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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, coercive control, domestic abuse, stalking, and death, including the death of a spouse. It also references childhood neglect and the foster care system. Reader discretion is advised.

“Kindness is the quietest door. You never hear it open—only feel the cold once someone is already inside.”

— Vivienne Marsh, The Weight of Welcome

For everyone who learned to say thank you before they learned to say no.
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Prologue
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The Last Tenant

There is a particular silence a house makes when someone has just left it for good, and a different silence when someone is about to arrive who will never leave. I have learned to tell them apart. It took me a long time, and it cost me more than I can put a price on, which is saying something, because I price everything. That is the first thing you should know about me. I count. I total. I keep a running tally of what I owe and what I am owed, and I had always believed that a person who keeps that close an account could never be robbed.

I want to tell you about the man who proved me wrong, but I find I cannot start with him. He would like that—to be the first thing. He was always trying to be the first thing. So I will start instead with the door.

It is a cheap door. Hollow core, painted the color of weak coffee, with a brass knob that has gone soft and loose from twenty years of strangers’ hands. I rented the apartment behind it because it locked, and because the lock was mine, and because for the first time in my life there was a key that belonged to no one else on earth. I used to hold that key in my pocket while I worked, the way other people hold a worry stone. It meant I had somewhere that was only mine.

On the night this begins, the door is unlocked. Not broken. Not forced. Unlocked, the way you leave a door for someone you expect, and the terrible part—the part I will spend the rest of my life turning over—is that I do not remember unlocking it for him.

I remember the bar. I remember the way he laughed at something I said, a real laugh, surprised out of him, the kind you cannot fake, or at least the kind I did not yet know could be faked. I remember thinking: one night. I am allowed one night. Twenty-six years old and I had built my whole life out of denial, the small daily denials of a person who cannot afford to want things, and I thought I was giving myself a gift. A single, disposable, forgettable kindness, paid out to myself, owed to no one.

That is the joke, I suppose. That I thought I was the one being kind.

He made breakfast the next morning. I want you to understand that I am not describing a horror. There was no knife, no rope, no basement. There was a man at my stove in his undershirt, scrambling eggs in the one good pan I owned, humming something under his breath, and the window was open, and the light came in gold across the linoleum, and it was, God help me, lovely. He turned and smiled at me and said, You looked like you needed to sleep, so I let you, and he slid the eggs onto a plate he had found in a cabinet I did not remember showing him.

I should have asked him then how he knew where the plates were.

I should have asked a great many things, in a great many moments, and the architecture of my ruin is built entirely out of the questions I was too polite, too grateful, too starved to ask. Because here is the thing nobody tells you about being unwanted your whole life: when someone finally wants to stay, the word that should come easiest is the one that will not come at all.

Leave.

One syllable. I have said it to landlords and managers and men who pushed too far on a second date. I have said it in three languages of contempt. But I could not say it to the man who fixed my faucet without being asked, who learned my coffee order by the third day, who looked at the scar on my arm and did not flinch and did not ask, who simply covered it with his warm dry hand as if to say, I know, and I am here now, and you do not have to explain.

By the time I understood what he was, he was no longer a guest in my home. He was the climate of it. He was the air.

They will tell you, later, that I should have known. That there were signs. There are always signs, the way there are always stars—invisible until something blots out the light around them. I will tell you every sign, and you will see them coming, and you will want to shout at me through these pages the way you shout at a woman in a film who opens the wrong door. Don’t, you’ll think. Don’t let him stay.

But you have a key in your pocket too, don’t you. You have somewhere that is only yours. Imagine the first person who ever made you feel that you did not have to be alone in it. Imagine how long you would let them stay before you noticed the lock had stopped being yours.

This is the part where I am supposed to say I never saw it coming.

I saw all of it coming. That is the part I cannot forgive.

Act One

The Guest
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Chapter One
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One Night Only

The Larkspur closes at eleven on a Thursday, which means I am free at twelve-forty after I have rolled the silverware, wiped the wells, counted my tips into the little zip bag I keep in my apron, and signed the schedule for next week with the pen that lives behind my ear. Eighty-three dollars. A bad night dressed up as an okay one. I do the math on the walk to the bar the way other people hum—eighty-three minus the four I owe Priya for covering my smoke break minus the cab I will not take because cabs are for people who do not count.

I am not going to the bar to meet anyone. I want that on the record, for whatever the record is worth by the end of this. I am going because the Larkspur staff drinks at a place called Otto’s two blocks east, and because I have an exam in Torts in nine days and a brain that will not stop reciting the elements of negligence—duty, breach, causation, damages—and because one whiskey, the cheap well kind, quiets the recitation enough to let me sleep.

Otto’s is half-empty and smells like a citrus cleaner losing a war against forty years of beer. Priya is already there, perched on a stool with her coat still on, arguing with the bartender about whether a Manhattan can be made with bourbon. Priya argues the way some people breathe. It is one of the things I can stand about her, and I cannot stand many things, which makes her, by process of elimination, my closest friend.

“Duty, breach, causation, damages,” she says when she sees me, because she has heard me mutter it for a month. “Sit down before you sue someone.”

I sit. I order the well whiskey. I put four singles on the bar and slide them to her without looking, and she takes them without thanking me, which is the correct way to handle a debt between friends—quietly, fully, no ceremony. We talk about nothing. A table that stiffed me on a sixty-dollar check. Her sister’s wedding. The new line cook who cries in the walk-in. The recitation in my head goes quiet, one whiskey’s worth of quiet, and I am thinking I will leave after this one and walk home and sleep.

Then a man laughs.

Not at me. Two stools down, at something the bartender says, and the laugh is what turns my head—low and surprised, like it caught him off guard, like he did not plan it. I have spent my life reading people for what they want from me, and the first thing I notice about this man is that he does not seem to want anything. He is watching the hockey game on the muted television with the loose attention of someone who has nowhere he needs to be. Big through the shoulders. Sunburned across the back of the neck in a way that means outdoor work. Hands wrapped around a glass of water, not liquor, and I notice the hands because they are the kind of hands that fix things, scarred across the knuckles, a thin pale band at the base of one finger where a ring used to be.

He catches me looking. I do not look away, because looking away is an admission and I do not make admissions.

“You two are loud,” he says. “It’s the best thing about this place.”

“We’re not together,” Priya says, fast, and I feel the heat climb my neck because Priya has decided something on my behalf, the way she does.

“Didn’t think you were,” the man says, easy, no offense taken, and he turns back to the game, and that—that is the move, though I will not understand it as a move for weeks. He does not pursue. He sets the lure down and waits for me to pick it up.

I pick it up. God forgive me, I am the one who slides down two stools.

His name is Liam. He says it like it costs nothing, the way people say their names when their names have never been a liability. He is a carpenter, he says, freelance, between jobs, just rolled into Atlanta a few weeks back. When I ask from where, there is a hitch—small, a quarter-second, gone before I can be sure I saw it—and then he says, “Around. Coast, mostly.” He asks what I do and I tell him the truth, which surprises me, because I usually edit. Waitress. Night law student. He does not do the thing men do when I say law student, the recalibration, the sudden interest in whether I am a good investment. He just nods and says, “That’s a brutal schedule,” and asks if I sleep, and means it, and no one has asked me if I sleep in a very long time.

Here is a thing about being raised by the state: you learn the precise difference between being managed and being known. The managers were everywhere—caseworkers with binders, foster mothers who fed you on a schedule that had nothing to do with hunger, group-home staff who logged your moods in a column. They knew my allergies and my court dates and the names of the three placements before this one. None of them knew that I slept badly. None of them ever once asked. To be managed is to be a row in someone’s chart. To be known is to be asked whether you sleep, by someone with no obligation to care about the answer, and I had reached the age of twenty-six having been exhaustively managed and never, that I could recall, known.

So when this stranger with the fix-it hands set down his glass of water and asked the question—Do you sleep?—and then waited, actually waited, with his whole attention turned toward me like a lamp, the thing that moved in me was not attraction, or not only attraction. It was something older and more dangerous, the specific starvation of a person who has been fed but never tasted. I have tried, in the years since, to forgive the girl on that barstool for what she did next, and I can almost manage it, because I understand her so well. She was not foolish. She was famished. There is a difference, and the men who hunt women like me know it better than the women do.

We talk until Priya leaves, mouthing call me at me over his shoulder with a look I will later understand was a warning and at the time read as jealousy. We talk until Otto’s flicks the lights. He walks me out and the night is warm and wet, Atlanta in late April, the air thick enough to chew, and at the corner where I would turn for home I stop, and he stops, and the math in my head says: eighty-three dollars, nine days, duty, breach, causation, damages, and you are so tired, Joelle, you are so tired of being the only one who shows up for you.

“I’m three blocks that way,” I say.

He doesn’t grin. That matters to me, later, when I am trying to assemble the evidence of how I was fooled. He doesn’t grin like he won. He looks almost sad for a second, almost grave, like a man accepting something heavy, and he says, “Okay,” and that is all.

My apartment is a one-bedroom walk-up in Edgewood with a kitchen the size of a closet and a closet the size of nothing, and it is mine, every cracked-tile inch of it, and I have never brought anyone here who stayed past the act of being brought here. I show him in. I see him take it in—the law textbooks stacked on the floor because I cannot afford a shelf, the single good pan, the mattress on the box spring with no frame—and I wait for the flicker of pity or calculation that tells me what a man thinks he is owed.

It doesn’t come. He looks at my apartment the way a man looks at a place he is deciding to love.

“You live alone,” he says. Not a question.

“I like it that way.”

“I know,” he says. “I can tell.” And he says it like a compliment, like he has read something true about me, and I feel the small forbidden warmth of being seen, and I lock the door behind us with my key, my own key, the key that on this night still belongs to no one but me.

It is the last night that it does.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




The Plates

Eggs. I keep coming back to the eggs because the eggs are where I could have stopped it, if stopping it had been a thing I knew how to do.

I wake at nine to the sound of my own kitchen being used competently, which is a sound I have never heard before, because the only person who has ever used my kitchen is me, and I do not use it competently. I burn things. I eat over the sink. But this is the confident clatter of someone who knows where a whisk should go even in a kitchen that does not have one, and for one disoriented moment, surfacing out of the best sleep I have had in a year, I think I am dreaming a different life—one where mornings sound like this.

Then I remember, and the remembering is not unpleasant, and that is the problem.

He is at the stove in his undershirt and last night’s jeans. He has found the eggs I forgot I had. He has found the one good pan. He has found, and this is the detail that should have sat me upright, the two plates I own, which do not live together—one is in the cabinet over the sink and one is on the drying rack where it has been for a week—and he has set them side by side on the counter as if he has always known there were exactly two and exactly where each one waited.

“Morning,” he says. “You looked like you needed to sleep, so I let you.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“I wanted to.” He slides the eggs onto a plate. “Sit. I already ate.”

I sit, because the food is in front of me and I am the kind of poor that does not let food go to waste, the kind of poor that is in your hands long after the bank account changes, if it ever does. The eggs are perfect. Soft, folded, a little butter, salt, something green he found in my crisper that I did not know was still alive. I eat and he leans against the counter and watches me eat with an expression of plain contentment, and I am aware that I should feel cornered, a stranger in my kitchen between me and the door, and instead I feel—fed. I feel fed in a way that has nothing to do with eggs.

“Where’d you find the plates,” I say, around a mouthful, casual, a test I am not even conscious of running.

“Cabinet.” He doesn’t miss a beat. “One was in the rack. You only have two.”

“Mm.”

“You live like someone who’s used to packing fast,” he says, and it is so exactly true, so precisely the shape of my life—the foster kid’s habit of owning nothing you cannot carry—that I stop chewing. He sees me stop. He doesn’t push. He just turns and runs the water and starts washing the pan, and the moment closes over like water over a dropped stone, and I tell myself he is observant. Carpenters are observant. They read a room the way I read a check.

I tell myself a lot of things in that kitchen. I am good at it. It is the one skill foster care guaranteed me—a deep, renewable supply of stories I can tell myself about why everything is fine.

* * *
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HE SHOULD LEAVE AFTER breakfast. That is the contract of a one-night stand, unsigned but understood, and I am a person who honors contracts. But he washes the pan, and then he dries it, and then he notices the faucet.

“This drips,” he says.

It does. It has dripped since the day I moved in fourteen months ago, a slow metronome at two in the morning that I have stopped hearing the way you stop hearing your own heart. I have asked Mara, my landlord, to fix it twice. Mara is seventy kinds of kind and zero kinds of handy and the faucet drips on.

“It’s fine,” I say.

“It’s a five-minute fix. You got a wrench?”

“I don’t own a wrench.”

This delights him, for some reason. “Course you don’t.” He goes down to his truck—he has a truck, parked crooked at the curb, the bed full of the ordered chaos of a man who works with his hands—and comes back with a toolbox, and he is under my sink within ten minutes of finishing the dishes, and I stand there in the t-shirt I slept in, watching a near-stranger’s legs sticking out from under my kitchen counter, and I do not know how to make him stop without being the thing I have sworn never to be, which is ungrateful.

That is the trap, though I cannot see its shape yet. Not the kindness. The gratitude the kindness manufactures. He is building, with each small unasked-for repair, a debt in me, and a person who counts the way I count cannot bear to be in debt, and the only currency that pays down a debt of kindness is permission. Permission to do one more thing. Permission to stay one more hour.

The drip stops. The silence where it used to be is enormous.
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