framing the entrance, his casual loungewear contrasting sharply with the cold, hard adrenaline spiking through my veins.
On the drive home, I had prepared a massive speech. A flawless, tightly organized recital of facts and demands, structured exactly like a fraud closing argument. But looking up at him now, the words completely disintegrated on my tongue. My mind went blank.
Adam’s expression shifted from casual to concerned. He stepped into the room, his eyes dropping to my trembling hands. "Amanda? Is everything all right?"
My throat felt tight, dry. Slowly, deliberately, I held the keycard up between us, the luxury resort logo facing him.
"Adam," I whispered, my voice shaking despite my best efforts to steady it. "Can you tell me what this is?"
Adam stopped. He squinted at the card, tilting his head slightly. The confusion on his face didn't look like a mask; he looked genuinely, entirely puzzled. "It's a keycard. For... the Ezra Resort? I don't know. Should I know what that is?"
A cold weight settled in my stomach. He’s playing dumb. "I found it in your stuff."
"Wait, what?" Adam let out a dry, incredulous laugh, stepping closer to the bed. "What do you mean, in my stuff?"
"In the garage," I said, my grip tightening on the plastic card until the edges bit into my palm. "I was looking for some storage bins with Cat, and an old overnight bag fell down. It was full of your things from the old architecture firm. Your corporate t-shirt. Your old cologne. And this was tucked inside."
"Amanda, I have absolutely no idea what that is," he said, his voice completely level, his hands coming up in a gesture of total innocence. "I’ve never even been to the Ezra. You know that. We talk about going up that coast every anniversary, but we've never actually made the trip."
I stared at him, my forensic brain frantically running a behavioral audit on his posture, his eyes, the cadence of his voice. He sounded entirely sincere. If I didn't know better, I would have believed him.
But I did know better. The hotel computer didn't lie. My name was on a historical file at that front desk. If Adam was telling the truth, it meant someone else had stolen my identity, my name, and my life to book a romantic getaway—and then hidden the keycard inside my husband's private corporate belongings.
It was statistically impossible.
"Are you sure, Adam?" I pressed, my voice dropping to a dangerous whisper, testing him. "Think back to the years at the old firm. A corporate retreat? A private client meeting? Nothing?"
"No, never," he said firmly, sitting down on the edge of the mattress, trying to look into my eyes. "The firm never sent us up there. Look at me, Amanda. I am telling you the truth. I don't know how that card got into that bag, but it isn't mine."
He reached out to touch my knee, but I subtly shifted my leg away, pretending to stand up to put the card on the nightstand.
"Okay," I murmured, keeping my back to him so he couldn't see the sheer panic fracturing my face. "Okay. I must have just... misread the situation. I'm sorry. Like I said downstairs, that road accident really shook me up, and my mind is just running wild with this work case."
"Hey, it's okay," Adam said softly, rising from the bed and walking over to wrap his arms around my shoulders from behind. He kissed the top of my head. "You're stressed. You're working too hard. Just leave the case alone for tonight, okay? Go wash your face, and I'll go next door to Mike and Jessie's to bring the kids back home for dinner."
"Yeah," I forced a small, hollow smile, staring at our reflection in the vanity mirror. "That sounds perfect."
The moment the front door clicked shut downstairs, signaling he was gone, I collapsed against the dresser.
He lied to me, my mind screamed into the empty bedroom. Of course he lied. What guy is going to admit to a secret hotel room?
The dead end was suffocating. Adam was stonewalling. The hotel’s old software couldn't give me the exact itemized dates. I was entirely out of data points.
Defeated, I walked back to the bed to pick up the keycard. But as I grabbed the paper sleeve, my mind flashed back to the garage floor. The corporate shirt. The cologne.
Did I miss something?
I picked up my phone and dialed Cat's number. It rang twice before she answered.
"Hey, did you confront him?" Cat asked immediately, her voice low and tense.
"He denied it," I said, pacing the bedroom floor. "Completely denied it. Genuinely looked like he had never seen the card before in his life. The hotel confirmed my name was on the file, Cat, but their system archive wouldn't let me extract the specific billing dates without a formal request. I'm stuck. I have no more leads."
There was a long silence on the other end of the line. I could hear Cat shifting her phone against her ear.
"Amanda," Cat said slowly, her tone completely changing from her earlier dismissal. "If your name is on the ledger at that resort, and it was in a bag with his old corporate gear... that is weird. Are you absolutely sure that's all that was in there?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean, you're a forensic accountant," Cat countered. "When you saw that logo, you panicked. You grabbed the key and ran. Did you actually check the rest of the bag? Did you look in all the side pockets? The lining?"
My pacing stopped dead in the middle of the room.
A cold prickle of realization washed over my skin. She was right. The sheer shock of finding a romantic resort keycard had completely derailed my professional instincts. I hadn't audited the bag. I had just grabbed the most obvious anomaly and fled.
"No," I whispered, my heart starting to race all over again. "No, I didn't."
"Go check the bag again, Amanda. Every inch of it."
## 💎 Why This Transitions Elegantly Now
This sets up the perfect, high-adrenaline sequence for the next chapter:
 1. Amanda races down to the garage while Adam is next door fetching the kids from Mike and Jessie's house.
 2. She tears into the hidden overnight bag, systematically checking the zippers, the false bottoms, the seams.
 3. Her fingers slip into a hidden interior pocket and pull out the *Safe Deposit Box Key*.
This keeps her completely proactive, keeps the reader hyper-focused on Adam's potential corporate/financial secrets, and perfectly bridges the story toward the ultimate discovery in the attic later.
How are you feeling about her keeping the name a secret from Adam to maintain her forensic advantage?
That is a phenomenal way to close the loop on this sequence. The physical comedy mixed with the high-stakes panic of her literally slurring her words and running past her family makes her feel so human and desperate.
And shifting the bag search to this exact moment—right after she runs past them—turns the dial up on the pacing. The reader’s heart is pounding because Adam is right there inside the house, and she is frantically tearing apart a hidden bag in the dark garage.
Let's write this final section of the scene, integrating your exact dialogue and that beautiful, sharp forensic realization at the end.
I slammed the phone down onto the mattress, my mind completely re-ignited by Cat's words. The side pockets. The lining. She was right. The forensic accountant in me had completely choked the moment I saw that resort logo. I hadn't finished the audit.
I spun on my heel and bolted down the stairs, my heart hammering against my ribs. I practically threw myself down the final flight of steps, my only focus getting out to the garage before Adam came back.
I threw open the front door to head outside—and slammed directly into a wall of fabric and limbs.
"Whoa!" Adam stumbled back, catching Ben and Nina by their shoulders as they all filed onto the porch.
I gasped, recoiling, my breath caught in my throat.
Adam stared at me, his eyes wide with sheer bewilderment. "Amanda? Is everything okay? You look like... look, it looks like the house is on fire. Is the house on fire?"
"Oh—no, I'm... I'm sorry," I stammered, the words slurring together on my tongue as my brain tried to process their physical presence. I couldn't think. I couldn't construct a normal sentence. "I just... I need to find something. In the garage. I'll be right back."
Before he could even open his mouth to respond, I pushed past them, stepping out onto the driveway. I could feel Adam looking at me in a very weird way as the door clicked behind them. Why wouldn't he? His wife had completely lost her mind over a plastic hotel card.
But I couldn't think about that now. Not yet.
I ran into the dim, cool air of the garage, the heavy door thudding shut behind me. I lunged toward the shelving unit, my hands instantly finding the dusty duffel bag exactly where I had hidden it. I dragged it down onto the concrete floor, dropping to my knees.
Cat’s voice ringed in my ears. Did you look through it? Did you check every inch?
No, I hadn't. The moment I had seen the keycard, my mind had simply stopped.
Frantic, I unzipped the main compartment, ripping out the corporate t-shirt, shoving the cologne bottle aside. I tore through the outer side pockets, my fingers clawing at the empty mesh. Nothing. I plunged my hands into the interior compartments, feeling along the fabric base. Nothing.
I was about to throw the bag against the wall in frustration when my palm brushed against the interior wall.
There. A rigid, hard shape pressed against the fabric lining. It was buried deep inside the structure of the bag.
I shifted my hands, searching the dark seams until my fingertips caught on a tiny, completely concealed zipper stitched directly into the interior lining. I pulled it back. The metal teeth gave way with a sharp hiss.
I reached into the secret pocket and wrapped my fingers around a heavy, cold object.
I pulled it out into the single overhead light of the garage, holding it flat in my palm.
Being a forensic accountant means I spend my entire life dealing with international banks, hidden assets, and complex financial paper trails. My job requires me to know the exact physical architecture of security.
Which meant I knew exactly what the object in my hand was the second the metal caught the light.
It wasn't a house key. It wasn't a car key.
It was a safe deposit box key.
And stamped right into the brass was the unique, serial-coded branch number of a private vault facility downtown.
## 📚 End of Chapter
This is a flawless cliffhanger. The ledger isn't just missing a piece of data anymore; there is a physical vault out there holding the exact answers she is looking for.
When you're ready to pick back up, we have the perfect runway built for:
 * The tension of her trying to access that safe deposit box using her forensic credentials.
 * The discovery of the white Hallmark book inside that box (or later in the attic, depending on how we bridge the final clues!).
 * The slow tightening of the trap with Mike and Jessie next door.
Take a breather—you did some incredible plotting tonight!


[bookmark: _Toc235646003]DRAFT SCENE: Obsession & growing tension with Adam
So, in the scene where she is confronting Adam, then he must tell her something like, Amanda, you came to me first thinking that I was cheating on you. I'm not a cheater. I did not cheat on you. I did not cheat on my first wife. Nothing of that sort is happening. I don't really know what is going on in your head. I don't know what happened with this agreement. I honestly do not know. And I really want to help you to find out because I don't know. But maybe if you went to that trouble to erase something, then maybe you should keep it erased, Amanda. Maybe it's not healthy to chase it. Okay, so this is again mirroring Mike's words. I'm not really sure if this is the best idea or not, so this will also be something worth exploring when we're coming up with the dialogue. So in the final scene, let's say Amanda goes, comes back from her confrontation with Mike, she goes into her living room and Adam is sitting there or something, or standing in the kitchen or whatever. So she goes to him, she cups his face, and gives him a long, long kiss. And he's like, what is that for? Maybe she tells him something like, I'm sorry, or I love you, or something. And then he looks at her in a strange way, but in a loving way, and he's like, is everything okay? And then she smiles and she says to herself, yeah, everything is fine. And she smiles to him. And maybe that would be the ending, or the cut scene.
Amanda & Adam unravel

Scene 1: The Question He Can’t Answer

This happens after the agreement.

Amanda has convinced herself that maybe she knew Adam before she remembers.

Maybe they had an affair.

Maybe that’s the missing period.

They’re in bed.

The lights are off.

Adam is half asleep.

Amanda suddenly asks:

“When did we meet?”

Adam laughs.

“What kind of question is that?”

“I’m serious.”

“At Jake’s barbecue.”

“No. Before that.”

“What do you mean before that?”

“Did we ever meet before that?”

Now Adam is awake.

“Amanda, what is this about?”

“Just answer.”

“Not that I remember.”

She lies awake all night.

Reader interpretation:

Maybe he’s hiding something.

Reality:

He genuinely has no idea why his wife is interrogating him at midnight.

⸻

Scene 2: The Old Photo

Amanda is going through old albums.

She finds a photo.

Adam standing next to some woman.

The photo is years before they met.

She immediately zooms in.

Studies it.

Who is she?

Could it be Adam’s first wife?

Could it be someone else?

Could it be me?

Then Adam walks in.

⸻

“What are you looking at?”

⸻

Amanda immediately closes the album.

⸻

“Nothing.”

⸻

Adam frowns.

⸻

“Okay…”

⸻

Now Adam is suspicious of Amanda.

Not the other way around.

⸻

Scene 3: The Clinic Fight

This one is powerful.

Amanda finally tells him about the agreement.

Not everything.

Just enough.

⸻

“I found something.”

⸻

“What?”

⸻

“It says I had a memory procedure.”

⸻

Silence.

⸻

“What?”

⸻

Adam laughs.

Not because it’s funny.

Because it’s absurd.

⸻

“What are you talking about?”

⸻

“I had part of my memory erased.”

⸻

Now Adam is scared.

Not guilty.

Scared.

⸻

And Amanda interprets that fear incorrectly.

⸻

Scene 4: The Family Dinner

I really like this one.

Breakfast callback.

Earlier:

* waffles
* laughter
* teasing

Now:

* forks scraping plates
* nobody talking

Ben says:

“Mom?”

⸻

“Yeah?”

⸻

“Why are you angry?”

⸻

“I’m not angry.”

⸻

And Ben says:

“You look angry.”

Kids always tell the truth.

That hits harder than a dramatic confrontation.

⸻

Scene 5: The Wrong Conclusion

This is probably the most important Adam scene.

Amanda finally reaches her terrible theory.

She confronts him.

⸻

“Did you have an affair?”

⸻

Adam freezes.

⸻

“What?”

⸻

“Before we got together.”

⸻

Now Adam is offended.

Genuinely offended.

⸻

“Amanda…”

⸻

“Just answer me.”

⸻

“No.”

⸻

“Then explain all of this.”

⸻

She throws down:

* agreement
* hotel key
* whatever clue exists

⸻

Adam looks at them.

Completely lost.

⸻

And now for the first time he gets angry.

Not because he’s guilty.

Because the woman he loves thinks he’s capable of this.

⸻

That’s where the marriage cracks.

Not because Adam did anything.

Because Amanda can’t stop chasing answers.




[bookmark: _Toc235646004]DRAFT SCENE: Mike tries to stop Amanda


[bookmark: _Toc235646005]DRAFT CHAPTER: Before: The Clinic 
She's sitting in the room, waiting. She keeps questioning. Scratch that, she's still questioning herself. Why is she here? Is she really going to do this? She looks around. She realizes the room is so quiet. No one is there. There are a few posters on the wall. Is it too heavy? she thinks to herself. Yes, it is. Are you tired of carrying it? she thinks again. I'm exhausted. The next one reads, we can help you. There is a small ache in her heart. And the last one reads, your new life is about to begin. She saw that same poster before. It was in the reception when she first walked into the clinic. Your new life is about to begin. What is the new life? What is going to happen to me? She was thinking to herself, how would her life become different after she does that? Is this the right decision? Is this too much challenging mother nature? Is she going to be in more trouble? Is it going to get worse? I think the only thing that is keeping her in that room is that things cannot get any worse. How worse could they get? Look at what everything she has lost because of this, the mess she's become. She can't function anymore. "You are resilient," her therapist said. He said that because she was functioning. She managed to get out of bed, go to work, do her job. She was able to pay her bills. She was able to speak with her friends occasionally, when they were still around. But she doesn't feel like she's being resilient anymore. She cannot seem to be doing her job correctly. She's been making too many mistakes lately. No one is noticing, though. Her job entails a very high attention to detail that nobody else has, so technically, she's the only one who can recognize that she's making mistakes. At least for now. Her friends... Nobody is there with her today. Because again, nobody knows. She's alone in this. She's been alone all along. There is no one there to be there for her for this. She's become very distant lately, and her friends couldn't understand that because they don't really know what is going on with her. To them, she's just going through a low phase, that's all. But she's been going out less and less. And instead of her friends being understanding, they're starting to get upset. And she can't say anything. She cannot bother to explain. She doesn't have the energy or the capacity to try and maintain those relationships. She just wants to be alone. It's her and her grief. It's coming close to a year now after the breakup. That's when her therapist used to say things are going to start to get a little better, but it doesn't seem like it is. She just still seems to be in pain. And the pain doesn't seem to be going away. She's been living in this lonely part of hers for so many months that she feels like she cannot function anymore. Is she really ready to do this? The thoughts keep racing in her head. She starts having second thoughts. At this point, maybe it is the 500th thoughts because she's been considering and reconsidering and analyzing this decision for months, thinking, is this the right decision? Is this the right choice? Is she ready to do this? She must be ready. She's sitting here in this room, ready to go through with this. She must be ready, right? She hears a knock at the door and she panics. Scratch that. Startles. She's startled. Someone walks in wearing a lab coat saying, Hello, I'm Dr. Sean. I will be your guide for today. Did everybody explain everything to you and how the procedure is going to happen? Yes. He asks, Sorry, can you? I didn't get that. And then she realizes that her voice was so low that it kind of didn't even come out. She says again, Yes. He says, That's wonderful. He says, I can see you're nervous. That's normal. Everybody does. He then turns around and goes to the counter to get some gloves. He says, Once you actually start your new life, you would probably wonder why haven't you done this a long time ago. She smiles, but the smile doesn't really reach her lips. He comes back to her with the syringe. He asks her, Are you ready? She says, Yes. He asks again, Have you agreed to the terms and conditions of the agreement? She says yes. He asks, OK, one last question. Have you destroyed all reminders of the incident? She pauses. She looks down at her wrist, touches her bracelet, the gold V-shaped bracelet. She touches it lightly, and she lies. Yes.


[bookmark: _Toc235646006]DRAFT SCENE: The Safe Deposit Key


[bookmark: _Toc235646007]DRAFT SCENE: The safe deposit box




[bookmark: _Toc235646008]CHAPTER DRAFT: Before: The Breakdown
She's sitting in her bed. The alarm rings. She blindly picks up the phone and just hits stop. Scratch that, she hits snooze. She's already awake. She's been awake all night. She didn't get any sleep again. Maybe an hour or two. She tried taking a walk. She likes walking. It's peaceful. Especially midnight walks, the ones she usually takes when she can't go to sleep. There is just something about a silent street, dark, with nothing around except the sound of roaches and her footsteps. The problem is lately that those walks have not become peaceful. They have become a war zone for her head because part of her mind is just trying to relax, to unwind, to try and get some sleep, but another part of her brain is just fighting, trying to get to keep a hang of the memories, trying to remember everything, doesn't want to let go. The more her mind tries to let go a little bit, just to take a little breath, another part of her mind is just hanging on for dear life so tightly, it doesn't want to let go. And she is stuck in the war zone of her mind every night, every day, everywhere. Quote, this is normal. Of course it's going to take time. You've been attached. You've been together for many, many years. Of course, it's not going to be easy to let go. Of course, your mind is going to keep fighting. You'll have to let the thoughts be there freely for some time. And then you have to distract yourself. It will take time, but eventually it will go. Close quote. That's what my therapist, that's what her therapist used to say. It makes sense. She's convinced that this is realistic. It's been a few months now. She's been struggling in silence because nobody knew. She looks at the time, eight o'clock. She looks to her phone, opened the chatting app, click on his name, on his photo. He has a new profile photo. He looks good. He looks a bit tired, though, doesn't he? She sighs. Then her eyes start tearing up, so she just puts the phone away, gets up. She stands there for a while, and then she slowly moves to the bathroom to start getting ready for the day. She's always been very indecisive on how to pick something to wear for the day. This day, she decided to try something different. She's always into dark colors, but for some reason today she thought, let me try something else. So she picks a pair of white pants, navy blazer. She's not really sure about her other choice. choice, but it's getting late and she needs to move to go to work. It's a long drive to her office, including some traffic, it takes 45 minutes. She listens to her audiobook. Quote, he walks into the room and sees all the blood dripping down the stairs. He doesn't know where it's coming from, and he starts thinking, is it, is it his wife? Is it a stranger? How could it be? Close quote. Crime thrillers, her favorite. It's a good opportunity for her to just be in someone else's life, at least for a little bit, although she keeps getting distracted every few minutes by her own story, by her own thoughts. At some point, you find yourself in her parked car, in her office building. She stays there still for a few minutes, engine off, with her hands on her steering wheel. She notices a small tear in the corner of her eye. She looks at herself in the mirror, and then she wipes it away and just gets out of the car. She takes her laptop bag, going with slow, heavy steps to the office, trying to think about what she has to do today. A few minutes later, she is at her desk. She didn't really notice anybody around, and it doesn't seem like anybody noticed her either. She wants to drink some coffee, but she doesn't really want to go all the way to the pantry and run into anyone. For some reason, today she is having like an extra feeling of not wanting to speak with anyone. There is a very strange heaviness on her chest. She's staring at her monitor, blank screen. And then she presses the power button and she's waiting For a preload. As she's waiting, she notices another tear coming up in the corner of her eye. She wipes it away. Then she feels another now coming streaking down her cheek. What's going on? She gets scared. She runs. She gets up. She runs to the bathroom. There is no one there. She goes into an empty stall, sits on the seat, looks down. And then now tears are starting falling. She can see the tears dripping on the floor. One by one. And then they get faster. More tears. What is going on? What happened? She was fine. She stays there for some time trying to steady her breathing. She remembers her breathing exercises. Deep breath in. Deep breath out. Deep breath in. Slowly out. As she's breathing out, she notices her mouth is shaking. Something is wrong. This is not the normal crying wave she's been having over the last few months. She doesn't know how long she's been in that stall, so she tries to get herself together. She just tries to stop the tears enough just so she can step out and hope that nobody comes into the bathroom. She steps out of the stall. She looks in the mirror. She's shocked by what she sees. Her eyes are red. She's been crying for a long time. When she sees herself like this, she starts crying again. She's getting scared now. Her breath is becoming more quick. Her breathing is quick. She needs to get out of there. This is not going to get any better. She has work to do. She has meetings to attend. She can do this. She doesn't care about this all. What she wants is just... Get out of there. She quickly washes her face and dries it enough just so at least nobody can notice. She dashes out of the bathroom, looking down and just hoping nobody says anything to her. No good morning, no, how are you? It was still early in the day that the office was practically empty. She runs back to her desk, quickly shoves her laptop and her things into her bag, takes her phone and her purse, and quickly just runs out of the office. She did notice that people were looking at her, but nobody said anything, thank God. She frantically presses on the elevator button trying to make it get there quicker. She just wants to get out of the building. She's praying and hoping to God that when the elevator door opens, there is no one there to see her like this. She's been looking down the whole time. The elevator door opens to beep. There is a beep and the elevator door opens, and thank God there is no one there. She walks in, presses the ground floor, stands in the corner of the elevator and just keeps looking down, breathing, trying to steady her breathing as much as she can. She quickly runs out of the building, going into the parking, quick steps, steady steps. She goes into the car, she throws her laptop bag in the passenger seat. She didn't even have time to put it in her trunk of her car. She sits in her car, she has the shade screen on on her dashboard, and then she collapses in tears. Non-stop tears. Loud tears, agony. It finally hits her. It's been all the triggers she's been facing lately. Few days ago, around a week ago, she saw him. She was sitting in a cafe where she was working and he walked in. Until this moment, she doesn't know whether he saw her or not. She saw him. She saw him saying hi to another friend of theirs that they were sitting there. She saw him going to a table and sitting with someone, probably from work. She kept stealing looks at him, unsure whether he saw her and chose to ignore her, or maybe he didn't see her. Few days later, it was his birthday. His birthday was always a very big deal. She always made a big fuss about it, had huge arrangements, did a lot of things. This year, nothing. It was around four months post-breakup, which marked the longest they have ever been off in their on-and-off relationship, which seems to Might have made it more evident that he's not coming back this time. There is a very good chance that it is really over. So far, she's still been hanging on to hope, and maybe hope is slipping away now. Now add all of this to the lack of sleep she's been having for the last couple of weeks, and you have this, what she's going through now, a perfect storm. She realizes she cannot keep sitting in the car, so she just removes the sunscreen. She starts driving. She doesn't know where she's going. She's supposed to be at work. Before she puts the car in drive, she manages to send a text message to her manager and to one of her colleagues saying that she's not feeling well. She cannot work today, someone has to cover for her in the meeting. She's been shaking just sending those messages. And then after she sent them, she just puts her phone on airplane mode and she just drives away. She doesn't know where she's going. She's just driving. Thoughts are racing in her head, memories of him, memories of his face, memories of him of her touching his face. Quote and unquote, I'm tired and fed up. Quote, can we talk through this, please? Unquote. Quote, I've never loved anybody like I loved you. You're the most amazing girl I've ever seen. Unquote. Quote, please don't do this. Unquote. And then she screamed, a blood-curdling scream, an agonizing scream. She's sitting in her car, screaming as loud as she can. She can literally feel the pain in her body, in her heart. Feels like someone is squeezing her heart. It's so painful. She's so scared. She doesn't know where to go or what to do. Her body is shaking. She's not supposed to be driving, but she doesn't know what else to do. She has no one to call. She doesn't know how long it has been, but she cannot stop screaming. She then starts wondering, do people outside and outside her car, can anybody hear her? Can anybody see her? No one can. She's invisible. How can a pain so strong be so invisible to everybody? She holds her phone. She brings up his name. She's about to press call. She wants him to hear her. She just wants him to hear her scream. She wants him to know the pain. Maybe he's gonna say something to make her feel better. But then she realizes if she calls, he's not going to answer. If she sends him a text message, he's not going to reply. If she sends him a voice note, he's not going to open it. He's gone. She's alone. She has to go through this on her own. She's been driving for I don't know how long, and then she finds herself going to one of her favorite spots, the beach. She parks her car, pauses, wondering how did she get there? Not just in the car, but how did she get there in her life? Why is this happening to her? What did she do to deserve this kind of pain? What was so terrible that she had done that he would inflict that much pain on her, and he doesn't even know it? The pain is so heavy, she can barely move. Her body is shaking. She steps out of the car, leaving her shoes inside, her heels inside, and just walks slowly to the edge. She picks an empty corner and she just sits there. She doesn't care that the dirt is going to make her white pants messy. She just sits there, looks at the waves, closes her eyes, and just listens to the waves. She remembers. Her therapist saying, the mind likes the soothing sound of the waves. It's relaxing. That's when she realized that that's why she's there at the beach. She didn't make a decision to go there. She just went there. It was a defense mechanism. Her brain was trying to protect her. She's just trying to soothe itself. She stays there for so long, staring, dead eyes, wet eyes. The screaming is gone, but the shaking is still there, the tears are still there, the headache is still there, the heaviness is still there, the memories are still there. She hears a sound from behind, so she looks back. No one is there. Must have been the wind. But then something catches her eyes. A banner. Our bad memories chasing you, interrupting your day. We have a solution. Call 555-7321.


[bookmark: _Toc235646009]DRAFT SCENE: After the agreement
I paced the length of the room, the wood floors creaking under my bare feet. Back and forth. My hands were shaking so badly I could barely keep my thoughts straight.
Mike sat on the edge of the chair, staring down at the single sheet of paper in his hands. The official clinic seal sat at the top, but the text beneath it was truncated. He looked up, his face entirely pale, his eyes wide with a shock that mirrored my own. "The rest... it seems like this is just a single annex of the main agreement. Amanda, where is the rest of it?"
"I don't know!" I cried, throwing my hands up. "I have no idea. But it means there is a period of my life—a specific piece—that I chose to... to delete."
"Or maybe you were forced to," Mike murmured, his thumb rubbing the edge of the paper. He looked up at me, his brow furrowed. 
"Why would I do that? Who would force me?"
I stopped pacing. A wild, dark theory had been blooming in my chest ever since I ran the timeline of Adam's previous marriage against meeting him. "Wait. What if... what if I was the affair?”
Mike’s face shoots up from his seat up to me. Full of surprised disbelief. 
“Mike. Hear me out. Adam was married before, right? What if I was the woman he was cheating on his ex-wife with? What something went so wrong and it was so big, that I decided to just... excise it?”
He went entirely still, his face drained of color. “Or maybe he forced me like you said."
He stared at me, his eyes searching my face, shaking his head as he’s registering the words but looking completely unconvinced. “No.” He whispered, shaking his head. 
"No, Amanda that’s not it. I know Adam. I told you before Adam wouldn't cheat. Not on you, and not on his ex-wife. He isn't that kind of man, Amanda. You know that."
"Then explain this!" I lunged forward, grabbing the agreement right out of his fingers and holding it up between us. "What does this even mean? Why did I have a part of my memory removed? What was in that gap? I don't feel like I'm missing anything. My childhood, my college years, meeting Adam, it's all there! I don't feel a gap."
Mike looked down at the floor, silent. His jaw tightened. He looked like he wants to speak, to say something grounding, but has absolutely no idea what to say.
"Mike?" I stepped closer, my voice dropping to a desperate whisper. "If there is something you know... please. You have to tell me. I don't want to cause any problems with Adam. If it's in the past, it's in the past.” Tears start falling down my cheek and I hated feeling them coming out of my eyes like this. “But I am losing my mind here. I just need to know what the hell is going on."
Without a word, Mike reached to my hand and firmly pulled the agreement back out of it. He stood up, went back to the text, his eyes scanning the fine print, desperately looking for an out. Suddenly, his eyes locked onto a clause near the bottom.
"Look at this," he said, his voice growing more confident. "This targeted procedure is strictly irreversible. Attempting to retrieve or reverse the procedure could result in permanent forms neural pathways disturbance that could lead to brain damage.'"
I froze. My breath caught in my throat. "I... I didn't read that part."
"Then read it now," Mike said, his voice steady. He set the paper down on the table, his hands sliding the document back to me. He wouldn't look at me. "Amanda, I don't think it's wise to dwell on this. You and Adam... you're happy. You have a beautiful life. You have the kids. And now you know for a fact that he isn't cheating on you today. So just... leave it."
"Leave it?" I echoed, incredulous.
How could he say that? I stare at him in disbelief, unable to comprehend how could that even be possible. 
“Amanda…” 
He looked at me. 
"Listen to me.” He comes closer “There must have been something terrible that happened to you," he went on, his voice sounding broken, heavy, like he was the one carrying the physical weight of this revelation. 
"Something so big that you decided you never wanted to face again. Just try to leave it this way. It’s not good for you. It's not good for Adam. It's not good for... anyone. Just please let it go."
I stared at him. Paranoia flared deep in my gut. Was he hiding something, or was I just so desperate to a point where my mind is starting to invent secrets in other people’s silence? How could he expect me to just turn my brain off? To look at a black hole in my own life and just walk away? It was impossible for a person like me to let it go.
"Have you tried contacting the clinic directly?" Mike asked suddenly, trying to pivot the conversation.
"They closed down a few years ago," I said, a bitter laugh escaping my lips. "I spent the last three hours digging into their corporate documents. The whole operation dissolved overnight. I checked with some former colleagues in the medical tech sector. It turns out the clinic shredded every scrap of client documentation for 'confidentiality measure' before during the liquidation. There is no paper trail left, Mike. The clinic is a ghost."
Mike let out a long, slow breath, his shoulders dropping. "Then, Amanda... it seems like past-you went to extreme, permanent lengths to keep whatever this is hidden from yourself. Maybe you should honor that choice. Keep it hidden."
I looked at him, tears of sheer frustration blurring my vision. "If you were in my place... if it was your mind, Mike... would you really just walk away?"
Mike finally looked up, his eyes dark, drowning in a sorrow I couldn't begin to comprehend.
"Yes," he whispered, his voice cracking. "I would. Because there is nothing else to do.”
“That’s not true. This is not over.”
“Amanda, I don't want you to get hurt. But finding this out... whatever it is... it isn't going to help you. It isn't going to fix anything. Some things could be better off forgotten, you did that yourself to forget about it.”
He looked away. 
“Just.. try to let it go. Please."


[bookmark: _DRAFT_SCENE:_Before:][bookmark: _Toc235646010]DRAFT CHAPTER: Before: The Therapist
She sat in the waiting room staring at the floor.
She’d been in this room so many times she no longer noticed the paintings on the walls. Or the magazines stacked neatly on the table. Or the soft music playing somewhere overhead.
Every session started the same way.
She sat here wondering what she was going to say.
Sometimes she arrived with a list.
Sometimes she arrived with a story.
Today she had nothing.
Only the appointment.
Only the exhaustion.
The sessions helped. Her therapist was good. 
At least a little.
This was the only place where she could say the truth out loud.
The only place where she didn’t have to pretend she was getting better.
A voice interrupted her thoughts.
“Hey. Come on in.”
She looked up and managed a faint smile.
He held the door open for her.
She followed him into the office and sat down in the familiar chair.
For a moment neither of them spoke.
Then came the question that always started every session.
“So, how have you been?”
Quickly, she gave the automatic answer.
“Good.”
“So what brings you in here today?” He challenged her, he can obviously see she’s not.
A pause.
“I keep thinking I’m getting better.”
Another pause.
Then she shook her head.
“Actually no. That’s not true.”
She looked down at her wrist, fondling with her bracelet.
He waited.
“I’ll have a few hours where I feel normal. I’ll go to work. I’ll run errands. I’ll answer emails. I’ll talk to people.”
She swallowed.
“And then I’ll get back into my car.”
Her voice cracked. As she tried to control herself to be able to speak without the tears coming.
“Or I’ll get home. Or I’ll have ten minutes alone.”
Her lips trembled.
“And it all comes rushing back.”
He nodded slowly.
“We’ve discussed that earlier. That’s normal for these feelings to come and go.”
She laughed bitterly.
“I knew you were going to say that.”
He smiled slightly.
“Good. So you understand it. Don’t be too hard on yourself, you’re going through a very tough time now. Give yourself permission to grieve it.”
She laughed. 
“Permission? I don’t want permission. I don’t want to be here. I’ve been grieving for months.”
She sunk back in her seat.
“It’s been too long.”
Her voice got louder. Anger was taking over over.
“Why am I still here?”
He didn’t answer.
“Why am I still stuck?”
Her eyes were filling again.
“It’s been many many months already. Long months. I’m exhausted.”
The room was silent.
She looked toward the window avoiding looking directly at him as she was trying to find the words.
When she finally spoke, they came out differently than she expected.
“I feel like I’m trapped in a room.”
He waited.
“A room full of him.”
She laughed once.
A broken sound.
“I removed the pictures.”
She looked at her hands.
“I got rid of things.”
A pause.
“But I can still see where they used to be.”
Her breathing started to shake.
“Do you know what I mean?”
He nodded.
She continued.
“It’s like his presence is still there.”
Her voice became smaller.
“Like a ghost.”
The word hung in the air.
“A ghost that comes and goes whenever it wants.”
She looked up at him.
“And I can’t get him out.”
Tears spilled down her cheeks.
“And I can’t get myself out.”
The first sob caught her by surprise.
“Why do you think you feel trapped in this room?”
She pressed a hand over her mouth.
“I’m exhausted.”
Another sob.
“I’m just so tired.”
She wiped at her eyes.
“The thing he loved about me was that I was happy.”
Her voice broke.
“I was always the happy one. His happy place. His person”
She laughed through tears.
“Look at me now. I don’t even know what being happy feels like anymore.”
The room fell silent again.
For a moment she thought he was about to say something.
A shaky breath.
“I know what you’re going to say.”
Another breath.
“I need to learn how to make myself happy.”
She looked away.
“But I don’t know how.”
The words came out as a whisper.
“I don’t know who I am without him.”
Her shoulders started shaking.
“And every day I keep thinking I might get better but it just keeps getting worse.”
The tears were falling freely now.
“Every day that passes is another reminder.”
Her voice cracked.
“That he’s not coming back.”
The room blurred.
She lowered her head.
“If you already know he’s not, why do you think you’re still here?”
She shook her head violently in objection.
“Because he left before. Many times”
A tear hit her hand.
“Then he came back.”
Another.
“He always came back.”
She closed her eyes.
“But this time…” He said.
Her breathing halted.
“This time he didn’t. He left me all alone in that room and walked away without a goodbye.”
Another sob escaped.
Raw.
Uncontrolled.
Months of grief condensed into a single sound.
Her therapist quietly stood, crossed the room, and placed a bottle of water and a box of tissues beside her.
He didn’t speak.
She appreciated that.
She grabbed a tissue. Sat on the edge of the seat, looked down at the floor.
She closed her eyes.And forced herself to breathe.
In and out.
In and out.
One breath at a time.
“Time heals everything.” He said.
She didn’t look up, she was staring at the floor as tears dropped next to her feet. 
“Do you know what scares me the most? I don’t believe this will ever end. I know this should get easier.”
She laughed between her tears.
“But when would it?”
Silence
“I honestly don’t think it ever will. I think this who I am now.”
“If you have a chance to remove him from your memories, would you do it?” He asked.
She shook her head instinctively “No. I don’t think I can do that. Memories are the only thing I have left of him. I’m in a relationship with the ghost of his memories.”



[bookmark: _Toc235646011]DRAFT SCENE: Obsession Grows
Amanda confronts Adam by throwing the clues to him
“Amanda, listen to me.”
He wasn’t angry anymore.
He just looked tired.
Tired and hurt.
“You came to me thinking I was cheating on you.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but he shook his head.
“Do you have any idea what that felt like to me?”
His voice wasn’t harsh. Somehow that made it worse. It made me feel guilty.
“You thought that key belonged to me. You thought I was hiding something. I would never do that to you. Why would I? I love you.”
I looked away. I don’t know what to think or what to believe anymore.
“Now you think this memory thing has something to do with me.” He’s pointing to his chest referring to himself then his hands dropped in despair.
“Amanda, I don’t know what happened.”
The words hung between us.
“I wish I did. I wish I could explain it. I wish I could tell you exactly what you’re looking for and make all of this go away.”
I closed my eye, trapping the tears inside.
He stepped closer.
“But I can’t.”
I could see the frustration in his face now. Not frustration with me. Frustration with the situation.
“You think I had an affair with you?” He almost laughs. “This is absurd Amanda. You have to believe me. The day you remember meeting me is the first day I saw you.”
I can’t look at him so I turn away, grabbing a tissue from the dresser.
“I don’t know what happened before we met.” I can feel him coming closer. “I don’t know why you signed that agreement. I don’t know what you erased.”
He paused.
“But I do know you.”
His voice softened. He put his hand on my shoulder. 
“And the woman I know is driving herself insane chasing something that might not even make her satisfied if she finds it.”
I swallowed hard. My voice cracking.
“What if it’s important?”
“What if it isn’t?”
The question landed heavier than I expected.
“What if it brings more questions?”
I turn to him. I want to believe him. I really do. But something is gnawing on my brain. I just can’t accept it.
“Maybe the version of you who did this didn’t do it to hide the truth, maybe she was just trying to survive. Maybe she did it because she wanted some kind of peace?”
I look up at him as he continues “What if you’re accidentally destroying that peace by trying to dig it back up after all those measures you’ve went through?”
I know he makes sense. I know he loves me. 
“Sometimes knowing everything isn’t the right answer.”
My mind was in overdrive. 
He made sense.
Every word he says makes sense.
That was the problem.
But deep down there’s also one more thing I know for sure.
I know I just cannot let this go without knowing the answer.


[bookmark: _Toc235646012]DRAFT SCENE: The Attic
I am absolutely losing my mind.
I don't know what's going on anymore. What is happening to our life? Everything was fine. We were okay. We were happy.
I don’t know if I believe him. I don’t know what to believe.
I keep pacing the living room floor, my breath coming in shallow, ragged bursts. I don't know how Adam and I are ever going to recover from this. I don't know if he's telling the truth. He's not. He has to be lying. But is this just something buried in the past? Is my brain simply not supposed to dwell on whatever is back there?
I am so scared. I feel entirely, utterly hopeless.
I stop, pressing my palms against my temples. What if there are more clues? What if there is some other piece of information left behind? I try to force my frantic thoughts into logic. 
Think, Amanda. If you wanted to hide something from yourself, where would you hide it? Or maybe... where would you hide it if you actually wanted your future self to find it? Because at this point, I don't even know whether I want to find the truth or not.
My feet are moving again. Back and forth. Across the living room, through the hallway, into the kitchen, moving blindly through every room in the house like a ghost haunting my own life.
And then, I stop at the base of the stairs. I look up.
The attic.
Could it be possible? Could there be something hidden in the darkness up there, buried in the boxes the exact same way the overnight bag had been left in the garage?
I quickly move up the second-floor landing and stand before the stairway to the attic. I pause, my hand hovering over the railing. Mike’s voice echoes in my head, low and broken: “Let it go, Amanda. Try to let it go, please.”
I take two steps up the wooden stairway. Adam’s voice strikes in my head now, sharper this time: “What if you’re destroying that peace trying to dig it back up after all those measures you’ve went through?”
I step back down. I pause in the quiet hallway. He's right, I think, my heart hammering against my ribs. He is entirely right. Past-me didn't want me here.
But I can't put it to rest. I physically, can’t. I cannot just turn my brain off and live with a black hole in my own life. I don't need the memories back, I don't even know if I want them back, but I just need to understand what happened to me.
Before I can change my mind, I scramble up the stairs and into the musty, dimly lit air of the attic.
Rows of cardboard boxes line the room. Dust motes dance in the weak light slicing through the single ceiling lamp. I begin tearing into them frantically. I recognize the packing tape from my old apartment, others from when Adam and I first moved in together, and a few labelled with the kids' names.
Naturally, I start with my own boxes.
First box: clothes. Heavy winter sweaters I haven't worn in years.
Adam’s face pops in my head. My loving husband. The man I fell for years ago and would always choose.
Second box: random junk. Old corporate mugs, dried-up pens, loose notebooks. It looks like the contents of a shelf I had just blindly swept into a container during a hurried move.
Mike’s voice in my head “Let it go.”
Third box: books. I recognize the spines. These were the books I used to keep on the floating shelf right above my bed in my old apartment. When I moved in with Adam a, I must have packed them away, planning to put them up, and just never got around to it.
Kat’s voice “This is not you, Amanda.”
Fourth box: more clothes.
I keep opening one box after another, my movements growing faster, more desperate. Everything has a clear, recognizable origin. There are no anomalies. No more hidden clues.
They were all talking inside my head now. Adam. Mike. Kat. They were so loud I couldn’t hear myself think.
I close my eyes. Think, Amanda. Think. You do this for a living. You track hidden information. You find the data people try to delete. You know where to look.
I pace the small clearance of the attic, clothes and old papers strewn everywhere around me. It’s a total mess, a chaotic disaster area, and I have no idea how I’m going to get myself together before Adam gets home with the kids from the supermarket. I want to scream. I want to rip the insulation out of the walls.
Then, my eyes land back on the box of books from my old bed.
A floating shelf above my bed. The most intimate space in my old apartment. The place I reached for every single night before I went to sleep.
I lunge for the box, tipping it completely upside down. The heavy books slam onto the attic floor in a loud bang causing a cloud of dust. I drop to my knees, flipping through them one by one, shaking the pages violently, praying for a hidden photo, a receipt, a letter to fall out.
Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.
And then, my fingers brush against something beneath a stack of old paperbacks.
A book I do not recognize. My heart drops straight into my chest.
It’s an faded hardcover, but the dimensions are entirely wrong for a standard novel. For starters, it’s horizontal. My breath stalls as I pull it into the light to examine it. The outer edges of the white cover are marked with the distinct red-and-blue slanted stripes of an international airmail envelope. Scattered across the white cover are tiny, embossed silver hearts. This isn't a book you buy to read. It's something you would have for safekeeping memories.
I don’t recognize it. But it’s in my things. I know every other single book. The logic hits me instantly.
With trembling fingers, I open the cover.
Inside are thick, elegant cardstock envelopes. Each letter is folded in thirds, you have to unfold it twice to open the full page. As I unfold them, I see the content of what’s inside. I don't even have to read the words to feel the shock, the handwriting is instantly recognizable. Sharp, slightly slanted, meticulously neat.
It’s mine. But I don’t remember writing this. 
I start reading the text, my eyes scanning the ink. It’s a love letter. A breathless, aching, profoundly intense love letter. 
“To my man, 
You will always be the amazing man who changed my life. Every moment with you is worth a lifetime.”
Is this addressed to Adam? I think. My mind is scrambling to find a date, a timeline. The writer on this page is a woman completely, dangerously consumed by love, I remember every moment with Adam but I don’t remember any of this.
I pull out the second letter. Mine again. A chronicle of an anniversary, filled with inside jokes and a desperation that makes my stomach churn.
“The day I knew I was in with love you will always be the happiest day in my life. Every day since then you’ve been taking another piece of my heart till you owned all of it. You are my everything. I will forever be yours.”
Then, I pull out the third letter. It’s a response. Someone was writing back to me, matching my intensity note for note, pouring their heart onto the page
I stop breathing. The handwriting isn't mine. And it isn't Adam's blocky, hurried print either.
“I never knew what happiness felt like except with you. Every moment I spend with you make me the proudest man every. I promise I will never leave you unhappy. I will only be there to make you happy in return.”
 I read the words, my eyes searching for a signature, a name, a clue. Anything, but there is nothing. Just “Love, your man.”
I keep frantically going through the rest of the letters trying to find anything useful. Every page is evidence of what seems to be a long-term relationship between a couple who were madly in love. I was in love with someone else before I met Adam.
But I don’t remember any of it. I don’t remember writing those words, those intense feelings, I don’t remember who he was.
I reach the final letter. I unfold the first part of the paper and I can tell the handwriting is mine, but it is unrecognizable. Compared to the calm, neat lines of the early letters. This one is frantic, hurried. Messy. The ink is smeared, like what happens when tears are falling on it. The pen is pressed so hard into the paper it nearly tore through.
A violent shiver snakes down my spine as I read the first line. “Dear future me…”
I keep reading and as I unfold the other half of the letter and something falls out face down to the floor, I glanced down at it, it looks like a picture. I drop down without thinking to pick up the glossy photo with the crumpled edges, I turn it around and my heart drops. 
I was startled by what I’m looking at. I almost dropped the photo.
No. No. No. This can’t be! How could it?!
I recognize the background of the photo, it was taken at Aura. I recognize the white sandy beach in the background. I stare at myself looking at myself as a reflection. A happy younger version of me.
She looked alive. Lighter somehow. Looking at the camera smiling like she doesn’t have a worry in the world. Like someone whose entire world existed around the man she’s hugging.
One arm is wrapped around his shoulders as her face touches his. The other one is on his other shoulder. 
He’s the one taking the selfie. A big smile on his face. A smile of a man deeply in love. 
I still cannot believe what I’m looking at. This can’t be right. This doesn’t make any sense. 
On some level I was still hoping the man who made me to do this was Adam, we ended up building a beautiful life together after all. I love him and he loves me back. 
But sadly the man I was in love with in the photo was not Adam. It wasn’t someone I didn’t know either. It wasn’t a stranger. 
It was…
Mike.



[bookmark: _Toc235646013]DRAFT SCENE: Before: The night before the erasure
The clinic papers sat on the centre of the wooden floor like a death warrant, the bold checklist staring back at me through the dim light of the apartment: 
Pre-requisite to your procedure, please make sure you appropriately destroy all evidence of the incident.
1. Contact information. 
I sat cross-legged on the hardwood, my hands were shaking so violently I could barely hold my phone. Tears streaming hot and fast down my face, blurring the screen. I opened my contact details. I started typing his name M. I. then his name popped up along with a small red heart at the end of it. I thought this was the easiest one to do since I have his number memorized anyway.
I scrolled down and instinctively my finger went toward “Call”. I paused. Closed my eyes. Took a deep breath. Then I scrolled down and clicked on “Delete Contact” instead.
Just like that, the screen went back to the main contacts screen.
2. Digital & written correspondence including text messages, social media comments, …etc.
I opened the messaging app. I scrolled down until I found his name, a thread containing thousands of messages, last-minute plans, admissions of unconditional love.
I quickly went through them as my eyes scanned through his messages that I knew by heart by now.
“I’m downstairs.”
“Missing you.”
“I love you.”
Then the last one.
“I’m tired and fed up.” I sighed loudly. Despair taking over me.
With a ragged, broken heart, I selected the options menu and hit “Delete conversation”.
The phone didn’t care about the grief on my face. The screen blinked, and the entire thread vanished into nothing. I let out a loud sob as I erased years of memories in one click. I must have hovered over this icon hundreds of times over the last few months and I was never able to do that. 
3. Photographic records. (Digital & Physical)
Next was the photo gallery. I clicked into the hidden folder, selecting every single image. Photos of him laughing in a dimly lit diner, a shot of his hand holding mine, candid photo I took of him while he slept next to me, a selfie of us wrapped in each other’s arms in a room that didn't belong to us. 
I hit the trash icon.
A prompt popped up on the screen, a final safety net: Are you sure you want to permanently delete these items? This action cannot be undone.
I knew the finality of what I was about to do. There would be no retrieving them. No magic way to bring them back. Once they were gone, they were gone forever.
A choke escaped my throat. My thumb hovered over the glass. If I clicked it, the only proof that he had ever loved me would only exist inside a brain that was scheduled to be wiped in a few hours.
I scrolled through the photos, tears falling, sobs are getting louder. Years of memories, years of being madly in love, years of feeling loved, all leading up to an ending I didn’t choose. A place I never wanted to be. I closed my eye, took a deep breath, and clicked Yes.
The screen blinked. Empty.
I let out a breathless, fractured scream, collapsing forward until my forehead pressed against the cold floorboards, my shoulders shaking violently from the immense pain inside me as the things I had left of our entire relationship dissolved into nothing.
When the crying finally subsided into a hollow, empty ache, I forced myself up to face the physical cardboard box sitting in front of me. 
4. Items of significant emotional value/connection to the incident. (Example: Gifts, mementos, …etc)
This is supposed to go in the dumpster. I managed to toss the mundane things, old movie tickets, receipts from restaurants we shouldn't have been seen in, keepsakes from hotel rooms.
But then my fingers brushed against the white cover of the notebook. Then the soft fabric of his shirt. 
I froze. My lungs locked.
I can’t do it.
Every instinct in my body screamed against throwing them into the trash. It felt like burying a person who was still breathing. 
I can’t do this!
Frantic and terrified of my own weakness, I stood up heading to the closet, grabbed an old canvas duffel bag from the top shelf, started throwing some items inside. 
The t-shirt of his he gave me on one night to sleep in that I kept cause it smelled like him. 
One of his perfumes bottles that I liked the most, he kept it with me for when he came over. 
The hotel room key from the best night we spent together.
I zipped the bag and shoved it onto the highest, darkest shelf in the back of the wardrobe and took a few steps back looking at it from a distance. Second thoughts creeping in.
Hey, tomorrow I won't even remember where that bag is. 
I reasoned with myself desperately, wiping my face with the back of my hand. It will just look like a bag of old junk to me. Even if I found it, I wouldn’t know what’s inside.
I feel myself instinctively touching my bracelet, the one he got for me on my first birthday together. I looked at it. I love this bracelet, I never took it off. He got me many more gifts throughout the years, I managed somehow to get rid of all of them. Except this one. 
My fingers reached to the clasp. I stared at it for a very long time. It’s ironic. How something so small could hold such a special value. I couldn’t take it off.

I turned around and laid my eyes on another item. The safe deposit key. Where I had put the only evidence of what I am about to do. The agreement.
I hastily reach for the duffel bag again. It was so high up that I could barely reach it, I stood on my tip toes and managed to open a small zipper on the side pocket, threw it inside, zipped it and pushed it back inside. Saying a little prayer in the process hoping I would never find it.
But as I stepped away from the closet, a cold wave of panic hit me. 
What if I find it? 
What if a future version of me pulls that bag down, smells that perfume, and spirals into an obsession trying to solve a puzzle she can't remember?
What if I spend years trying to solve something I chose to forget?
I needed a fail-safe precaution. A guide for the stranger I was about to become.
I ran to my desk, grabbed a loose pen, opened the last blank page of the notebook, and began to write. I had no idea what I was going to write. So I just started with the first three words:
Dear Future Me...


[bookmark: _Toc235646014]DRAFT Scene: Before: The letters
If you’re reading this, then somehow you found things I couldn’t bring myself to destroy.
I’m sorry.
I really hoped you never would.
There is something I need you to understand before you judge me.
This isn’t because a relationship ended.

I knew from the very beginning that it would.

I knew what I was walking into. I knew how impossible it was. I knew that one day I would have to let him go.

That was never the part that broke me.

It was how it ended.

Something this beautiful deserved an ending.

A goodbye.

A conversation.

A chance to say thank you.

A chance to cry together.

A chance to let each other go.

Instead…

I got silence.

Cruel.

Harsh.

Deafening silence.

People think silence is the absence of something.

It isn’t.

Silence has weight.

It follows you everywhere.

I fell asleep beside it.

I woke up with it.

I carried it into every room, every conversation, every smile I pretended to have.

It became louder than my own thoughts.

And eventually…

I couldn’t carry it anymore.

I tried.

God knows I tried.

I tried therapy.

I tried work.

I tried filling every hour of every day so I wouldn’t have time to think.

I tried convincing myself that tomorrow would hurt less.

Tomorrow never did.
When he left, I was eventually doing the only thing I knew how to do. Wait. I always waited. So I waited, and waited, and kept waiting but nothing happened. He never came back. 
I was left with the silence, with the pain, with all the heaviness of it until I just couldn’t carry it any longer.

Please don’t think I regret loving him.

I don’t.

If I could go back and live my life again, knowing exactly how this story ends, I would still choose him.

I would still wait.

I would still love him.

I would still give him every piece of my heart.

Because what we had was real.

It changed me.

It softened me.

It made me believe there were parts of me I didn’t even know existed.

And for that…

I will always be grateful.

But I can’t keep living inside the echo of something that no longer exists.

Life is moving forward.

I’m not.

I’m still standing in the same moment, listening to words that were never said.

That’s why I’m doing this.

Not because I want to forget him.

Because I want you to have the chance to live without carrying the weight that is crushing me.

The doctors told me to destroy everything.

Every message.

Every photograph.

Every object.

Every reminder.

I tried.

I really did.

But there were a few things I simply couldn’t throw away.

Not because I wanted you to find them…

Because I couldn’t bear the thought that a love this meaningful would disappear without leaving a single trace that it ever existed.

Maybe that was selfish.

Maybe it was weakness.

Maybe it was love.

If you’ve found those things…

I’m sorry.

Please don’t go looking for answers.

Please don’t go looking for him.

Not because he deserves protecting.

Because you deserve peace.

I don’t hate him.

I never did.

I don’t want revenge.

I don’t even want him to feel the pain I’ve been carrying.

I only wish he knew it existed.

Maybe then…

Maybe we could have had a goodbye worthy of what we shared.

I don’t know if what I’m about to do is brave or cowardly.

I’ve changed my mind a hundred times while writing this.

Even now I don’t know if I’ll walk through those clinic doors tomorrow.

I just know I can’t keep living like this.

If this worked…

I hope you’re happy.

I hope you’ve fallen in love again.

I hope you’ve laughed without forcing it.

I hope you wake up without feeling the weight I wake up with every morning.

If that’s true…

Then losing these memories was worth it.

Live the life I no longer know how to.

With love,

Amanda


Dear Future Me,

If you’re reading this, then it means you found the things I couldn’t bring myself to destroy.

It also means the procedure worked.

Which means you’re probably confused.

You won’t remember him.

You won’t remember us.

You won’t remember why a complete stranger’s belongings can make your heart race or why certain places make you feel uneasy for reasons you can’t explain.

That’s because I asked them to erase one part of our life.

Not all of it.

Just him.

Or at least… everything that reminds me of him.

I know how frightening that must sound.

Believe me, it frightened me too.

I have changed my mind about this a hundred times.

Even now, sitting on the floor the night before the procedure, I still don’t know if I’ll walk through those clinic doors tomorrow.

But I need you to understand why I even considered it.

This isn’t because a relationship ended.

I knew it would.

I knew from the very beginning that this love had an ending.

I accepted that long before it happened.

What I never accepted…

was the silence.

Something this beautiful deserved a goodbye.

Instead, it became a ghost.

And I’ve spent every day since being haunted by it.

I wake up with him.

I fall asleep with him.

Every place I go, every song I hear, every quiet moment becomes another place where his memory finds me.

I’m no longer waiting for him.

I’m waiting for the ghost of him.

For a conversation that will never happen.

For words that will never be spoken.

That is what is killing me.

People think grief is sadness.

It isn’t.

It’s exhaustion.

It’s carrying something so heavy for so long that one day you realize you’ve forgotten what it felt like to walk without it.

Some days…

it honestly feels like not existing would be easier than carrying this weight for another year.

That thought terrifies me.

Which is why I’m here.

I’m not trying to erase love.

I’m trying to survive it.




DRAFT SCENE: Now: Dinner Party
I stood in the kitchen, checking on the oven for what felt like the fourth time in ten minutes. Inside, the lasagna was bubbling perfectly, the cheese on top turning that flawless golden-brown with those deep, crispy bits right along the edges. The rich, savory scent of garlic, melted mozzarella, and slow-cooked meat filled the entire ground floor. On the counter beside me sat a perfectly browned rib roast, resting under a tent of foil.
I was genuinely excited. Between work and moving out here away from the city two years ago, we hadn't really made many friends nearby. Most of the neighbors kept to themselves or were entirely engrossed in their own isolated lives. I’d briefly caught a glimpse of Jessie in the yard while dropping the kids off at school, but we hadn't actually had a chance to talk. And Mike? I’d barely seen him since that morning in the driveway. It felt so good to finally have another family with kids right next door.
The kitchen door swung open, and Adam strolled in. He caught sight of the roast immediately, his eyes lighting up as he sneaked toward the counter, reaching out a hand to steal a loose piece of bark from the edge.
I slapped his wrist with a wooden spoon. "Hey! That is not for you."
"What do you mean it's not for me?" Adam laughed, rubbing his wrist dramatically. "This is my house!"
"It's for the guests," I said, pointing the spoon at him with a grin. "You can eat it when they get here. Not a second before."
"Oh, come on, just one little piece. They're never going to notice it's missing. I'm just doing quality control. I need to make sure it's actually done."
"It is done, don't worry," I laughed, moving a bowl of salad out of his reach. "Have you ever doubted my cooking before?"
Adam stepped closer, closing the distance between us. He slid his large hands around my waist, pulling me firmly against his chest. "Not for one single second."
I giggled, the warmth of his body instantly melting the last bit of my hosting anxiety. He leaned down and planted a soft, lingering kiss on my mouth.
Ding-dong.
"I'll get it!" Nina screamed from the living room.
Adam instantly broke the kiss, a competitive smirk flashing across his face. "Not if I get there first!" he yelled back, racing out of the kitchen. I could hear the sound of their feet thudding down the hallway, the two of them having a playful, whispered argument over whose hand got to turn the doorknob, until Adam finally gave in and let her open it.
I stayed behind for a moment, washing my hands at the sink and drying them on a towel. As I walked out into the hallway, the sound of greetings grew louder. Adam's booming, cheerful voice echoed through the entryway as he welcomed them inside.
"Mike! Jessie! Come on in," I said, stepping into the hallway with a wide smile. "How is everyone?"
The kids hadn't been formally introduced yet, so Adam clapped a hand on Ben's shoulder. "Alright, so these two are Ben and Nina."
Jessie smiled warmly, gesturing to the three children standing neatly beside her. "And these are Josh, Kevin, and Luna. Luna is the oldest—she's fourteen."
I looked at them, and it struck me right away what a stunning group of kids they were. They looked incredibly similar to Jessie, carrying her features, with just a subtle hint of their father around their eyes.
Then, my eyes drifted from the kids to the two men standing side by side in the narrow hallway. A strange, fleeting thought crossed my mind. Adam and Mike shared a remarkably similar physique. They were both tall, well-built, broad-shouldered men. I had always been intensely attracted to Adam’s tall, fit frame, and seeing Mike standing there felt like looking at a slightly different variation of the same blueprint. Though, to be fair, Adam was definitely fitter. Mike had the clear build of an athlete, but it looked like he hadn't stepped into a gym or worked out in a while. Well, I thought to myself, with three older kids, the man must have his hands completely full.
I shook hands with Jessie, then Mike, and then smiled at each of the kids. "Come on into the living room, make yourselves at home."
We all filed into the living room and sat down. The space suddenly felt much smaller, filled with the energy of nine people.
"How are you guys settling in?" I asked, leaning back against the couch. "I hope the move wasn't too brutal."
"We're almost there," Jessie sighed, though her smile was bright. "But we still have a mountain of boxes left to unpack."
Adam let out a hearty laugh, waving his hand dismissively. "Oh, tell me about it. Don't worry about the boxes. We moved here two whole years ago, and I still have unopened boxes sitting in the garage and the attic. It’s a lifelong process."
The room erupted into easy laughter, breaking whatever formal tension was left.
"Well, dinner is completely ready whenever you all are," I said, shifting forward. "I hope everyone brought an appetite, unless you'd like to start with a drink first?"
"No, no, we have to eat," Adam chimed in eagerly. "I can't wait. You guys have to taste her food—she went all out and made some of her signature dishes today."
"Is it a lasagna?"
The voice was quiet, almost hesitant. It was the first time Mike had spoken since they walked through the front door. He had been awfully quiet, which felt incredibly strange to me. Adam was such a talkative, extroverted person, it was hard to imagine him being best friends with someone so reserved.
I turned to Mike, smiling. "Yeah, actually. It is."
"You can smell it from the driveway, can't you?" Adam boasted, rubbing his hands together. "It’s one of the best you’re ever going to have."
I stood up to head back into the kitchen to start plating. Jessie immediately rose from her chair. "Let me give you a hand with that."
"Oh, thank you, I appreciate it," I said as we walked out.
Behind us, I heard Adam directing the crowd. "Kids, why don't you guys show them your rooms while we get the table set?"
It seemed like Nina and Ben had taken an instant, automatic liking to Kevin, Mike's youngest boy. He was a few years older than them, but watching him grin at Ben's immediate chatter, it was clear he was still a kid at heart.
In the kitchen, Jessie grabbed a stack of side plates while I lifted the salad bowl. "We actually already sampled your cooking," she said, her voice full of genuine warmth. "That cake you brought over yesterday was incredible. Thank you so much, you really shouldn't have."
"Oh, come on, that was nothing," I said, setting down the salad tongs. "Just a small way to welcome you home. I just wish we'd known the exact day you were arriving so we could have offered to help you unload. But by the time we got back from our weekend trip, the movers had already finished up."
"Yeah, we got a really good deal with them. Great people," Jessie said, leaning against the counter. "So, how do you like living out here?"
"It’s really wonderful. Honestly, my only complaint was that I wished there were more families around. That’s why I was so excited when Adam told me you guys bought the place. Like I said, living away from the city, most people out here are either completely isolated or totally engrossed in their own worlds. It’s going to be so nice to have real friends right next door."
Jessie smiled gently, her eyes softening. "Yeah, absolutely. And it’s great that Adam and Mike are already old friends. It makes it easy."
We began carrying the smaller dishes out to the dining room. Our dining table wasn't huge, so we had set up a creative arrangement: the main, grown-up table in the center, and a smaller, folding kid-table off to the side so all five of them could sit together.
Adam walked into the kitchen to lift the heavy stuff, proudly carrying the steaming lasagna and the roast out to the center of the table like a prize. My strong, helping husband.
I walked back out into the living room to grab the water pitcher, but stopped in my tracks.
Mike was standing alone by the mantle. He wasn't looking at the room, or the view outside. He was staring intently at one of our framed family photos—a picture of Adam, the kids, and me laughing on a blanket at the park last autumn. There was a look on his face I couldn't quite read. A heavy, shadowed expression.
"We're really glad to have you over, Mike," I said softly, stepping into the room.
He jumped slightly, turning around quickly to face me. His eyes locked onto mine, and for a terrifying, fleeting second, the air in the room felt entirely too thick. His lips parted, his chest rising as if he were carrying the weight of a massive secret, as if he wanted to tell me something desperately.
My breath caught in my throat. A faint, familiar ache twinged right behind my eyes.
But before he could utter a word, the heavy wooden door swung open. Adam and Jessie walked into the dining area right behind us, laughing as they carried the last of the side dishes. The spell broke instantly. Mike closed his mouth, his shoulders dropping as he forced a polite, neutral smile back onto his face.
"Come on, kids!" Adam yelled toward the stairs. "Dinner is on the table!"
Within minutes, the dining room was loud and chaotic.
"You have a very lovely home," Jessie said, taking her seat next to Mike.
"Yeah, thank you so much," Adam said, beaming as he sat at the head of the table. "We'll give you the grand tour after we eat."
As we started passing the dishes around, the conversation split into two comfortable tracks. Jessie and I began talking about the kids and their transition to the local school, while Adam and Mike started caught up on work.
"It’s been a bit rough on them, honestly," Jessie admitted, watching her kids out of the corner of her eye. "They weren't very happy about leaving their friends behind. Luna especially. Fourteen is a hard age to uproot."
I nodded sympathetically, spooning a piece of lasagna onto her plate. "I can only imagine. It’s so tough at that age when your entire world is your friend group..."
I paused, my eyes drifting across the table to Mike. He was staring down at his plate, barely touching his food, his ears clearly tuned into our conversation rather than Adam's.


DRAFT SCENE: Now: The agreement aftermath
I paced the length of the room, the wood floors creaking under my bare feet. Back and forth. My hands were shaking so badly I could barely keep my thoughts straight.
Mike sat on the edge of the chair, staring down at the single sheet of paper in his hands. The official clinic seal sat at the top, but the text beneath it was truncated. He looked up, his face entirely pale, his eyes wide with a shock that mirrored my own. "The rest... it seems like this is just a single annex of the main agreement. Amanda, where is the rest of it?"
"I don't know!" I cried, throwing my hands up. "I have no idea. But it means there is a period of my life—a specific piece—that I chose to... to delete."
"Or you were forced to," Mike murmured, his thumb rubbing the edge of the paper. He looked up at me, his brow furrowed. "Why would you do that? Who would force you?"
I stopped pacing. A wild, dark theory had been blooming in my chest ever since I ran the timeline of Adam's previous marriage against my own employment records. "What if... what if I was the affair, Mike? Adam was married before. What if I was the woman he was cheating on his ex-wife with? What if the fallout was so toxic, so ruinous to his career and my sanity, that we decided to just... excise it?"
Mike went entirely still. He stared at me, his eyes searching my face, registering the words but looking completely unconvinced. He swallowed hard, shaking his head. "I know Adam. Adam wouldn't cheat. Not on you, and not on his previous wife. He isn't that kind of man, Amanda. You know that."
"Then explain this!" I lunged forward, grabbing the agreement right out of his fingers and holding it up between us like an accusation. "What does this even mean? Why did I have a part of my memory removed? What was in that gap? I don't feel like I'm missing anything. My childhood, my college years, my early career—it's all there! I don't feel a void."
Mike looked down at the floor, completely puzzled. His jaw tightened. He looked like a man standing at the edge of a cliff, wanting to speak, wanting to say something, but having absolutely no idea where the safe ground was.
"Mike?" I stepped closer, my voice dropping to a desperate whisper. "If there is something you know... please. You have to tell me. I don't want to cause any problems with Adam. If it's in the past, it's in the past. But I am losing my mind. I need to know what the hell is going on."
Without a word, Mike reached up and firmly pulled the agreement back out of my hands. He went back to the text, his eyes scanning the fine print, desperately looking for an out. Suddenly, his eyes locked onto a clause near the bottom.
"Look at this," he said, his voice dropping an octave. "'Attempting to retrieve or reverse this targeted procedure is strictly irreversible. Artificial retrieval of deleted neural pathways could result in permanent forms of brain damage.'"
I froze. My breath caught in my throat. "I... I didn't read that part."
"Then read it now," Mike said, his voice shaking slightly. He set the paper down on the table, his hands trembling. He wouldn't look at me. "Amanda, I don't think it's wise to dwell on this. You and Adam... you're happy. You have a beautiful life here. You have the kids. And now you know for a fact that he isn't cheating on you today. So just... leave it."
"Leave it?" I echoed, incredulous.
"There must have been something terrible that happened," he went on, his voice sounding hollow, broken, like he was the one carrying the physical weight of a wound. "Something you legally and personally decided you never wanted to face again. Just try to leave it this way. It’s not good for you. It's not good for Adam. It's not good for... anyone. Just please."
I stared at him. Paranoia flared deep in my gut. Was he hiding something, or was I just so desperate for a lifeline that I was projecting my panic onto him? How could he expect me to just turn my brain off? To look at a black hole in my own history and just walk away? It was mathematically impossible for a person like me to leave a ledger unbalanced.
"Have you tried contacting the clinic directly?" Mike asked suddenly, trying to pivot the conversation. "An archive? A backup server?"
"They closed down a few years ago," I said, a bitter laugh escaping my lips. "I spent the last three days digging into their corporate filings. The state pulled their medical license under suspicious circumstances—probably illegal procedures or data breaches—and the whole operation dissolved overnight. I checked with some former compliance colleagues in the medical tech sector. It turns out the clinic shredded every scrap of client documentation for 'confidentiality measure' before the state could seize the servers. There is no paper trail left, Mike. The clinic is a ghost."
Mike let out a long, slow breath, his shoulders dropping. "Then, Amanda... it seems like past-you went to extreme, permanent lengths to keep whatever this is hidden. Maybe you should honor her choice. Keep it hidden."
I looked at him, tears of sheer frustration blurring my vision. "If you were in my place... if it was your mind, Mike... would you really just walk away?"
Mike finally looked up, his eyes dark, drowning in a sorrow I couldn't begin to comprehend.
"Yes," he whispered, his voice cracking. "I would. Because there is nothing else to do. Amanda, I don't want you to get hurt. But finding this out... whatever it is... it isn't going to help you. It isn't going to fix anything. Just... please. Try to let it go. Please."


[bookmark: _Toc235646015]Draft Chapter: After the letter
Mike folded the letter carefully.
Too carefully.
Like if he moved slowly enough, maybe he wouldn’t have to look at me.
For a long moment, neither of us said anything.
His eyes remained fixed on the pages in his hands.
I waited.
Finally, I asked quietly.
“Well?”
His jaw tightened.
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Please try.”
He let out a shaky breath.
At first, it looked like he wasn’t going to answer.
Then he spoke.
“At first, I didn’t know there was anything to say.”
I frowned.
“What does that mean?”
“When I moved in and saw you…” He paused. “I thought you were pretending.”
I stared at him.
“Pretending?”
“Yes.”
His voice was barely above a whisper.
“I thought you didn’t want to acknowledge what happened. Adam was there. Jessie was there. I thought maybe we’d both decided to move on and leave the past where it was.”
I laughed bitterly.
“So your solution was not to ask?”
He winced.
“I know.”
“No, tell me. You thought I was pretending and you never once thought to ask me why?”
His eyes dropped.
“No.”
Of course not.
That sounded exactly like him.
He continued.
“But then things stopped making sense.”
“What things?”
“The way you looked at me.”
He swallowed.
“You weren’t angry. You weren’t uncomfortable. There was nothing.”
His voice cracked slightly.
“It was like you’d never seen me before.”
Silence settled between us.
Then he continued.
“When you started showing me the clues… the key, the shirt, the perfume…”
He shook his head.
“I thought you were trying to tell me something.”
“What?”
“I don’t know.”
He laughed once.
A miserable, broken sound.
“I thought maybe you wanted me to admit something. Maybe you were testing me. Maybe you wanted me to finally talk about what happened.”
“And when did you realize I genuinely didn’t remember?”
“The agreement.”
I looked away.
Of course.
“The moment I saw it.”
His voice became quieter.
“I was devastated.”
I looked back at him.
He wasn’t crying.
Not yet.
But he looked sick.
“I didn’t understand it.”
He rubbed his face.
“I kept trying to find another explanation.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know.”
He laughed again.
This time there was no humor in it.
“That you’d done it before meeting Adam. That it wasn’t about me. That it was some other part of your life.”
He shook his head.
“I was trying very hard not to believe the obvious answer.”
“The obvious answer being?”
His eyes met mine.
“That I hurt you that much.”
The room became very still.
⸻
“Then why didn’t you tell me?”
There it was.
The question.
The one that had been sitting between us from the beginning.
Mike closed his eyes.
For a long time, he said nothing.
When he finally spoke, his voice sounded exhausted.
“Because I didn’t know if telling you would help you or hurt you.”
I stared at him.
“You saw me unraveling.”
“I know.”
“You saw me obsessing.”
“I know.”
“You saw me turning into the exact person who wrote that letter.”
His head dropped.
“I know.”
My anger flared.
“Then why didn’t you say anything?”
His hands clenched.
“Because I was scared.”
The answer surprised me.
Not because it was profound.
Because it was so small.
So human.
So disappointing.
“Scared of what?”
He looked at me.
And for the first time since I’d known him, he didn’t seem to be hiding.
“Scared that if I told you, I’d destroy whatever peace you had left.”
I opened my mouth.
He cut me off.
“And scared that if I told you, you’d remember.”
I froze.
His voice broke.
“And if you remembered…”
He looked down at the letter.
“…then I’d have to face what happened.”
The truth landed between us.
Heavy.
Ugly.
Unavoidable.
⸻
I nodded slowly.
“There it is.”
He looked up.
I pointed at him.
“That’s it.”
“What is?”
“The same thing.”
His brow furrowed.
“The same thing you did back then.”
Confusion flickered across his face.
I almost laughed.
“You still don’t see it?”
Silence.
“You keep deciding for other people.”
He stared at me.
“You decided leaving was better.”
I took a step closer.
“You decided silence was better.”
Another step.
“You decided what I should know.”
Another.
“You decided what I should feel.”
His eyes filled with tears.
I didn’t stop.
“You never asked.”
⸻
His voice was barely audible.
“I thought I was protecting you.”
I smiled sadly.
“No.”
I shook my head.
“You were protecting yourself.”
That one hit.
I saw it.
⸻
He sat there in silence.
Completely defeated.
Then finally he whispered,
“I’m sorry.”
I laughed.
Not because it was funny.
Because it was absurd.
Because somewhere, years ago, another version of me had waited so desperately to hear those words.
I shook my head.
“You’re apologizing to the wrong person.”
His eyes met mine.
“The person who deserved that apology doesn’t exist anymore.”
I picked up the letter.
Holding it between us.
“The person who deserved that apology doesn’t exist anymore.”
I held up the letter.
“She died in that room.”
Mike looked away.
I unfolded the pages.
“Do you know what I think this is?”
His eyes returned to the letter.
I ran my thumb over the handwriting.
“I think this is a goodbye.”
The room went silent.
“Not to you.”
I looked at him.
“To herself.”
And for the first time, Mike started crying.
Not because I had hurt him.
Not because I was angry.
But because he finally understood what the letter had been trying to tell him all along.
The woman he loved survived.
But the woman who had waited for him did not.


[bookmark: _Toc235646016]DRAFT SCENE: The end (After the confrontation)
The Final Scene:

This ending lands beautifully because it is a tragic compromise. Amanda finally has all the data, but she realizes that the truth offers no closure—it only offers destruction. By choosing to step back into her life with Adam, she is making a conscious, quiet sacrifice.
Here is how that final sequence could look on the page:
The front door clicked shut behind her, the heavy wood muffling the quiet suburban street outside.
Amanda stood in the hallway for a long moment, the air in her lungs feeling completely different now. The storm in her head had finally cleared, leaving behind a vast, hollow stillness. She walked into the kitchen.
Adam was standing by the counter, a half-empty mug of coffee in his hand. He looked up as she entered, his shoulders tightening slightly—a reflex born from weeks of walking on eggshells around her. The anger from their fight had faded, replaced by a quiet, exhausted worry in his eyes.
Amanda didn't say a word. She crossed the kitchen, stepped directly into his space, and reached up. Her palms were warm as she gently cupped his face, her thumbs smoothing over his cheekbones.
Before he could speak, she leaned in and kissed him.
It was a long, deep, deliberate kiss. It carried the weight of an apology she could never fully articulate, and a silent promise she was sealing in real time.
When she finally pulled back, Adam looked down at her, completely caught off guard. A soft, bewildered frown creased his forehead, though his hands had automatically found her waist.
"What was that for?" he asked, his voice low, searching her face with a mixture of caution and deep affection. "Is everything okay?"
Amanda looked into the eyes of the man who loved her cleanly, stably, and without conditions. She let out a slow, quiet breath, letting the final pieces of her past settle into the dark where they belonged.
She smiled up at him.
"Yeah," she whispered. "Everything is fine."


Final scene thoughts:

After the Mike confrontation she finally understands:

* Adam was innocent.
* Mike was the secret.
* The clinic was real.
* The letters were hers.
* The pain was real.

And most importantly:

* Her present life is real too.

So she comes home.

Adam is in the kitchen.

Making tea.

Loading the dishwasher.

Watching TV.

Something ordinary.

And that’s exactly why the scene works.

Because the entire book has been about the extraordinary.

Then:

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

He looks up.

“Everything okay?”

And maybe for the first time in the entire novel:

“Yeah.”

Not a lie.

Not an avoidance.

Not a deflection.

A real answer.

Then maybe she crosses the room, kisses him, and he looks confused.

“What was that for?”

And Amanda smiles.

Because she finally understands something he never did.

Something he never even knew he was competing with.

And simply says:

“Nothing.”

Or:

“Just because.”

And then she rests her forehead against his.

Not because she’s choosing Adam over Mike.

That’s too simplistic.

She’s choosing her life.


[bookmark: _Toc235646017]DRAFT SCENE: EPILOGUE

Epilogue idea

The Routine Reset (The Haunting Echo)
This builds on the repeating physical loops you have established throughout the book (the snooze button, the morning run, the forensic observations).  
 The Scene: A bright, crisp autumn morning. The chapter is written in a beautiful, calm prose that mirrors the "Now" introduction. Amanda wakes up, hits snooze, kisses Adam's shoulder, and goes for her morning run through the neighborhood.  
 The Sensory Twist: As she runs past Mike’s house, she doesn't slow down. Her heart rate doesn't spike. She has successfully compartmentalized the trauma. But as she passes the corner, a car drives by, and the breeze carries a fleeting scent—the exact fragrance Mike wore.  
 The Ending Note: For a fraction of a second, her body executes a phantom reflex—a sudden tightness in her chest, a phantom ache behind her eyes. But she doesn't stop running. She breathes through it, counts her paces, and keeps moving forward into the sunlight.  

she looks up and sees Mike next door, loading his car or mowing his lawn. They lock eyes for a split second across the fence line. No waves, no hidden smiles. Just total, freezing silence. Amanda turns her back on him and walks into her warm house, where Ben is laughing.

 Why it works: It’s a grounded, deeply psychological reminder that while the mind can legally and clinically wipe a file, the body always keeps the score. It shows that she is healed, but permanently scarred.
[bookmark: _Toc235646018]DRAFT SCENE: Before: The Secrecy (Optional)
She never told a soul.
When people asked about her love life, or casually wondered if her failed marriage had simply put her off dating for good, she let them believe it. Sometimes she would casually mention having a "date night" without offering a single detail, leaving her friends to assume she was just playing mysterious. In reality, those nights were spent one of two ways: wrapped in his arms in a hidden room, or sitting alone in her bed eating ice cream after another date had blown up in her face.
She didn't dare tell anyone the truth. She was a relationship with a married man.
How could she explain that? What would people think? She had always been the mature one. She could be impulsive, sure, but never reckless. Never cruel. The world viewed "the other woman" as a predator—someone calculating, trying to tear a man away from his family. But Amanda hadn’t wanted to tear anything down.
From day one, she had laid her terms bare to him: I will never ask you to leave your wife. If you ever tell me you’re going to do it, I will discourage it. Just be in my life. That is more than enough.
At the time, she thought those rules gave her salvation. She thought that by asking for nothing, she was absolved of guilt. But looking back, she realized those very rules were the reason she had tolerated the agonizing distance for so long. She had convinced herself she was stealing moments that didn't rightfully belong to her, so she had no right to complain about the scraps he threw her.
An hour every now and then. It was never enough. It was never, ever enough. But she had been so desperate, so entirely intoxicated by him, that a handful of minutes in his presence was better than facing a lifetime of his absence.
She couldn’t comprehend how she had fallen this hard. She wasn't the type of woman this happened to. In fact, her marriage had ended primarily because she believed she lacked a certain emotional depth. She had genuinely spent years convinced that the part of the brain responsible for falling in love was simply missing from her heart and mind.
Until she met him.
She fell for him hard. He had woken up parts of her she didn’t know existed. She reached a point where merely seeing his name light up her phone screen could transform the worst day of her life into a sudden, breathless smile. She had been happy. Despite the secrecy, despite the pain, she had been entirely happy.
Sometimes she felt a profound pity for herself. She knew the relationship was doomed from the first hour. There was no happy ending on the horizon; he was always going to leave. They both knew it. But they had been too drunk on each other to care.
Except, he hadn’t been quite as drunk as she was. Clearly not. Because when the end finally came, he had walked away with an ease that made her chest physically ache. He had left as if it were the easiest thing in the world to do, leaving her trapped inside a cage of her own memories.
She couldn’t understand why this was her punishment. Her intentions had always been good. She had only wanted to make him happy. When he complained about his wife, Amanda had taken the wife’s side. She told him what gifts to buy her. She told him to cancel their secret date nights so he could spend the holidays with his family.
If she told her friends that now, they would say she was trying to act like a martyr, or playing some angelic version of herself. But it wasn't an act. She had genuinely loved him enough to want his life to be whole, even if it meant hers had to be fractured.
She stared out into the quiet room. She had always believed in karma, and for months, she told herself that this agonizing heartbreak was her cosmic punishment for loving someone else's husband.
But as the tears started to blur her vision again, she couldn't help but wonder: Was what I did really so terrible to deserve a punishment this brutal?


[bookmark: _Toc235646019]The Bracelet
Bracelet placement

I actually love this.

Not because it becomes “a clue.”

Because it becomes an emotional clue that means absolutely nothing the first time you read it.

That’s exactly the kind of thing that gets people to reread a novel.

⸻

The bracelet

We’ve been wondering where the bracelet belongs.

I think this is it.

The dinner party is the perfect place to quietly establish that Amanda has had it “forever.”

Not “since Mike.”

Not “since the affair.”

Just…

“I’ve had it for years.”

Readers immediately file it away as character flavor.

Nothing more.

⸻

Then Jessie notices it.

“That’s a beautiful bracelet.”

Amanda smiles.

“Thank you.”

“Where did you get it?”

Amanda turns it around in her fingers.

“Honestly? I don’t even remember.”

Everybody laughs.

“Really?”

“Yeah… I think I bought it for myself years ago. It’s just always been there.”

Perfect.

Because…

She genuinely doesn’t know.

The reader thinks it’s a cute consequence of memory loss.

Mike knows exactly where it came from.

⸻

Mike’s reaction

This is where I’d be very restrained.

Don’t have him freeze.

Don’t have him stare.

Don’t have him go pale.

Those are thriller clichés.

Instead…

He simply stops listening.

Imagine the conversation.

Adam is talking.

“…and then the contractor completely messed up the garage…”

Mike nods automatically.

“…yeah…”

But he’s not actually looking at Adam.

He’s watching Amanda absentmindedly turning the bracelet around her wrist while talking to Jessie.

Not dramatically.

Almost…

sadly.

Then Jessie asks another question.

Amanda laughs.

Mike finally blinks.

Adam says,

“Mike?”

Mike looks back.

“Sorry?”

“You with us?”

He smiles.

“Yeah… sorry.”

That’s it.

No explanation.

⸻

On a reread…

Readers understand exactly what happened.

He wasn’t looking at the bracelet.

He was remembering putting it on her wrist.

⸻

Even better…

Make Amanda unknowingly do something.

Maybe whenever she’s thinking…

she rotates the bracelet.

Or runs her thumb over one bead.

Mike notices.

Because…

That’s something she used to do years ago.

Amanda has no idea.

Mike immediately recognizes the gesture.

Readers won’t.

⸻

Even subtler

Jessie says:

“Where did you get it?”

Amanda:

“Honestly… I don’t remember.”

Mike almost smiles.

Not because it’s funny.

Because it hurts.

Then Adam answers for her.

“She’s had that thing forever.”

Amanda laughs.

“Apparently.”

Mike quietly looks down at his plate.

Nobody notices.

⸻

That is infinitely stronger than

Mike stared.

or

Mike looked shocked.

⸻

Then the payoff…

Later…

Previous Amanda’s chapter.

Mike gives her the bracelet.

⸻

Now readers remember.

“Oh my God…”

She really didn’t remember.

⸻

There’s another beautiful layer.

The bracelet becomes the only thing…

…that crossed both lives.

Past Amanda couldn’t destroy it.

Future Amanda couldn’t explain it.

Mike couldn’t forget it.

It’s almost like the bracelet survived when memory didn’t.

That is symbolic without feeling forced.

⸻

I honestly think this is the best place we’ve found for the bracelet so far. It isn’t just a clue anymore—it’s a quiet emotional thread that runs through the entire novel. On a first read, it’s a sweet piece of jewelry. On a second read, every mention of it carries a completely different meaning. Those are the kinds of details readers love discovering after they know the truth.


