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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, domestic abuse, intimate partner violence, coercive control, trauma, incarceration, emotional abuse, and references to self-harm. Reader discretion is advised.

"The cruelest prisons are the ones where the warden convinces you to lock the door yourself."

— Nora Fell, The Willing Cage

For the ones who stayed too long and blamed themselves for the wreckage.
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The Last Clean Thing

The water in the bathroom sink ran pink for a long time before it ran clear.

I stood there watching it — the swirl of diluted red circling the drain, thinning out, losing itself — and I remember thinking that it looked like watercolor. Like something a child would make. I held my hands under the faucet and counted the seconds the way my first-grade teacher taught us to wash properly. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. My knuckles were split on the right hand, the skin peeled back in a clean, almost surgical line across the second and third metacarpals. I know those bone names now. I learned them in the medical section of the prison library, fourteen months later, sitting cross-legged on a floor that smelled like bleach and feet.

But that came after.

In the bathroom, I was still in the before. The last minutes of the before. The tile was white and hexagonal, the kind that costs a fortune because it looks like it belongs in a prewar apartment, and Julian had picked it himself. He picked everything in that house himself. He said I could choose, of course — he always said I could choose — but every time I made a selection, he'd pause, tilt his head, and say something like, "That's interesting. I wouldn't have gone that direction, but it's your call." Two or three rounds of that and you stop choosing. You think it's compromise. You think you're being flexible, mature, easygoing. You don't notice that your fingerprints have been wiped off every surface of your own life until there's blood on the floor and the only thing you can identify as yours is the mess you've made.

The fluorescent light above the mirror buzzed at a frequency that lived right behind my left eye. I looked at my face. My face looked back. We didn't recognize each other.

My hair was damp — sweat, not water — and it stuck to my temples in dark commas. My eyes were wide and glassy, the pupils dilated so far that the brown had almost disappeared. I looked drugged. I wasn't drugged. I was something worse than drugged. I was awake, entirely awake, and I had just broken the nose of the man I lived with, and in the other room I could hear him on the phone, his voice as level as a carpenter's beam.

"Yes, she hit me. No, I'm — I'm okay, I think, there's some blood. No, I don't want to — okay. Yes. I'll stay on the line."

He was talking to 911. I knew this because I had heard him talk to clients, to his mother, to waiters, to me, and he had a different register for each — slightly warmer for his mother, slightly cooler for clients, playful for waiters, and for me, for me he had a voice like a room with no windows. But for 911, he'd found something new. Something I'd never heard. A tremor. Carefully placed, like an ornament on a tree. He sounded afraid.

Julian was not afraid.

Julian had never been afraid of me. Not once, not for one second, in two and a half years. I had seen him afraid of exactly one thing: a yellow jacket that got into the car on I-275, and even then it was a contained, efficient fear, the kind that solves the problem and moves on. He was not afraid now. He was performing afraid, the way he performed concern and performed tenderness and performed that particular brand of patience that made everyone around us say, God, he really loves her. What a good man. You're so lucky.

You're so lucky. I heard that from his friends, my friends, our friends — the ones who were still our friends by the end, which was a small and shrinking number, because people had started to fall away the way they do when one person in a couple is always the reasonable one and the other is always causing scenes. They didn't fall away from Julian. They fell away from me.

I turned off the faucet. The pipes shuddered — they always shuddered in that house, another thing Julian had been meaning to fix, another thing that was always about to be taken care of and never was — and the silence that replaced the running water was so complete that I could hear the dispatcher's voice leaking out of his phone. Tinny. Professional. A woman asking questions she'd asked a thousand times.

"Is there anyone else in the home, sir?"

"Just her," Julian said. "Just my girlfriend."

I stared at the door. The bathroom door. It was closed but not locked. I hadn't locked it. I don't know why. Maybe because locking it would have been an admission — would have turned me into the person who needed a locked door between herself and the man she'd just hit. Or maybe because, even then, even with his blood on my hands and his voice calmly narrating my destruction to an emergency dispatcher, some part of me believed he would come and tell me it was okay. That he understood. That we could fix this.

We could always fix this. That was the line. After every fight — and there were fights, so many fights, fights that felt like weather systems, fights that rolled in from nowhere and covered everything and left me gasping — he would sit on the edge of the bed and say, "We can fix this," and his voice would be gentle, and his hands would be open, and I would believe him the way you believe that the sun will come up, not because of evidence but because the alternative is unlivable.

But we were past fixing. We had been past fixing for longer than I understood. I just didn't know it yet. I knew it in my body — my body had known for months, maybe longer, waking me at four a.m. with a racing pulse, making me count the exits in every room he entered, making my hands shake when I heard his car in the driveway. My body knew. My mind wouldn't listen.

My mind was still composing the version. Even then. Even with the sirens growing louder — I could hear them now, that rising wail that means someone's emergency is about to become everyone's business — my mind was already editing. Already selecting which details to keep and which to discard. Already constructing the narrative that would protect me, or that I thought would protect me, not knowing yet that protection and truth are sometimes in different zip codes.

I looked at my hands. Clean now. The cut on my knuckle was already beginning to close, the skin pulling together in a thin seam that would become a scar. The last clean thing about me.

Here is what I know for certain: I hit him.

Here is what I know for certain: he said something, right before I did it, that detonated everything. A sentence. Short. Specific. Loaded with the kind of precision that takes planning.

Here is what I don't know: what the sentence was.

I can hear the shape of it. The rhythm. Two clauses, the second one landing like a door slamming. I can hear his voice — calm, always calm, that weaponized calm — wrapping around the words. I can feel the detonation: the white-hot flash behind my eyes, the way the room tilted, the way my fist connected with his face before I made the decision to swing. As though my arm had its own memory. Its own plan.

But the words themselves are gone. Scrubbed from the record. My mind took them and buried them somewhere I haven't been able to dig, and I've been digging for two years now — in my cell, in Margot's office, in the small hours of the night when the bait shop below my apartment creaks in the river wind — and I keep coming back to the same hole in the ground with my hands empty.

The police were at the door. I could hear the knock — three hard raps, the kind that aren't asking permission. Julian was letting them in. His voice had shifted again: steadier now, relieved, the voice of a man who has been rescued. I heard the words "my girlfriend" and "out of nowhere" and "I tried to help her" and each one landed like a nail in a board, building the frame of a story I would spend the next eighteen months inside.

I opened the bathroom door.

The hallway was lit golden by the fixture Julian had ordered from a catalog. The blood was on the floor — a few drops, a constellation of dark spots on the pale hardwood, leading from the living room to the front door like a trail meant to be followed. Julian stood at the end of the hall with two officers flanking him. He held a towel to his face. The towel was one of the good ones — Egyptian cotton, dove gray, monogrammed with his initials. Even bleeding, he'd reached for the good towels.

He looked at me over the towel. His eyes were wet.

And the thing I will never say in court, the thing I will never say to Margot, the thing I will never say to anyone except myself in the space between sleep and waking, is this: in that look, behind the tears and the blood and the carefully calibrated fear — I saw satisfaction.

I can still hear what he said. I just can't make out the words.

Not yet.

ACT I

THE SURFACE
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Three Months Out

Everyone has a morning routine. Mine just happens to involve checking the locks three times and making sure nobody's parked across the street.

The studio apartment above the bait shop on the Hillsborough River costs eleven hundred a month, which is robbery, except that the landlord doesn't run background checks and accepts cash. His name is Felix and he smells like diesel and night crawlers and he has never once asked me where I was before I was here. Felix is the best relationship I've had in five years.

The apartment is four hundred square feet if you're generous with your measuring tape. One room that serves as a bedroom, living room, and kitchen. A bathroom with a shower stall so narrow you have to choose between washing your hair and bending your elbows. A window that faces the river and lets in a greenish light that makes everything look like it's happening underwater. I like it. I like the smallness. After eighteen months in a cell, four hundred square feet feels like a ballroom.

I get up at six. I make coffee in a French press I bought at a thrift store on Nebraska Avenue — it has a crack in the glass that I sealed with food-grade epoxy, and every morning I check to make sure the seal is holding, which is the kind of thing you do when you've learned that nothing stays fixed. I drink the coffee standing at the window, watching the river. The Hillsborough is brown and slow and full of things you can't see from the surface. I find this relatable.

At seven-fifteen, I walk to the property management office on Busch Boulevard. It's a twenty-minute walk through Sulphur Springs, which is the kind of Tampa neighborhood where the yoga studios and the pawnshops exist side by side in a state of mutual incomprehension. My boss — if you can call a woman who pays me under the table and pretends I don't exist when clients visit a boss — is Adriana Reeves. She used to be my colleague at Century 21. We sold houses together for three years. She's the only person from my before-life who still talks to me, and I suspect that's partly because she feels guilty and partly because I'm cheap labor.

I answer phones. I file things. I update listings on a database that looks like it was built in 2004 because it was built in 2004. I don't interact with clients. I don't show houses. I don't do anything that requires a real estate license because mine was suspended the day I was convicted, and getting it reinstated is a process that involves a review board and a hearing and the kind of bureaucratic patience that makes you understand why some people just give up and sell drugs.

At noon, I eat lunch at my desk. A sandwich from the Publix deli, always turkey, always on wheat, always with exactly three pickles. I don't know when I became the kind of person who counts pickles, but prison does that. It shrinks the number of things you can control until the things you can control become sacred.

On Tuesdays, I leave work early for my two o'clock appointment with Dr. Margot Chen. This is not optional. This is a condition of my parole, and my parole officer — a tired, decent man named Dennis Ortiz who has too many cases and not enough time — has made it clear that missing a session is a violation, and a violation means a conversation I don't want to have.

Margot's office is in Ybor City, on a block that smells like roasting coffee from the café downstairs. The building is old brick. Her waiting room has plants that are actually alive, which I choose to interpret as a sign of competence. She has a couch that's deep enough to disappear into, and I sit on the edge of it every single time, because disappearing is not something I can afford.

"How's your week been, Kira?"

This is how every session starts. This question. This careful, open-ended invitation to say something real. And every week I consider it, and every week I give her the version.

"Fine. Quiet. Worked. Ate. Slept. Nothing to report."

Margot writes something in her notebook. She has a way of writing that makes you wonder what she's capturing — not the words themselves, but the ones between them. She wears wire-rimmed glasses that she pushes up the bridge of her nose when she's thinking, and she's always wearing one piece of jewelry that doesn't quite match the rest of her — today it's a silver ring shaped like a knuckle bone, which I find either ironic or hostile, and I haven't decided which.

"Do you want to talk about why you chose 'fine'?" she asks.

"Because it's accurate."

"Is it?"

Here's the thing about therapists: they weaponize silence the way other people weaponize words. Margot can sit in a quiet room and let the emptiness expand until it fills every corner, until the pressure of all that unspoken space makes you say something just to make it stop. I've learned to outlast it. I sit on the edge of her couch and I look at the plant — a fiddle-leaf fig, the kind Instagram influencers use as personality substitutes — and I wait.

She breaks first today. That doesn't always happen.

"I'd like to talk about the gap," she says.

The gap. This is Margot's word for the thing I can't remember — the sentence Julian said right before I hit him. She's been circling it for weeks, approaching from different angles, the way you'd approach a dog you're not sure about.

"There's nothing new to say about it."

"That's interesting. Because last week you said you'd been dreaming about it."

I did say that. I shouldn't have said that. The dreams are exactly what they sound like: the bathroom, the blood, the buzzing light, and then a voice — his voice — saying words I can almost catch, like a radio station that drifts in and out of range. I wake up every time at the same point: mouth open, lungs full, the word on the tip of my consciousness dissolving like sugar in water.

"Dreams are just noise," I say.

"Noise can be information."

I don't answer. She writes something else down. The head tilt: left, slight, unconscious. I've noticed this. She tilts her head to the left when she thinks I'm holding something back. It's her tell, and she doesn't know I've clocked it, and I'm not going to tell her because the only advantage I have in this room is knowing when she knows I'm full of it.

"Have you been in contact with anyone from your previous life?" she asks. This is the question she's actually here for. The parole board wants to know. Dennis wants to know. Everyone wants to know whether Kira Stokes is making trouble.

"No," I say. This is true. My previous life is a country I've been deported from.

"And your mother?"

"What about her?"

"Have you spoken to her?"

"No."

This is also true. Diane Stokes, née Briggs, now Stokes-Kettner, did not visit me in prison. Not once. She sent a birthday card the first year — the kind you buy at a gas station, pastel flowers, a verse about blessings. Inside, in her rounded, careful handwriting: I'm sorry things turned out this way. Love, Mom. I kept the card. Not because it comforted me. Because I wanted to study it the way you study evidence. I'm sorry things turned out this way. Not: I'm sorry for what happened. Not: I'm sorry I wasn't there. Things turned out this way — passive voice, no agent, no blame, no subject. Things just turned out. Nobody did anything. It was weather.

That's my mother. She doesn't do confrontation. She does agreement. She does the nod and the smile and the small word — right, right, yes — that lets everyone in the room feel heard without her ever having to take a position. She married Roy Kettner when I was eight, and Roy was the kind of man who filled every room he entered, not because he was large but because his anger was large, and Diane's response to that anger was to become smaller, to fold herself around it like tissue paper around a fist.

But I'm not here to talk about my mother. I've never been in therapy before Margot, so I don't have the habit of peeling open my childhood for a professional audience. That's what I tell myself. That's the version.

The session ends at three. I walk back through Ybor City, past the cigar factories that have been converted into art spaces, past the roosters that strut the sidewalks like they own the deed, past the tourists who've confused this neighborhood with authenticity. The sun is doing what Tampa sun does in late October — low, gold, angled in a way that makes everything look like a movie about regret.

I walk home along the river. The apartment is where I left it. The locks are locked. The coffee press is rinsed. The bed is made with the corners tight, because prison teaches you that a made bed is a controlled environment and a controlled environment is safety and safety is a thing you build with your hands every single day or it disappears.

I check the window before I close the blinds. The street is quiet. The bait shop downstairs is dark — Felix closes at five.

And across the street, in the gravel lot behind the laundromat, there is a car I don't recognize. Silver sedan. Tinted windows. It was there yesterday morning when I left for work. It was there when I came back. It's there now.

I stand at the window and I watch it the way you watch something that might be nothing and might be everything, the way you watch when you've been taught that the difference between safety and danger is the width of an assumption.

The car sits. I sit. The river moves between us, brown and patient, carrying things downstream that nobody is looking for.
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Chapter 2
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The First Date

The house on Bayshore Boulevard had four bedrooms, three and a half baths, a chef's kitchen with quartzite countertops, and a lawn so green it looked hostile. I was selling it for a couple who were divorcing — he got the boat, she got the listing — and I had an open house scheduled for a Sunday in March, the kind of Tampa afternoon where the light comes through the windows like it's auditioning for something.

I was twenty minutes from closing. The sign-in sheet had fourteen names on it and none of them were serious. I could always tell. Serious buyers touch the walls. They open cabinets. They stand in the master bedroom and try to imagine their own bed in it. The Sunday lookers just drift through with their sunglasses pushed up on their heads, touching nothing, as though the house is a museum exhibit about someone else's life.

Julian walked in at 4:40.

He was wearing a blue linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a watch that was expensive enough to notice but not expensive enough to comment on. He had that look — the specific look of a man who has put thought into appearing as though he hasn't put any thought into anything. Brown hair, combed but not styled. A face that was handsome the way a good neighborhood is handsome: well-maintained, proportional, the kind you'd describe as "nice" and then forget.

"Am I too late?" he asked.

"You have nineteen minutes," I said.

He smiled. It was a good smile. Not flashy, not practiced — or if it was practiced, the practice didn't show. He walked through the house slowly. He touched the crown molding in the dining room. He opened the kitchen cabinets. He stood in the master bedroom for a full minute, his hands in his pockets, looking at the bay through the window.

I watched him from the hallway because that was my job and because I was good at my job. I could read a buyer's intentions from the way they moved through a house. This man moved like he was listening to it.

"The molding is original?" he asked, coming back into the living room.

"1926," I said. "They don't make them like that anymore because the carpenters who could do that work are all dead."

He laughed. It was an actual laugh, not a courtesy. "That's a dark way to sell a feature."

"I find honesty moves houses faster than adjectives."

"I believe that," he said, and the way he said it — like he meant it, like he was really hearing me — was the first hook. I know that now. I didn't know it then. Then, I just thought: this is a man who listens. How rare. How dangerous.

He asked me about the neighborhood. I told him about Bayshore: the joggers, the flooding, the way the whole strip smells like jasmine in April. He asked about the school district. I told him he didn't need to worry about it because the schools were good but the taxes were biblical. He laughed again. I was charming, and I was charming without trying, and the fact that I was charming without trying made me more charming, and I could feel the loop starting — the one where you're performing for someone and enjoying the performance and the enjoyment makes the performance better and pretty soon you can't tell the difference between the act and the person.

"Can I ask you something personal?" he said.

"You can ask."

"What's your favorite restaurant in Tampa?"

It wasn't what I expected. I expected him to ask about the house. I expected the pivot to square footage or property taxes or how long the sellers would entertain offers. Instead, he asked about me. A small thing. A tiny redirection. The kind that feels like attention when it's actually reconnaissance.

"Il Posto," I said. "Italian. Little place on Davis Island. You have to know it's there."

"I've never heard of it."

"That's why it's good."

He held out his hand. "Julian," he said. "Julian Price. And I'm not going to buy this house, but I'd very much like to take you to your favorite restaurant."

I should have said no. Not because I suspected anything — I didn't, not for a second — but because I had a rule about clients, even fake clients, even men in blue linen shirts who touched crown molding and laughed at my dark jokes. The rule existed because I'd learned, through years of selling houses, that the version of yourself you perform at an open house is not the version of yourself you are at dinner. The open house version is bright, competent, witty. The dinner version has baggage.

I said yes.

We went to Il Posto that night. He picked me up in a black Audi that was clean in the way that meant he'd had it cleaned for the occasion, and I noticed this, and I filed it under flattering instead of under calculated, because that's where it belonged at the time. At the time, a man cleaning his car before a date was a sign of respect. Of interest. Of the kind of attention I had not received in longer than I wanted to count.

The restaurant was small — twelve tables, white tablecloths, candles that were real. He pulled out my chair. He knew the wine list. He ordered a Barolo without looking at the price, which I clocked because in my line of work you learn that the people who don't look at the price are either very rich or very committed to appearing very rich, and either way, the number itself is not the point. The point is the not-looking.

We talked for three hours. He asked questions the way the best interviewers do — each one building on the last, so that by the end you've said more than you intended and it feels like your idea. He asked about my family. I gave him the broad strokes: raised in Clearwater, mother remarried when I was eight, complicated relationship, moved to Tampa at twenty-two, never looked back. He nodded at the word complicated the way you nod at a red traffic light — he registered it, noted its position, and moved past it. But he'd remember its location.

I asked about him. Financial consulting, he said. Independent. He worked with small businesses — restaurants, boutiques, the kind of places that need someone to make the numbers tell a story. He was from Jacksonville originally. An only child. His mother raised him alone. He spoke about her with a reverence that was either beautiful or practiced, and at the time I chose beautiful.

He asked about my job. I told him I loved selling houses because every house was a story — who built it, who lived in it, who left it — and my job was to figure out which chapter came next. He looked at me when I said this. Really looked at me. Not at my mouth or my chest or the space just past my shoulder that men sometimes stare at when they're pretending to listen. At me. My eyes. My face. As though I'd said something worth remembering.

Nobody had looked at me like that in years. Maybe ever. And I know, sitting here in my studio apartment with the river outside and the bait shop below and eighteen months of prison behind me — I know that this is how it works. The look is the hook. The attention is the line. You don't feel the barb going in because it's wrapped in everything you've been hungry for. But it goes in. And by the time you notice, the line is taut and the shore is far away.

He paid without mentioning it. He drove me home. He walked me to my door — I had a one-bedroom in Channelside then, on the sixth floor, with a balcony that faced the convention center. He stood at the threshold and didn't come in. He didn't lean toward me. He didn't fish for an invitation. He said, "I had a really good time, Kira. Can I see you again?"

Simple. Direct. Respectful. Every woman's mental checklist satisfied in a single sentence.

"Yes," I said.

He smiled that good smile. He turned. He walked toward the elevator. And just before he reached it, he looked back over his shoulder — one quick glance, a half-second of eye contact — and something in my chest opened like a door.

I went inside. I locked the door. I leaned against it and pressed my hands to my face and I stood there in the dark feeling something I hadn't felt in so long I'd forgotten its name.

I called it happiness.

Later, much later, I would learn that Julian had been to Il Posto before. That he hadn't "just heard of it" from me. That the corner table by the window — the one where we sat that first night, the one where he ordered the Barolo — was the same table where he'd taken the woman before me. The same table. The same wine. The same careful, listening, attentive performance. I would learn this, and when I learned it, the memory of that first dinner would curdle like milk, and every detail that had felt like magic would rearrange itself into machinery.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
‘l LOVED,

She cén’t remember
the words he said.
Her body can't forget.





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





