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Content Warning

This novel contains themes that some readers may find distressing, including:

Emotional abuse and coercive control within intimate relationships

Psychological manipulation and gaslighting

Isolation and loss of autonomy

References to childhood emotional neglect

Depictions of trauma bonding and codependency

Brief references to self-harm ideation

Reader discretion is advised.

“The cruelest trap is the one that feels like rescue.”

— Margaux Hale, The Architecture of Want

For the ones who loved so hard they forgot where they ended and someone else began.

You deserved better. You still do.
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Prologue
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Three hundred and twelve days. That’s how long it takes to dismantle a person. Not with fists—Jude never hit me, not once, and that’s the part no one understands. No bruises, no hospital reports, no restraining order. Just a slow, gorgeous, meticulous erasure. Like watching someone sand down the edges of a coin until you can’t read the face anymore.

I’m sitting in a parking lot on Gallatin Pike, engine running, and I’m holding my phone in both hands because one hand shakes too much alone. The screen is open to a message from someone I don’t know. Four sentences. No greeting, no sign-off. Just this:

“You’re not the first. You’re not the second. You’re the fourth. Ask him about Renee.”

I’ve read it eleven times. I know because I counted, the way I count everything now—steps to the front door, seconds before Jude answers a text, the exact number of minutes between his last message and the one before. Counting is how I hold on to what’s real. Counting is the fence I built around the last clean piece of my mind.

My car smells like the lavender air freshener Jude hung from the rearview mirror last month. “You seem tense,” he said, clipping it on with that careful, almost medical tenderness he uses when he’s decided I need fixing. I’d wanted pine. I didn’t say so. You learn not to.

Ask him about Renee.

The name means nothing to me. That should be a comfort. It isn’t.

Because here’s the thing about Jude Callister: he has exactly one ex. Her name is Margot. She lives in Portland now, teaches yoga, posts sunset photos with captions about radical self-love. I know this because Jude told me about her on our third date—unprompted, open, the kind of honesty that feels like a gift when you’re twenty-seven and you’ve spent your whole life with men who treat their past like classified material. “She was good,” he said, turning his beer glass a quarter rotation on the table. “We were just too young. I wasn’t ready to be the man she needed.”

I remember thinking: He talks about his ex with grace. That’s rare. That’s a green flag.

A green flag. God.

Now I’m parked outside a Waffle House at nine forty-seven on a Tuesday night, and the lavender is making me nauseous, and a stranger is telling me I’m the fourth. The fourth what? The fourth woman he’s loved? The fourth he’s lived with? The fourth he’s picked out of a crowd with those pale gray eyes that make you feel like you’re the only solid thing in a liquid world?

I should call him. That’s my first impulse—call Jude, read him the message, let him explain. He’s good at explaining. He can take any piece of evidence and hold it up to the light and rotate it until it catches a different angle, and suddenly what looked like a lie becomes a misunderstanding, and what looked like a pattern becomes a coincidence, and what looked like control becomes love. He does it gently. He does it while touching your face.

My thumb hovers over his name. The contact photo is the one I took at Percy Warner Park, September light on his jaw, his mouth half-open like he was about to say something important. I took four hundred photos that day. He said, “You’re obsessed with me.” He laughed when he said it. I laughed too. I didn’t notice that he’d answered his own question: who takes four hundred photos of one person on one afternoon? Someone who has already been taught that capturing him is more important than experiencing her own life.

I don’t call.

Instead I type: “Who is this?”

The reply takes forty seconds. I count.

“Someone who was the third.”

* * *
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HERE’S WHAT I WANT to tell you: I’m smart. I graduated summa cum laude from Belmont. I built a freelance design business from nothing—me, a laptop, and a Craigslist ad—and within three years I had clients in four states. I can read a room. I can spot a grift. I once talked a contractor out of overcharging my mother by two thousand dollars using nothing but a Google search and an email written in a tone so polite it was lethal.

I want to tell you this because you’re going to wonder. You’re going to get to a certain point in this story and think: Why didn’t she see it? Why didn’t she leave? And I need you to understand that the question itself is the trap. Because it assumes there’s a type. A profile. A kind of woman who falls for this. There isn’t. There’s just a wound that someone finds, and a hand that fits inside it perfectly, and by the time you realize the hand isn’t holding you—it’s holding you in place—you can’t feel where you end and the grip begins.

Jude found my wound on the first night. I didn’t know I was bleeding. I thought I was just lonely.

That’s the trick. The whole trick. It’s not complicated. It doesn’t have to be. You take a woman who’s been looking at the door her whole life, waiting for someone to walk in, and you walk in. You look at her the way no one has ever looked at her. You say: I see you.

And she’s yours.

* * *
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THE PARKING LOT IS almost empty. A couple walks out of the Waffle House, the woman leaning into the man’s shoulder, and he adjusts his stride to match hers without looking down, and something in my chest cracks along a seam I didn’t know was there.

Jude adjusts his stride for me too. He opens doors. He remembers that I take my coffee with oat milk and exactly one sugar, stirred counterclockwise, because I once mentioned it as a joke and he made it a ritual. He texts me every morning at 7:15: “First thought: you.” Every morning. Without fail. For six months.

Six months. What I didn’t notice, until right now, sitting in this parking lot with a stranger’s words burning on my screen, is that in those six months: I moved out of my apartment and into his house. I stopped going to the co-working space on Division Street where I’d worked for two years. I haven’t spoken to my sister, Claire, in eight weeks. My friend Tasha called three times last month. I texted back once: “Sorry, been crazy busy.” I don’t see anyone anymore. I don’t go anywhere without him. I made these choices. I know I made them. He never told me I couldn’t leave. He just made staying feel like the only thing that made sense.

You’re the fourth.

Ask him about Renee.

I pull the lavender air freshener off the rearview mirror. I hold it in my fist. It’s shaped like a little tree. Jude bought it at a gas station on I-40, on our way back from a weekend in Knoxville, a weekend he planned to the hour—the restaurant, the hotel, the hike, the playlist in the car. I didn’t pick a single thing. I didn’t notice I hadn’t picked a single thing.

I roll down the window and throw the tree into the parking lot.

Then I type one more message to the stranger.

“Tell me everything.”

I press send.

And this is where it starts. Not the love—that started ten months ago, in a bar on Broadway, with a song I can’t listen to anymore. This is where the other thing starts. The unbuilding. The looking back at every perfect moment and seeing the scaffolding underneath, the bolts and wires, the blueprint he was following while I thought we were free-falling.

This is where I find out what he said it was.

And what it actually was.
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PART ONE
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THE DOOR HE WALKED THROUGH
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Chapter 1
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The Song Was Already Playing

Ten Months Earlier

The fiddle player on Broadway hits a note that sounds like a woman falling, and I stop walking.

Tasha grabs my elbow. “Keep moving, Pipe. You stop in this crowd, you get absorbed.”

She’s right. Saturday night on Lower Broadway is a biological organism—tourists in cowboy boots they bought an hour ago, bachelorette parties in matching pink, men with sunburns and open tabs and the particular confidence that comes from being four bourbons past self-awareness. The neon throws color across everyone’s skin: red, then blue, then gold. You can smell fried everything and spilled beer and the ghost of a hundred thousand cigarettes ground into the sidewalk.

“I’m not in the mood for this,” I say. Which is true. I canceled on Tasha twice this month, and the guilt finally dragged me out of my apartment, but I’m wearing jeans I almost didn’t button and a top I pulled off the floor, and my hair is a thing I’m trying not to think about.

“You’re not in the mood for anything. That’s why we’re here.” Tasha steers me past a guy in a Titans jersey who’s standing in the middle of the sidewalk, filming himself. “One drink. Two if I’m lucky. I’m not asking you to have fun. I’m asking you to be vertical in a place that isn’t your apartment.”

We end up at The Stage, because Tasha knows the bartender and because the band tonight is actually good—not a cover act cycling through “Friends in Low Places” for the fortieth time but a real group, tight and loose at the same time, the kind of sound that makes you forget you’re standing. The singer has a voice like gravel and honey. The fiddle player—different from the one outside—leans into his notes like he’s arguing with the melody.

Tasha orders us whiskey sours. I take mine and press my back against the wall and let the music fill up the empty space behind my ribs. It’s been a long week. It’s been a long year. My last relationship ended fourteen months ago when Derek told me, with the emotional range of a parking meter, that he “didn’t see a future.” Before Derek there was Sam, who saw a future but only one where I cooked dinner four nights a week and pretended his mother didn’t hate me. Before Sam there was no one for a long time. Before the long time there was my father, who left on a Tuesday when I was nine and forgot to come back.

I know. I know what that sounds like. I know the narrative: girl with daddy issues falls for the wrong man. I’ve read the articles. I’ve taken the quizzes. “Are you attracted to emotionally unavailable partners?” Answer: obviously. “Do you confuse intensity with intimacy?” Answer: who doesn’t, when the alternative is Derek staring at his phone while you’re telling him about the worst day of your life?

The band slides into something slower. A song I don’t recognize, but the melody has that particular Nashville ache—not quite sad, not quite sweet, just bruised enough to feel true. And that’s when I see him.

He’s standing at the far end of the bar, not sitting—leaning, one elbow on the wood, his body turned three-quarters toward the band like he’s listening with his whole frame. Dark hair, a little too long, curling at the collar of a gray henley that’s seen better days. Jaw like a sentence you want to finish. And his hands—this is the thing I notice, the thing that sticks—his fingers are tapping the bar in time with the drummer, not the melody. He’s hearing the architecture of the song, not just the surface.

He’s alone. Or he looks alone, which in Nashville on a Saturday night is its own kind of statement.

I look away. I look back. He hasn’t moved, but his eyes have. They’re on me now.

Here is the honest truth: I don’t believe in love at first sight. I believe in recognition—that jolt when you see someone and your nervous system says, I know you. Not from before. From the place inside yourself that’s been sketching a face in the dark. And the jolt isn’t magic. It’s pattern recognition. It’s your wounds saying: this one fits.

His eyes are gray. Not blue-gray, not green-gray. Gray like morning fog, like something you could walk into and disappear.

He smiles. Not wide. Just one corner of his mouth, like he’s acknowledging something only the two of us are in on.

Tasha is talking. Something about her sister’s wedding, the florist, a disagreement about peonies. I nod at the right moments. I take a sip of my drink. The whiskey is too sweet and the ice is melting and none of it matters because the man at the end of the bar is walking toward us.

Not toward us. Toward me.

“The fiddle player is flat on the bridge,” he says. Just that. No opener, no pickup line, no “can I buy you a drink.” A musical observation, dropped into the space between us like a test.

“He’s sharp, actually,” I say, because I played violin until I was sixteen and my ear never forgot. “Flat would be forgivable. Sharp on an F-sharp is a choice.”

The other corner of his mouth comes up. “Jude,” he says, and offers his hand.

“Piper.”

His handshake is warm and dry and lasts exactly one second longer than normal. Later, I’ll learn that everything Jude does lasts exactly one second longer than normal—the eye contact, the pause before answering, the way he holds the door. It’s calibrated. I don’t know that yet. What I know is that his hand feels like permission to stop bracing myself.

Tasha surfaces from her peonies monologue. I introduce them. She gives Jude the look—the up-down, the micro-assessment—and then cuts her eyes to me with the smallest nod. Approved. Tasha’s taste in men is terrible, but her instinct for mine has always been solid, and the nod means: Go.

“You play?” I ask, because his fingers are still tapping, resting now on the bar beside his drink.

“Guitar. Some piano. Enough to know when someone’s faking it.” He nods toward the stage. “The singer’s real, though. She means every word.”

“How can you tell?”

“She closes her eyes on the wrong lines. Not the pretty ones—the ugly ones. The lines that cost her something to write.” He takes a drink. Bourbon, neat. “That’s how you know someone’s telling the truth. They don’t look away from the easy parts. They look away from the parts that are real.”

I feel something shift in my sternum. Not a flutter, not a spark. A door opening. A door I didn’t know I’d locked.

“That’s either very perceptive or very rehearsed,” I say.

He laughs. A real laugh, not performance. “Why can’t it be both?”

We talk for two hours. Or: he asks, and I talk. This is the part I’ll replay later, frame by frame, when I’m trying to find the seams. Because Jude doesn’t interrogate. He doesn’t ask the questions everyone asks—where are you from, what do you do, the script of polite extraction that makes a first conversation feel like a job interview. He asks: What’s the last thing you designed that surprised you? He asks: Do you sing when you’re alone? He asks: What’s the thing you’ve never told anyone but you want to?

That last one. I should have heard the lock pick in it. Instead I heard: I’m not like the others. I see deeper. Give me the real you.

And I gave it. Right there, in a bar on Broadway, with Tasha three feet away texting her on-again-off-again boyfriend and a bachelorette party screaming the words to “Before He Cheats” behind us, I gave Jude Callister the outline of my wound. I told him about my father. Not the details—not yet—but the shape. A man who was there and then wasn’t. A daughter who spent years standing at the window. A woman who swore she’d never wait for anyone again and then spent her twenties doing exactly that, just in bars instead of doorways.

Jude listened the way a surgeon reads an X-ray.

“You deserve someone who stays,” he said. Quiet. Direct. No decoration. And his gray eyes didn’t waver and his hand moved across the bar and covered mine, and I let it.

Later—weeks later, months later—I’ll understand what happened in that moment. He took the wound I showed him and fitted himself inside it. Not to heal it. To live there. To become so embedded in the ache that removing him would feel like surgery without anesthesia.

But that night, walking home down Second Avenue with Tasha, the streetlights fuzzy from whiskey and the memory of his hand on mine still warm against my skin, I don’t see any of it. I see a man who listened. A man who said the right thing, not the clever thing. A man whose gray eyes closed on the ugly lines.

“He’s different,” I tell Tasha.

She squeezes my arm. “They’re all different, babe. Until they’re not.”

I don’t listen. Why would I?

I’m already falling.

My phone buzzes at 12:03 a.m. A number I haven’t saved yet.

First thought: you.
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Chapter 2
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First Thought: You

Seven fifteen a.m. Every morning. Without fail.

First thought: you.

It starts as a text. Then it becomes a ritual. Then it becomes the scaffolding of my day—the first breath, the first certainty, the fixed point around which everything else orbits. By the second week, I wake at 7:14 and lie still, phone on the pillow, waiting. By the third week, my body wakes me without an alarm. Jude has become my clock.

I don’t think about what that means. I’m too busy feeling chosen.

We see each other every day now. This happened fast—too fast, if I’d been paying the kind of attention I reserve for client contracts and grocery receipts. Our first date was Monday, two days after the bar. He took me to a ramen place on Charlotte Avenue that I’d never heard of, tucked behind a laundromat, the kind of spot that doesn’t advertise because it doesn’t need to. “I found it on a Tuesday at three a.m.,” he said, “when I couldn’t sleep and I needed to be somewhere warm that didn’t expect anything from me.”

A man who can’t sleep. A man who needs warmth without expectations. I heard: I’m sensitive. I’m searching. I’m complicated the way you want someone to be complicated.

What I should have heard: I have a script. This is the ramen-place line. You’re hearing the ramen-place line.

But scripts, when delivered by someone with Jude’s particular gift, don’t sound like scripts. They sound like confession. His voice drops half a register when he says something personal. His eyes go slightly unfocused, like he’s looking at something internal. He’ll start a sentence and stop and say, “Sorry. I don’t usually talk about this.” And you think: He’s choosing me. Of all the people he could tell, he’s choosing me.
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