
THE AGE I WAS WHEN YOU FOUND ME

SADIE CROSS

An After Midnight Novel

© 2026 Sadie Cross. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Age I Was When You Found Me (An After Midnight Novel, #8)

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Epilogue

Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, grooming, coercive control, emotional abuse, age-gap power dynamics, institutional failure, parental neglect, and the long-term effects of trauma. Reader discretion is advised.

The most dangerous room is the one built to your exact measurements.

— Lena Voss, The Geometry of Small Rooms

For every woman who looked back and finally saw the shape of it.
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The First Cut

I drive six hours to sit in a parking lot and do nothing.

That's not entirely true. I do several things. I adjust the rearview mirror so I can see the quad behind me without turning around. I finish a gas-station coffee that went cold somewhere outside Bakersfield. I pick at the skin around my left thumbnail until it bleeds, then press it against my jeans and watch the denim darken in a small, imperfect circle. I compose and delete four text messages to a girl I've never met. I tell myself I'm being responsible. I tell myself this is about her.

The campus hasn't changed. That's the first wrong thing, though it takes me a while to name it. Ten years is supposed to leave marks. Ten years is supposed to rearrange the furniture, replace the carpeting, hang different art on the walls. But Braddock University looks exactly the way it looked when I was twenty years old and certain I was living the most important year of my life, and the sameness makes me feel like I've driven six hours only to arrive at a place I never actually left.

Students cross the quad in groups of two and three. They carry laptops and iced coffees and the loose-limbed confidence of people who believe the world is arranging itself for their benefit. I was one of them. I had a canvas bag I'd decorated with film quotes in Sharpie. I had a bicycle with a bent front wheel. I had a professor who told me I was exceptional, and I carried that word around like a passport to a country only he and I could see.

Exceptional. I turn the word over now the way you'd turn over a rock in a garden—expecting soil, finding something pale and legless underneath.

I'm looking for a girl named Zoe Marchetti. I've memorized her face from Instagram—round, open, dark-eyed, the kind of face that broadcasts everything it feels before the brain has time to curate. She wears oversized sweaters and silver rings. She posts about French New Wave cinema and the light in Northern California and the way certain professors make you see the world differently. I know which professor she means. I know the exact tilt of his head when he listens to you, the way he removes his glasses and holds them by one arm so you feel like you've been invited into something private. I know the weight of his attention. It feels like sunlight until you realize you can't step out of it.

I don't get out of the car. I had a plan—walk across the quad, find the film building, locate the screening room where the student showcases happen on Thursdays. Sit in the back row. Watch Zoe's short film. See what I could see. But my legs have made a different decision than my brain, and my hands are gripping the steering wheel at ten and two like I'm still driving, like the engine isn't off, like I haven't been parked here for forty-seven minutes watching the shadows lengthen across the lawn.

The thing is—and I need to be precise here, because precision is the only currency I trust—I don't know what I'm doing. I know what I've told myself I'm doing. I'm here to see if a fifty-year-old professor of Film Studies is sleeping with his twenty-one-year-old student. I'm here because I have evidence—circumstantial, digital, the kind of evidence that would look deranged pinned to a wall but undeniable when you've lived inside the pattern yourself. I'm here because someone should do something, and the institution won't, and the other women who came before me have moved on or moved away or moved the memories to a room in their house they no longer enter.

But that's the version I've rehearsed. The clean version. The one where I'm the protagonist with a moral mandate, striding into the frame with purpose and good lighting. The truth is messier. The truth is that six hours ago I was sitting in my apartment in Silver Lake, editing footage of a woman describing how her mentor ruined her life, and I thought: I should go. And then I was in the car. And then I was on the 5. And then I was here, in this parking lot, with my cold coffee and my bleeding thumb and the dawning understanding that I have driven three hundred and fifty miles to look at a building I used to walk into every Tuesday and Thursday at ten fifteen.

The thing I called love for four years has a different shape now. That's the best way I can describe it. When I was inside it, it was a room—warm, book-lined, smelling of espresso and cedar and the particular cologne he wore that I still can't encounter in a department store without my pulse doing something I'd rather it didn't. The room had no windows, but I didn't notice because the light seemed to come from him. From his attention. From the way he said my name—Elara—like it was a word he'd invented. Like no one had ever pronounced it correctly before him.

Now, from the outside, I can see that the room had a door. And the door had a lock. And the lock was on his side.

But here's what keeps me up at three a.m., here's the question that drove me up the interstate with my phone face-down on the passenger seat so I wouldn't call my best friend and let her talk me out of this: I walked into that room. Nobody carried me. Nobody drugged me. I walked in because the door was open and the light was warm and a man with wire-rimmed glasses and an office full of first editions told me I was the only student in three years worth listening to. I walked in and I sat down and I stayed for four years.

So what do you call a room you entered voluntarily but couldn't leave?

I don't have the word yet. I'm working on it.

A girl crosses the quad alone. Dark hair, oversized cardigan, silver catching the light on her fingers. She's looking at her phone and smiling at something—a text, probably, or a comment on a post—and the smile is so open, so undefended, that I have to look away. I smiled like that once. Everyone who knew me at twenty would tell you: Elara Quinn smiled like someone had just handed her a secret. I smiled because I had been chosen, and being chosen was the drug I didn't know I was taking until the prescription ran out.

The girl who might be Zoe disappears into the film building. The same building. The same door. Probably the same hallway with the poster of Tarkovsky's Stalker that Maddox said was "the only decoration in this department worth preserving." I imagine her walking to his office. I imagine her knocking. I imagine the way he'll look up from his desk—slowly, like he's surfacing from deep thought, like her arrival is a pleasant interruption rather than the thing he's been engineering all day.

I start the car.

I don't go in. I don't cross the quad. I don't knock on any doors or confront anyone or deliver the speech I've been composing in my head since Sacramento. I put the car in reverse and I leave the parking lot and I drive south with both hands on the wheel and the radio off because I can't stand the idea of someone else's voice right now, not even a singer's, not even a stranger's.

Somewhere outside Fresno, I glance in the rearview mirror to change lanes and I catch my own reflection—just for a second, just the eyes and the bridge of my nose in the narrow rectangle of glass—and I don't recognize the woman looking back.

Not in the poetic sense. Not in the "I've changed so much" sense. In the literal, physical, ice-water sense of seeing a face and not knowing whose it is.

It lasts one second. Maybe two. Then my brain catches up, re-files the image under "self," and I'm me again. Elara Quinn. Thirty years old. Video editor. Resident of Silver Lake. Owner of a one-bedroom apartment with good light and a lemon tree she never waters and bookshelves arranged on the left wall—always the left wall, for reasons she has only recently begun to examine.

But for that one second, I was nobody. And nobody was driving south at seventy-eight miles an hour with the taste of bad coffee on her tongue and a question she couldn't answer lodged in her chest like a fish bone:

If I don't know what to call what happened to me, did it happen at all?

Act I

THE SURFACE
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Thirty

Sable orders me a drink called a Last Word, which she thinks is hilarious and I think is the universe being unsubtle.

"Thirty," she says, holding her glass up. "The age when your hangovers become a personal choice and your knees start narrating the weather."

We're in a bar on Sunset that used to be a laundromat, which is the kind of sentence that only makes sense if you've lived in Silver Lake long enough to stop questioning it. The tin ceiling is original. The cocktails cost nineteen dollars. There are Edison bulbs hanging from reclaimed-wood beams, and if I described this place to my mother she'd say, "That sounds nice, honey," while turning a page.

Sable Chen has been my closest friend for four years, which means she postdates the version of me I'm trying not to think about tonight. She knows the broad strokes—that I went to Braddock, that I studied film, that I moved to LA after graduation and built a career editing other people's stories because I wasn't ready to tell my own. She doesn't know the details. She doesn't know his name.

"Make a wish," she says. There's a candle in a cupcake she smuggled past the bartender. It's already listing sideways, wax pooling on the frosting.

I close my eyes and wish for something I can't articulate. The wish is shaped like a question. The question is shaped like a room I left ten years ago that I keep finding myself standing outside of, hand raised, knuckles never quite reaching the door.

I blow out the candle.

"What'd you wish for?" Sable asks.

"If I tell you, it won't come true."

"That's birthday candles. This is a cupcake from Trader Joe's."

"The rules still apply."

Our friends Priya and Max drift back from the bar with another round. Max is telling a story about his Lyft driver that's going nowhere slowly. Priya is checking her phone under the table with the concentration of someone defusing a bomb. The bar is loud in that specific Los Angeles way—everyone performing enjoyment at a volume that suggests they're not entirely sure they're having it.

I'm performing too. I've gotten good at it. Not great—great would mean nobody notices, and Sable notices everything—but good enough for a birthday, good enough for thirty. I smile. I laugh at the right moments. I let Priya take a photo of the four of us and I don't flinch when she says, "You look amazing, El, seriously, you don't look a day over twenty-five."

Twenty-five. The year after I left him. The year I moved to LA with two suitcases and a hard drive full of unfinished projects and the bone-deep certainty that I had escaped something, though I couldn't have told you what. Twenty-five was the year I started sleeping through the night again. Twenty-five was the year I stopped reaching for my phone every time it buzzed, expecting his name.

A man at the end of the bar sends over a drink. He's maybe forty-five, silver at the temples, wearing a linen blazer that probably costs more than my rent. He raises his glass with the easy confidence of someone who's done this before and been rewarded for it. I catch his eye. I accept the drink. I smile.

And then I hate myself for accepting it.

Not because there's anything wrong with a drink from a stranger—Sable would tell me to relax, it's a gin and tonic, not a marriage proposal. But because I notice the specific things I notice about him. The gray. The authority in his posture. The way he occupies space like he owns the lease. I notice these things and I feel a tug, low and familiar, the kind of recognition that has nothing to do with this man and everything to do with the one who trained me to find this particular frequency.

I set the drink on the bar and don't touch it again.

Sable sees this. She doesn't say anything, but I catch her watching me with that particular expression she gets—eyes slightly narrowed, head tilted two degrees left—that means she's cataloging something for later.

We close out the tab around midnight. Max and Priya peel off toward their Uber. Sable and I walk the six blocks to my apartment because the air is warm and the streets smell like jasmine and night-blooming something, and walking is the only time Sable asks the questions she's been holding all night.

"Can I ask you something without you deflecting?"

"You can ask. The deflecting is involuntary."

"When's the last time you went out with someone your own age?"

I open my mouth to answer and realize I'm about to lie. Not a big lie. A rearrangement. I'm about to name Jamie, who I went on three dates with last year, because Jamie was thirty-two and that sounds close enough. But Jamie was also a producer at a studio where I was freelancing, and he had that same quality—the knowing, the authority, the sense that he was granting me access to a world I couldn't enter on my own.

"I don't have a type," I say.

"That's not what I asked."

"I go out with people I'm attracted to. Age is a number."

Sable doesn't push it. She's learned that pushing me past a certain point doesn't open a door—it triggers a lockdown. I go polite. I go analytical. I start talking about the situation as if it's someone else's, and by the time I've finished constructing the intellectual framework, the feeling I was trying to avoid has been safely buried under so many layers of argument that neither of us can find it.

We say good night on my doorstep. She hugs me. She smells like bergamot and the particular warmth of someone who doesn't carry secrets like luggage.

"Happy birthday, El. Thirty looks good on you."

"Thirty feels exactly like twenty-nine, except now I'm supposed to have a dermatologist."

She laughs. She walks to her car. I watch her taillights disappear and then I stand on the step for a moment longer than necessary, in the dark, with the jasmine and the silence and the specific loneliness of a person surrounded by people who love them for a version of themselves that isn't entirely accurate.

Inside, I do the things a person does at midnight on their birthday. I wash my face. I put on the oversized Braddock Film Department T-shirt I've owned for ten years and never thrown away, which a therapist would probably find significant and which I maintain is just a comfortable shirt. I pour a glass of wine—a Napa Cab, 2012, one of the older bottles in the rack, because I always reach for the oldest one first. Sable pointed this out once. I told her I preferred the complexity of aged wine. She gave me the look.

I sit on my couch with my laptop and I do the thing I told myself I wouldn't do tonight.

I open Instagram. I type his name.

Maddox Hale.

His profile is public, because of course it is. He posts the way a certain kind of academic posts—sparingly, curatedly, each image a small performance of intellectual life. A stack of books on a sunlit desk. A vineyard at dusk. A classroom shot from behind, students in silhouette, the composition so careful it might as well be a still from a Terrence Malick film. His bio reads: Professor. Writer. Watching closely.

Watching closely. I almost laugh.

The most recent post is from a department event—some kind of reception, wine glasses and faculty in blazers and the specific forced conviviality of people who spend their professional lives in competition and their social hours pretending they don't. Maddox is in the center of the frame, because Maddox is always in the center of the frame. Fifty years old now. Still lean, still sharp-jawed, still wearing the wire-rimmed glasses he takes off when he wants to look vulnerable. His hair has gone fully silver and it suits him in a way that feels personally offensive, the universe's laziest metaphor: men age into authority while women age into irrelevance.

But I'm not looking at Maddox. I'm looking at the background.

There's a woman standing three feet behind him, just slightly out of focus but unmistakably oriented toward him the way a plant orients toward light. She's young—early twenties, dark hair, round face, a smile that's working too hard. She's wearing a sweater that's too big for her and silver rings on four of her fingers and she's leaning in, just barely, the way you lean toward someone who represents the center of your gravity.

I know that lean. I invented that lean. I spent four years perfecting the art of orienting myself toward a man who took up all the oxygen in every room he entered and made it feel like a gift.

I zoom in.

The photo quality degrades into pixels. Her face becomes a collection of squares—dark and light, sharp and soft, the architecture of a person reduced to data. But even in the blur, I can see it. The expression. The specific blend of admiration and anxiety that I remember from the inside, from wearing it, from catching it in bathroom mirrors and not knowing what to call it except happy.

I screenshot the photo. I open a new browser tab. I cross-reference faces, names, the Film Studies department's current student directory. It takes eleven minutes.

Her name is Zoe Marchetti. She's twenty-one. She's a Film Studies junior. She's from Sacramento.

She's the age I was when he found me.

I close the laptop. I finish the wine. I sit in the dark of my apartment—the one with the desk by the window and the bookshelves on the left wall, the one I chose for the light—and I stare at the blank screen of my computer and I think: not again.

Not her.

Not this.

I go to bed. I don't sleep. At three a.m. I pick up my phone from the nightstand and open the screenshot and look at Zoe Marchetti's face one more time, zoomed in, pixelated, frozen in the act of leaning toward a man who is already planning the shape of the room he'll build around her.

I was twenty when he found me. She's twenty-one.

I set the phone face-down on the nightstand. I press my bleeding thumb against the pillowcase. In the morning, there will be a small rust-colored mark on the white cotton—a period at the end of a sentence I haven't finished writing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Exceptional

He walked into the lecture hall fourteen minutes late, and that was the first lesson.

I didn't understand this at the time. At twenty, I thought he was disorganized, maybe charmingly absent-minded—the kind of professor who loses track of time because his thoughts are too large for clocks. It took me years to recognize lateness as a power move: arrive after the room has settled, after the silence has thickened to the point of discomfort, and then fill it. Every head turns. Every conversation stops. You don't enter the room—you rescue it from the tedium of your absence.

He was carrying a coffee and a copy of Vertigo on Blu-ray and nothing else. No notes. No laptop. No syllabus. He set the coffee on the podium and the Blu-ray next to it and stood there for a moment, scanning the room with an expression I'd later learn was part of the choreography—the pause before the performance, the conductor raising the baton.

"Film Theory 301," he said. "I'm Maddox Hale. If you're here to learn how to make movies, you're in the wrong room. If you're here to learn how movies make you, sit down."

Thirty-two students sat down. I was already sitting, front row, left side, because I'd arrived twenty minutes early and chosen my seat with the deliberation of someone who believed proximity to brilliance was a form of osmosis.

He was forty. I registered this the way you register the height of a building or the depth of a swimming pool—as a fact about the landscape, not as information that pertained to me. He was tall and angular and his hair was dark with the first threads of silver at the temples, and he wore a navy blazer over a T-shirt that said nothing, and his glasses were wire-rimmed and slightly too large for his face in a way that made him look like he'd chosen them for function rather than fashion, though I'd later learn he owned seven pairs, each slightly different, each selected for the specific impression it created.

That first lecture was about Hitchcock. Specifically, about the shower scene in Psycho—the seventy-eight cuts in forty-five seconds, the way Hitchcock built terror not through what you see but through the rhythm of the editing, the staccato accumulation of angles that your brain assembles into violence while the camera shows you almost nothing.

"The audience does the work," Maddox said, pacing the front of the room. He never stood still. He moved like a man who believed stillness was a waste of his body's potential. "Hitchcock understood that the most powerful image is the one the viewer constructs in their own mind. You don't show the knife entering the flesh. You show the knife. You show the flesh. You show the face. And you let the viewer's imagination commit the murder."

He paused. He looked directly at me.

I know now that this is a technique. I know that skilled lecturers distribute eye contact strategically, that the appearance of a personal connection across a crowded room is a pedagogical tool, not an intimate gesture. I know this the way I know that the moon is 238,900 miles from the Earth—as a fact I can recite but cannot feel.

Because what I felt, at twenty, when Maddox Hale looked at me in a room full of thirty-two students and seemed to see only me, was: finally.

After the lecture, I lingered. The other students filed out in clusters, buzzing about the Hitchcock analysis, already forming the study groups and social hierarchies that would define the semester. I stayed in my seat and pretended to write in my notebook, though what I was actually doing was drawing a small, tight spiral in the margin while I worked up the courage to approach him.

I didn't need courage. He came to me.

"You didn't take notes during the Psycho sequence," he said, leaning against the desk closest to mine. His coffee was half finished. Up close, I could see a scar on his left hand, a thin white line across the knuckles, and I found myself wanting to know its origin the way you want to know the plot of a film from its opening shot. "Everyone else was scribbling. You were watching."

"I wanted to see the cuts," I said. "Not describe them."

He smiled. It wasn't a wide smile—more of a rearrangement, a slight shift in the geography of his face that suggested I'd said something worth the effort of a reaction. "What did you see?"

"That the rhythm changes twice. Once when she realizes what's happening—the cuts get shorter—and once when she gives up. The cuts slow down. It's not the attack that's terrifying. It's the resignation."

He was quiet for a long time. Long enough that I thought I'd said something stupid, that I'd misread the invitation, that I was a sophomore who'd just embarrassed herself in front of a man who'd published two books and been cited in journals and had opinions about Tarkovsky that other academics treated like weather.

Then he said: "That's the most interesting thing anyone has said in this room in three years."

Three years. I remember the precision of it. Not "a long time." Not "ages." Three years. A specific duration that implied he'd been counting, that he'd been waiting, that the thirty-one other students who'd filed out of this room and the hundreds before them had all been auditions for a role that I, alone, had the talent to fill.

He pulled a folded piece of paper from his blazer pocket. A reading list. Not the syllabus—everyone got the syllabus. This was something else. Sontag, Mulvey, Bazin, Barthes. Handwritten. The ink was blue, and the handwriting was the kind of architectural print that men of a certain generation cultivate as a substitute for emotional legibility.

"These aren't required," he said. "But they're necessary. For someone who sees the way you
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