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Content Warning

This novel contains themes of coercive control, psychological manipulation, gaslighting, domestic abuse (non-physical), emotional violence, references to a death under suspicious circumstances, disordered eating, isolation, and suicidal ideation. Some scenes depict intimate partner dynamics that may be distressing for survivors of domestic abuse.

This novel contains themes that some readers may find distressing. Reader discretion is advised.

“The cruelest prisons are the ones where the warden brings you coffee in bed and asks how you slept.”

— Delia Crane, The Architecture of Need

For every woman who mistook silence for peace.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART ONE

[image: ]




The Glass House
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Prologue
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The Wife in the Photographs

The detective places three photographs on the table between us, and I recognize the woman in each one before I recognize that she’s dead.

That sounds wrong. Let me try again.

I recognize her face—the tilt of her chin, the particular way her dark hair falls across one shoulder—and only then does the rest of the image register: the bruising along her collarbone, the angle of her neck, the stillness that isn’t sleep. She’s wearing a blue cotton dress I’ve seen in photographs before, the ones Drew keeps in a box in the garage, the ones he told me belonged to a college friend who’d moved to Portland and dropped out of touch.

Her name was Annelise Voss. She was thirty-one years old. She was Drew’s first wife.

The word wife catches in my throat like a fishbone. I’ve been married to Andrew Collier for four years, and I have never heard that name until this morning, when Detective Ruiz knocked on our front door at seven fifteen and asked if she could come inside. Drew was already at the hospital. I was still holding my coffee, still wearing his old Clemson T-shirt, still standing in the kitchen of the house that smelled like the French toast he’d made me before he left.

“Ms. Collier,” Detective Ruiz says. She has a way of sitting very still that makes me aware of my own fidgeting. “Do you recognize this woman?”

I look at the photographs again. Close-up. Mid-range. Wide shot. The clinical progression of a body being documented. In the close-up, Annelise’s lips are slightly parted. There’s a faint scar near her left eyebrow—old, silvered, shaped like a crescent moon. I wonder who gave it to her.

I wonder if I already know.

“No,” I say. “I’ve never seen her before.”

This is not technically a lie. I’ve seen her in those photographs in the garage—but Drew told me she was someone called Leigh, a friend from undergrad, and I believed him because I had no reason not to. Because Drew is the kind of man people believe. He has that quality, that particular steadiness in his voice, that way of placing his hand on the small of your back when you’re nervous, and you feel the warmth of his palm and think: I am safe. I chose correctly. This is what a good marriage feels like.

Detective Ruiz slides a fourth item across the table. A marriage certificate. Andrew Thomas Collier and Annelise Marie Voss. Dated June 14, 2016. Haywood County, North Carolina.

We were married in October 2020. In Asheville. In a courtyard full of white hydrangeas while his mother cried and my father didn’t come. Drew had told me, casually, with that half-smile I found so endearing, that he’d never been married. “You’re my first everything that matters,” he’d said, and I’d kissed him and thought I was the luckiest woman in Buncombe County.

“Ms. Collier?”

I realize I’ve been staring at the marriage certificate for too long. The signatures at the bottom. Drew’s handwriting—I’d know it anywhere, that sharp leftward slant, the way he crosses his t’s with a single decisive stroke. My hands are gripping the edge of the kitchen table. My coffee is cold. Outside, a cardinal is singing in the dogwood, the same three notes it sings every morning, and the ordinariness of that sound is so obscene that I almost laugh.

“He told me he’d never been married,” I say.

Detective Ruiz writes something in her notebook. She doesn’t react. She has this practiced neutrality that makes me feel like everything I say is being weighed, held up to light, measured.

“Annelise Voss filed a domestic violence complaint against your husband on March 2, 2019,” she says. “Three weeks later, she was found dead in her vehicle at the bottom of a ravine off the Blue Ridge Parkway. The death was ruled accidental. Single-car incident. But the case was recently reopened.”

She pauses. The cardinal outside stops singing.

“Your husband was never charged. He had an alibi. His attending confirmed he was in surgery from two p.m. to eight p.m. that evening.” She looks at me with something that might be sympathy but feels more like assessment. “But I want you to understand why I’m here, Ms. Collier. There are questions about that alibi that weren’t asked at the time. We’re asking them now.”

I should feel something enormous. I should feel the floor tilt. But what I feel instead is a very small, very quiet click—like a lock turning in a door I didn’t know existed. Something settling into place. Something that’s been waiting, patient and dark, in the architecture of this house, this marriage, this careful life.

Because here’s the thing I won’t tell Detective Ruiz. Not today. Maybe not ever.

I’ve been afraid of Drew for months. Not in a way I could point to. Not in a way I could name. Not with bruises or broken plates or raised voices—nothing that dramatic, nothing that legible. It’s more like weather. A slow pressure drop. The way the sky changes before a storm but you can’t say exactly when the clouds moved in.

He doesn’t hit me. He has never hit me. He brings me coffee in bed every morning. He remembers my mother’s birthday, which is more than I do. He rubs the knots out of my shoulders after long days at the school, his surgeon’s hands precise and patient against my skin. He’s the man every woman at the hospital’s annual gala tells me I’m lucky to have.

But six weeks ago, I found the photographs in the garage. Not the ones he showed me—the ones underneath, in a second envelope he’d tucked beneath the others. Annelise, though I didn’t know her name then. Annelise in a white sundress. Annelise laughing. Annelise with her eyes closed, lying in grass, one arm thrown above her head. And on the back of the last photograph, in Drew’s handwriting: Mine.

Not a name. Not a date. Just that word.

I put the photographs back. I sealed the envelope. I never mentioned it. And I started watching my husband—really watching him—for the first time since we’d met.

What I found didn’t make sense at first. Small things. The kind of things a woman dismisses because dismissing them is easier than the alternative.

The way my phone would be in a different pocket of my bag than where I’d left it. The friends who’d stopped calling, one by one, over the past two years—and when I traced it back, each withdrawal followed a dinner at our house, a brunch, a party where Drew had been charming and attentive and, afterward, had said something small. “She seemed off tonight.” “Did you notice how much she was drinking?” “I worry she’s not a good influence on you.” Each observation delivered gently, lovingly, from a place of concern. Each one a brick in a wall I didn’t see being built.

The password to our joint bank account, changed. The explanation: a security update, automatic, here’s the new login. Except the account balance was four thousand dollars less than I remembered, and when I asked, Drew showed me a credit card statement with purchases I didn’t recall making and said, very tenderly, “You’ve been so stressed, Mare. I’m worried about you.”

Mare. His name for me. Nobody else calls me that. The intimacy of it used to make me feel chosen. Now it makes me feel owned.

Detective Ruiz is watching me. She’s been watching me this whole time, and I have the feeling—unshakable, clinical—that she knows more than she’s showing. That she came here not just to inform me but to read me. To see whether the second Mrs. Collier looks like the first.

“Is there anything you’d like to tell me, Ms. Collier?”

The cardinal starts singing again. Three notes. Pause. Three notes. Outside, the morning is golden and mild, the kind of October morning that makes the mountains look like they’re on fire, and this house—our house, Drew’s house, the house he chose for us with its wraparound porch and its chef’s kitchen and its garden where he grows heirloom tomatoes—this house is so beautiful.

I look at the detective. I look at the photograph of a dead woman who shared my husband’s bed. I look at my coffee, cold and untouched, in the mug Drew bought me that says World’s Okayest Therapist, which he thought was hilarious and which I keep because throwing it away would require a conversation I don’t want to have.

“No,” I say. “There’s nothing.”

But there is. There’s everything. And I’m going to find it before she does—because if Drew Collier built this life like he builds everything else, with patience and precision and absolute control, then somewhere in the architecture there’s a seam. A place where the plaster doesn’t quite meet the wall. A door that was meant to stay closed.

I’m going to find it. And I’m going to open it.

Even if what’s behind it is me.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The Courtship of Steady Hands

Six months before the detective, before the photographs, before the name Annelise Voss cracked open my life like a geode—dark and glittering and full of things I wasn’t meant to see—I was happy. Or I was performing happiness so convincingly that even I believed it, which, I’ve learned, amounts to the same thing.

April in Asheville. The dogwoods exploding white and pink along Merrimon Avenue. Drew and I had settled into the rhythm that married couples develop when the early electricity fades and what replaces it is either comfort or numbness, and I chose to call ours comfort. Wednesday night dinners with the Patels from three doors down. Saturday morning farmers’ market, where Drew picked out the tomatoes and I pretended to care about the difference between Cherokee Purples and Brandywines. Sunday hikes on the trails off the Parkway, Drew two paces ahead, his calves flexing in that way that reminded me he was a man who took care of his body with the same discipline he brought to everything.

I was a school psychologist at Biltmore Elementary. Thirty-four years old. Five years into private practice before that, two years married, two years into trying to get pregnant, zero years into admitting it wasn’t working. The infertility sat between us at the dinner table like a guest we’d stopped acknowledging. Drew said all the right things—“We’ll figure it out, Mare”—but I’d started to notice the way his jaw tightened when one of his colleagues announced another pregnancy, the way he’d go quiet on the drive home from baby showers, his silence thick and pressurized.

I told myself it was grief. I told myself it was love. I told myself that a man who wanted a baby this badly must love me, because what was the baby if not an extension of us?

I didn’t consider the other possibility: that what he wanted was not a child but a tether.

We met at a fundraiser for the children’s hospital in 2019, one of those black-tie events where surgeons stand around with bourbon and talk about golf while their partners smile and pretend to find it fascinating. I was there with a friend—Lena, who was dating an anesthesiologist and lasted approximately two more months before the anesthesiologist revealed he was also dating a nurse practitioner in Hendersonville. Drew was standing by the bar, alone, and what I noticed first was his hands.

They were extraordinary hands. Long-fingered, precise, unsettlingly still. While everyone around him gestured and fidgeted, Drew’s hands rested at his sides like instruments waiting for purpose. He was holding a glass of sparkling water—not champagne, I’d note later, because Drew didn’t drink—and when he saw me looking at him, he didn’t smile. He just met my eyes and held them, steady, the way you’d hold a frightened animal until it stopped trembling.

“You look like you’d rather be anywhere else,” he said when I finally walked over. Not a line. A diagnosis.

“I’d rather be eating pad thai in my pajamas watching true crime documentaries,” I said, because this was before I learned to filter myself around him, before I understood that every honest thing I told Drew was a piece of intelligence he’d file and deploy later.

He laughed. It was a good laugh—measured, warm, not too loud. “Which show?”

“Currently? The Staircase.”

“Michael Peterson.” He nodded like I’d passed a test. “Do you think he did it?”

“I think it doesn’t matter if he did it. What matters is the architecture of the lie. How he built a version of reality that almost held.”

Drew tilted his head. That gesture I’d come to know so well—the slight angle, the focused attention, as if everything you said was the most important thing he’d heard all day. It’s a gesture I now recognize as technique, but that night it felt like sunlight.

“The architecture of the lie,” he repeated. “That’s interesting. Most people focus on the motive.”

“Motives are boring. Everyone has motives. Structure is where you catch them.”

He asked for my number. I gave it. He texted the next morning—not that night, not two days later, but the next morning at exactly eight a.m., which I now understand was calibrated. Drew doesn’t do anything without calculating the effect.

Our first date was at a Vietnamese restaurant in West Asheville, a tiny place with plastic tablecloths and fluorescent lighting, and the fact that he chose it—instead of some farm-to-table spot designed to impress—made me trust him. He ordered for both of us, which should have been a red flag but which I interpreted as confidence. He asked questions about my work with the attentiveness of someone taking notes for an exam, and when I talked about the children I counseled—the ones with bruises they couldn’t explain, the ones who flinched when adults raised their voices—his face arranged itself into an expression of such genuine pain that I thought: this is a good man. This is a man who feels things.

I didn’t consider that feeling things and performing feeling are different skills, and that Drew was a virtuoso at the latter.

He told me about himself in careful portions. Raised in Greenville, South Carolina. Father a dentist, mother a piano teacher. Undergraduate at Clemson, medical school at Wake Forest, residency at Duke. He’d moved to Asheville three years prior because he’d wanted mountains and quiet and a practice where he could operate on knees and shoulders and hips without the politics of a major university hospital. He told me he’d never been married. He told me he’d had one serious relationship, in medical school, that had ended because she’d wanted to move to California and he’d wanted to stay in North Carolina.

A clean, simple story. No jagged edges.

I should have noticed that. People’s histories are not clean. They have contradictions, embarrassments, loose threads they can’t quite tie off. Drew’s past was a polished surface, a counter wiped down so thoroughly you’d never guess what had been spilled.

But I was thirty years old and tired and coming off a relationship with a man named Patrick who’d spent two years telling me I was too intense, too analytical, too much—and here was Drew Collier, who looked at me across a table of pho and said, “I like the way you think. It’s unusual.”

Unusual. Not too much. Not intimidating. Unusual, like a rare specimen he’d discovered and intended to study.

We were together within a month. Living together within four. Engaged within a year. And every step felt like something I’d chosen—freely, eagerly, with my eyes open. That’s the part I keep circling back to, the part that makes me grind my teeth at three in the morning in the house that smells like his cooking and his cologne and the laundry detergent he switched us to without asking. I chose this. I chose him. I’m a psychologist who specializes in recognizing patterns of abuse in children, and I did not see the pattern forming around me like a vine growing up a wall, slow enough to mistake for decoration.

Or I saw it and called it something else. Which might be worse.

* * *
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THE MORNING DETECTIVE Ruiz leaves, I sit in the kitchen for forty-seven minutes.

I count. I count because counting is something I can do when the cognitive architecture starts to fracture, when the thoughts come too fast and too jagged to organize. It’s a technique I teach my students: when you’re overwhelmed, count something. Tiles on the floor. Breaths. Seconds. Give your brain a task simple enough that the panic has to queue behind it.

Forty-seven minutes. I count them on the kitchen clock, the one with the rooster painted on the face that Drew’s mother gave us as a wedding gift and that I hate but keep displayed because the alternative—the conversation about the clock, the careful management of Drew’s reaction to the perceived insult to his mother—is more exhausting than looking at a rooster every time I check the time.

This is what I mean. This is the texture of it. Not violence. Logistics. An endless series of small calculations: which battles to fight, which concessions to make, which version of myself to present in order to maintain equilibrium. The cognitive load of living with Drew is immense and invisible, a tax levied on every interaction, and I have been paying it so long I’d forgotten I was paying it at all.

Until six weeks ago. Until the photographs. Until Mine.

I pick up my phone. I should call Drew. That’s what a wife does when the police show up at her door with photographs of a dead woman and a marriage certificate with her husband’s name on it—she calls her husband. She demands answers. She falls apart or she gets angry or she does both at once, and he explains, and maybe the explanation is even true, and they navigate it together because that’s what married people do.

But I don’t call Drew. Instead, I open my laptop and type a name I’ve never typed before.

Annelise Voss.

The search results load. And the woman in the photographs becomes a person—with a LinkedIn profile (former, archived, still cached), an obituary in the Asheville Citizen-Times, a Facebook memorial page with seventeen followers and a profile picture of a woman smiling in front of a waterfall, her eyes crinkled, her dark hair loose, looking so alive that the fact of her death seems like a clerical error.

She was a physical therapist. She grew up in Brevard. She liked hiking and rescue dogs and, according to a comment from someone named Debbie, she made the best lemon bars in Transylvania County.

She was married to my husband for three years. She filed a complaint saying he was hurting her. Three weeks later, she was dead.

And Drew—steady, patient, coffee-in-bed Drew—told me she’d never existed.

I close the laptop. I wash my coffee mug. I wipe down the counter. I hang the dish towel on the hook where Drew likes it—the left hook, always the left, because the right is for the hand towel—and I stand very still in the kitchen of my beautiful house and listen to the cardinal singing its three-note song in the dogwood tree.

Drew will be home at six thirty. He’ll kiss my forehead. He’ll ask about my day. He’ll start dinner—something complicated, something involving a recipe he found on the Times cooking app, because Drew expresses love through meals the way other men express it through words, and I’ve always found that charming.

Tonight, I’ll find it something else. I don’t have the word for it yet. But it’s forming, rising like a shape in fog, and when it arrives I know it will be a word I can’t unlearn.
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Chapter 2
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The Ordinary Cruelties

Drew comes home at six twenty-eight. Two minutes early. I know this because I’ve been watching the clock—the rooster clock, always the rooster—since five forty-five, and I’ve rehearsed three versions of this evening: the version where I confront him, the version where I say nothing, and the version where I pretend the detective never came.

I choose the third. Not because I’m a coward, though I might be, but because I’m a psychologist, and I know that the first conversation about a lie is never the one that reveals the truth. The first conversation is the one where the liar takes your measure, calculates how much you know, and begins constructing the next lie. If I want the truth, I need to find it myself, on my terms, before Drew has a chance to build a story around it.

The front door opens. I hear his keys hit the ceramic dish in the entryway—the one from the pottery studio in Black Mountain—and then his shoes being placed on the rack, left shoe first, always, aligned by the heels. The sound of routine. The sound of a man performing domesticity with the same precision he brings to threading a rotator cuff.

“Mare?”

“In the kitchen.”

He rounds the corner, and I watch him the way I’ve been watching him for six weeks: with the clinical attention I used to reserve for intake assessments. His face is neutral, pleasant, arranged in the expression he wears like a suit jacket. He’s still in his scrubs—the blue ones, not the green; blue means an office day, no surgery—and his hair is slightly damp from the rain that started around four.

He crosses the kitchen in three strides and kisses my forehead. His lips are dry and warm. His right hand finds the small of my back—the signature gesture, the one that says I’m here, you’re safe, I’m your anchor—and I hold still because if I flinch, he’ll notice, and if he notices, the evening will recalibrate in ways I can’t predict.

“How was your day?” he asks.

“Long. Karina’s having a tough week.” Karina is a third-grader on my caseload whose parents are divorcing. I’m not lying; Karina is always having a tough week. I’m just choosing a truth that obscures a larger one.

Drew makes a sound—sympathetic, calibrated—and opens the refrigerator. “I was thinking about that mushroom risotto. The one from last month. You said you liked it.”

I did say that. I said it because it was easier than saying I was tired and wanted to order takeout, because Drew doesn’t order takeout. Drew cooks. It’s one of his love languages, or what he’s decided are his love languages, and questioning a love language in this house is like questioning gravity: technically possible, practically pointless.

“Sounds great,” I say.

He begins assembling ingredients. Arborio rice. Chicken stock. Cremini mushrooms he’ll slice himself because pre-sliced mushrooms are, in Drew’s taxonomy of household failures, only slightly less egregious than instant coffee. I watch his hands as he works—those long, capable fingers, the wedding band catching light, the knife moving through the mushrooms in even strokes—and I think about those same hands in the photograph. Mine, written on the back in his sharp, leftward slant.

“Anything interesting happen today?” he asks without looking up.

The question is casual. The question is a trap. Not because Drew knows about the detective—how could he?—but because Drew asks this question every evening, and what he’s really asking is: did anything happen today that I need to know about? Did anyone come to the house? Did you go anywhere I didn’t expect? Did you deviate from the pattern?

I didn’t used to hear it that way. I used to hear it as interest—my husband, asking about my day, the way good husbands do. It took the photographs in the garage, and six weeks of watching, to hear the surveillance beneath the tenderness.

“Nothing interesting,” I say. “Staff meeting. IEP review for a new student. The usual.”

He nods. The risotto starts to take shape under his hands. He stirs with the same unhurried rhythm he brings to everything—methodical, patient, as though the rice will open on his schedule and not before. I sit at the island on one of the stools he picked out and drink a glass of Pinot Grigio from the bottle he selected at Ingles last weekend, a selection I didn’t participate in because Drew has opinions about wine the way he has opinions about mushrooms and bedtime and the correct way to load a dishwasher, and my opinions have, over time, been rendered irrelevant by the sheer gravitational force of his.

This is what coercive control looks like from the inside. Not bruises. Not raised voices. Not thrown plates. It looks like a risotto being made with love by a man who decides what you eat and when you eat it and how much you enjoy it, and who frames every decision as care.

I know the literature. I’ve read Evan Stark. I’ve read Lundy Bancroft. I counsel children whose parents do this to each other, and I sit in conferences with teachers and explain that abuse isn’t always visible, that the most dangerous kind is the kind that looks like devotion. I have given this speech. I have given it with conviction and compassion, and I have gone home to a man who tracks my location through our shared phone plan and tells me it’s because he worries about me driving in the rain.

The irony isn’t lost on me. It sits on my chest at night like a cat I can’t push off.

* * *
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OVER DINNER, DREW TELLS me about his day. A meniscus repair that went cleanly. A consult with a high school athlete whose ACL he’ll reconstruct next week. A disagreement with a nurse about post-op protocol, which he describes with the measured exasperation of a man who is always, always right.

“She wanted to discharge Hanover at noon. I told her the protocol is twenty-four hours for ACL reconstructions. She said the new attending told her twelve was fine.” He shakes his head. “The new attending hasn’t been here long enough to have an opinion.”
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