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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, emotional abuse, coercive control, post-separation abuse, stalking by proxy, reputational sabotage, domestic conflict, parental estrangement, self-harm references, and depictions of psychological distress. Reader discretion is advised.

The most dangerous person in any room is the one who got there first and told everyone your name before you could say it yourself.

— Lena Caldwell, The Versions We Keep

For everyone who left and was punished for it.

Your version counts.
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The Wife

She had the kind of smile that apologized for itself.

I noticed that first—before the linen blouse with the mother-of-pearl buttons, before the wedding ring she kept turning like a dial she couldn’t tune, before she said my name with a familiarity that made my skin go tight. The smile. Soft at the edges. The smile of a woman who’d been coached to deliver bad news gently.

It was a Tuesday in October, the kind of Savannah afternoon where the light turns everything amber and people start believing their lives are beautiful. I was shelving new arrivals in the back corner of The Drowning Page—literary fiction, spine out, cover out for the ones with the good jackets—when the bell above the door rang and she walked in.

She didn’t browse. That was the tell. People who come into bookshops to buy books drift. They touch spines. They pick up a novel, read the first paragraph, put it back, feel guilty, pick up another. This woman walked in like she’d come for a dentist appointment. Direct line to the counter. Hands clasped. That smile.

“Bellamy?”

I set down the stack I was holding. A hardback slipped from the pile and thudded against the floor, and she flinched like the sound meant something personal.

“That’s me.”

“I’m so glad I caught you.” She said it the way you say it to someone you’ve been looking for, not someone you’ve found by accident. “I wasn’t sure you’d be here.”

“I own the place. I’m usually here.”

She laughed—a small, trimmed sound—and looked around the shop as though seeing it for the first time, though I had the distinct impression she’d already Googled the floor plan. Her gaze snagged on the reading nook, the mismatched armchairs, the framed Flannery O’Connor quote above the door to the stockroom. She was cataloguing. Filing. Building a version of me from the furniture.

“I’m Sloane,” she said, extending her hand. Her grip was warm and practiced. “Sloane Gage.”

Gage.

The name hit me in the sternum. Not like a punch—like a step onto a stair that isn’t there. That half-second of freefall where your body knows something your brain hasn’t caught up to.

I kept my face arranged. I’m good at that now. Five years of practice.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Sloane.”

She must have seen something, because her smile shifted—gentled, somehow, into something worse. Pity. She was looking at me with pity, the way you look at a stray you’ve already decided not to take home.

“I just wanted you to know,” she said, and her voice dropped half a register, the way people’s voices drop when they’re about to say something they’ve rehearsed in the car, “he’s told me everything. And I don’t hold it against you.”

I stood there with my hand still half-raised from the handshake, a dropped hardback at my feet, afternoon light cutting through the front window and turning the dust into gold, and I felt the floor of my rebuilt life give a soft, almost inaudible crack.

Everything.

She said “everything” like it was a kindness. Like whatever he’d told her was a burden she was graciously choosing not to hold against me. Like she was the bigger person. Like I should be grateful.

I wanted to ask: What everything? Which version? The one where I’m unstable? The one where I’m manipulative? The one where I’m dangerous? Or the newer one, the one I imagine he’s polished to a shine by now—the one where he loved me so much that my leaving broke something inside him, and everything he’s done since is just the sound of that break?

But I didn’t ask. Because I knew, with the bone-deep certainty of someone who’d spent five years learning how this works, that whatever I said would become material. She’d carry my words back to him like a transcript. My reaction would be folded into the narrative. If I stayed calm, I was cold and calculating. If I got angry, I was exactly what he said I was. If I cried, I was unstable. He’d built a system where every response proved his thesis.

So I smiled back. The retail smile. The one that goes all the way to the eyes because I’ve trained it to.

“That’s very kind of you,” I said.

Sloane Gage—his wife, his new wife, the woman who’d married him knowing whatever “everything” he’d chosen to share—nodded once, touched my forearm like a benediction, and left The Drowning Page with the bell chiming behind her and the light still gold and the dust still floating and every book on every shelf still exactly where I’d placed it and nothing, nothing the same.

I waited until the door was closed. Then I walked to the stockroom, sat on the crate of remaindered paperbacks I use as a chair, and pressed my palms flat on my thighs until my hands stopped shaking. Left palm down. The scar white against the rest of my skin. A thin line from the base of my ring finger to the heel of my hand. I tell people I cut it on a broken glass. The story’s simpler that way. Most stories are.

Here is what I know about Ronan Gage, and what I will spend this entire book trying to make you understand:

He has never followed me. He has never sent me a message. He has never shown up at my door, my bookshop, my yoga class, my therapist’s office. He has never done a single thing that a police report could hold. What he has done—what he is still doing, five years after I walked out of our apartment in Charleston with a bleeding hand and a suitcase and the taste of something permanent in my mouth—is this:

He tells people about me.

Not lies, exactly. Something worse. A version. His version. The one where he’s the man who tried, who loved too much, who held on too long because he believed in us. The one where I’m the woman who broke him. Unstable. Volatile. Prone to accusations. Dangerous in the way only a smart, articulate woman can be dangerous—not with her hands but with her words, her stories, her ability to make you believe her.

He finds the new people. Every new friend, every potential partner, every vendor, every colleague, every person who enters the radius of my rebuilt life—he finds them first. A phone call. An email. A concerned text. Always concerned. Always measured. Always the voice of a man who just wants to make sure they know what they’re getting into. He’s not warning them. He’s inoculating them. By the time I walk into a room, the room has already decided who I am.

I left him five years ago. I did the therapy. I did the work. I moved cities. I built a business. I made friends. I learned to sleep without checking the locks twice. I grew into a woman I’m proud of, a woman who is not defined by what happened in that apartment in Charleston.

And none of it matters. Because Ronan Gage doesn’t need to chase me. He doesn’t need to find me. He just needs to get there before I do—to every new room, every new relationship, every new beginning—and leave his version like a stain on the threshold.

I am thirty-five years old. I own a bookshop. I have a best friend who would take a bullet for me and a mother who hasn’t called in three weeks and a scar on my hand that isn’t from a broken glass. I am tired in a way sleep doesn’t fix.

And last week, a woman I’d never met walked into my shop, smiled at me with the gentleness of someone visiting a patient, and told me she didn’t hold it against me.

Everything, she said.

She said “everything” like it was a kindness. Like whatever he’d told her was a gift she was choosing to forgive.

I didn’t know yet what “everything” meant.

I would.

Act I

The Good Version
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Chapter 1
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Still Life

Mornings at The Drowning Page follow a liturgy I designed myself, and I guard that liturgy the way some people guard prayer.

Six forty-five: I unlock the back door, the one that opens onto the alley behind East Broughton, where the air smells like old brick and the jasmine that’s been climbing the ironwork since before I signed the lease. I step inside. I do not turn on the lights. Not yet. For thirty seconds, I stand in my bookshop in the dark and I listen to it breathe—the creak of the old pine floors settling into the morning, the hum of the mini-fridge in the stockroom, the tick of the brass clock above the register that runs four minutes fast and that I have never corrected because I like arriving places before I’m expected.

Six forty-six: lights. First the sconces along the far wall, which throw warm half-moons on the brick. Then the pendant above the register. Then the reading nook, where two mismatched armchairs—one moss-green velvet, one leather the color of tobacco—face each other like old friends who’ve run out of things to say but are comfortable in the silence.

Six fifty: coffee. French press, because drip coffee is for people who’ve given up on ceremony. I make enough for two because Go shows up most mornings around seven thirty, and if I don’t have coffee waiting, she tells me I’m a war criminal, and I’d rather not start my day being tried for atrocities.

Seven: shelving. Whatever came in the afternoon before, whatever I rearranged in my head at three a.m. while not sleeping. The shop has twelve hundred square feet and I know every inch the way a conductor knows a score. Literary fiction along the east wall. Thrillers in the back corner—my private joke, putting the dark stuff where the light doesn’t reach. Poetry in the window nook, because poetry deserves natural light. The staff picks table by the door, where I place face-out the books I think the neighborhood needs this week, which is a form of power I try not to think about too hard.

This is my life. This is the life I built. I describe it to you in this detail because I need you to see it whole before anything begins to crack, the way you need to see a vase intact before the fracture means anything.

I am Bellamy Voss. Thirty-five. Savannah, Georgia. Owner and sole proprietor of The Drowning Page, independent bookseller since 2022. I live in a converted carriage house on East Jones Street with a courtyard the size of a parking space and a cat named Bias who wandered in during a rainstorm two years ago and has never, despite my best efforts, shown me the slightest affection. I have one close friend, a mother in Augusta who used to call every Sunday and now calls every other week and sometimes not even that, and the beginning of something with a man named Thayer who restores dead people’s headstones for a living, which is either the most romantic profession I’ve ever heard of or the most morbid, and I haven’t decided which.

I am, by most measures, fine.

I dislike that word. Fine. It’s the linguistic equivalent of beige paint—it covers everything and commits to nothing. But it’s accurate. I am fine in the way that a house is fine after renovation: the bones are good, the walls are freshly painted, and if you look closely at the baseboards, you can see where the old water damage was, but you’d have to be looking.

Nobody looks.

Go arrives at seven thirty-two, which for her is early. She comes through the front door because she says the alley smells like “death and gentrification,” which is not entirely inaccurate. She is carrying a paper bag from the bakery on Habersham that makes the almond croissants she is addicted to with the fervor of a woman who spends ten hours a day around food and still somehow needs more of it.

“You look like you slept,” she says, which is her way of saying I look better than yesterday.

“Six hours.”

“Holy shit.” She sets the bag on the counter and pours herself coffee with the confidence of someone who has never once worried whether she belongs in a room. Go—Margaux Delacroix, but I have never once in three years of friendship called her Margaux without her looking at me like I’d insulted her mother—is five foot three, built like a middleweight, with a shaved head and a magnolia branch tattooed up her left forearm and a laugh that starts in her stomach and ends with her tipped so far back you’d swear she was testing whether gravity was optional. She is the sous chef at Marin on Broughton, which means she works the kind of hours that would make a surgeon cry, and she still shows up at my bookshop most mornings with pastries and the kind of loyalty you usually only find in rescue dogs.

I love her with the uncomplicated certainty of someone who found her after the hard part. Go didn’t know me when I was with Ronan. She knows the after. She knows the rebuilt version, the careful version, the version that opens a bookshop and hosts author events and remembers to eat lunch most days. She’s never seen the before, and I have worked very hard to keep it that way.

“Any word from your mother?” she asks, not looking up from her croissant.

I shake my head. “It’s been three weeks.”

“Call her.”

“She’ll call me.”

“Bellamy.”

“Go.”

We look at each other. She drops it. This is the choreography of our friendship: she pushes, I redirect, she lets me, and we both pretend she didn’t notice the thing she noticed. It works. Most days it works.

The shop opens at nine. By then, I’ve already reorganized the display table twice, adjusted the angle of the OPEN sign in the window so the morning sun hits the O at exactly the right moment to make it glow, and checked the wholesale invoice for the shipment due Thursday. I like the invoice. Numbers. Dates. Quantities. Things that mean exactly what they say and cannot be reinterpreted.

The morning is slow, which is usual for a Tuesday. A retired couple from the neighborhood come in for their weekly browse. A college student from SCAD buys a used copy of Beloved and tells me she’s reading it for class but actually she’s reading it for herself. I like her for the distinction. A man in a seersucker jacket asks if we carry audiobooks and I direct him, gently, to the internet.

At eleven, I check my email.

There’s a message from Worthington Press, the small publisher in Atlanta I’ve been courting for six months about a joint author event—a big one, a weekend signing with three of their mid-list writers, the kind of event that puts a shop like mine on the literary map. The subject line reads: Event Update. I open it expecting logistics. Dates, setup, the author bios I’d requested.

Dear Bellamy,

Thank you for your enthusiasm regarding the proposed event. After careful consideration, we’ve decided to move in a different direction for our Savannah programming. We wish you all the best with The Drowning Page.

Warmly,\nJacqueline Herrera\nEvents Coordinator, Worthington Press

Warmly. That word. It’s the professional equivalent of a closed door painted in a cheerful color. I read the email twice. “After careful consideration”—consideration of what? We’d been in conversation for months. Jacqueline had called the shop “exactly the kind of independent space we want to partner with.” That was six weeks ago. What changed?

I draft a reply. Professional. Warm. Asking if there’s anything I might address, any concern about the space or the format. I don’t send it yet. I save it to drafts because I’ve learned that the emails I want to send immediately are never the emails I should send.

Go comes back at one with lunch—two containers of she-crab soup from the restaurant, a peace offering for some argument I don’t remember having—and I show her the email.

“Screw them,” she says, which is her answer to most problems.

“It’s not a ‘screw them’ situation. It’s a ‘what happened’ situation.”

“Same thing. People flake. Publishers especially. She probably got a better offer from some fancy shop in Midtown Atlanta with exposed ductwork and a cocktail bar.”

“Maybe.”

But I’m scrolling through our email chain, rereading the last three exchanges, and there’s something in the shift—between the enthusiastic Jacqueline of six weeks ago and the “moving in a different direction” Jacqueline of this morning—that feels less like a change of plans and more like a change of information.

I close my laptop. I eat my soup. I go back to shelving.

The afternoon is ordinary, and I hold on to its ordinariness with both hands, the way you hold on to a railing when the stairs are steep and the light is bad. The shop. The shelves. The bell above the door. The books that stay where I put them.

This is the good life. This is the version I tell.

At closing, I flip the sign, lock the front door, and check my email one more time. Jacqueline hasn’t replied. But there’s a new message from an address I don’t recognize—a special order customer I spoke with last week, a woman launching a book club for her neighborhood association who wanted twenty copies of a debut novel I’d recommended.

Hi Bellamy, the email reads. Thanks again for the recommendation. After some thought, we’ve decided to source our books elsewhere. No hard feelings. Best of luck.

No hard feelings.

I read it three times. Then I read the Worthington email again. Then I look at them side by side, on two tabs of my browser, the way you hold up two photographs to check if the person in them is the same person.

Moving in a different direction.

Decided to source elsewhere.

Two different people. Two different sentences. The same temperature. The same polite foreclosure. The same gentle, airtight nothing where a reason should be.

I close my laptop and stand in my bookshop, alone, and press my thumb to my ring finger—the phantom check, the old reflex, the muscle memory of a ring that hasn’t been there in five years.

It’s nothing, I tell myself. Coincidence. Bad timing. The kind of thing that happens when you run a small business in a competitive market.

I almost believe it.
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Chapter 2
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Cancellation

Three days later, the second cancellation lands.

Palmetto & Vine, a wine bar on Whitaker Street that I’d partnered with for quarterly “Sip and Shelves” nights—curated book pairings with local wines, which sounds pretentious and is, but it sells books and fills a room—sends a brief, polished email. They’re “streamlining their events programming” and “won’t be able to continue the partnership at this time.”

At this time. As if time were the problem. As if next month, or next quarter, or after some unspecified rearrangement of the calendar, they’d call me back and say, “Great news—time has changed its mind.”

I call them. Ava, the events manager, answers on the third ring. She is friendly in the way people are friendly when they’ve already made a decision and are hoping the conversation will be short.

“Hey, Bellamy! So great to hear from you.”

“Hey, Ava. I got your email. I’m just wondering if there’s something specific—if there was an issue with the last event, or the format, or—”

“Oh, no, nothing like that! The events were great. Honestly. People loved them. It’s just—we’re scaling back across the board. New ownership has a different vision for the space.”

“New ownership?”

A pause. “Well, not new exactly. Just—new direction.”

There it is again. Direction. Everyone is moving in a different one, and all the different directions seem to point away from me.

“Ava, is there anything I should know? Anything someone might have—”

“I really have to run, Bellamy. I’m so sorry about the timing. Let’s stay in touch, okay?”

The line goes dead with the gentleness of a door clicked shut. Not slammed. Click. The polite kind of ending that leaves you standing on the wrong side of it, wondering what you did to earn such courtesy.

I sit at my desk in the stockroom and pull up my calendar. October. The Worthington event was supposed to anchor the holiday season. The Palmetto & Vine partnership was a consistent revenue stream—not huge, but steady, the kind of thing that covers a slow month’s electricity bill. Both gone in a week.

It’s coincidence, I tell myself. It’s a slow economy. It’s the post-pandemic realignment of retail partnerships. There are a hundred rational explanations and I line them up like toy soldiers, each one standing at attention, each one slightly too small to guard the door they’re guarding.

* * *
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NADIA STARTS ON A WEDNESDAY.

She shows up ten minutes early, which I note. She is wearing a navy button-down tucked into high-waisted jeans and sneakers that look new, the kind of outfit that says I wanted to look put-together but I wasn’t sure how put-together to aim for. Her hair is dark, cut blunt at the jaw, with heavy bangs that fall just past her eyebrows. She looks like a girl in a French film who is about to say something devastating in a café.

“Nadia Chen,” she says, extending her hand. “Thank you for hiring me. I know my resume was—”

“Your resume was fine.” It was thin. A year at a bookshop in Georgetown, two years at a DC literary nonprofit, then a gap. She explained the gap as “personal relocation,” which is a phrase I recognize because I’ve used it myself. “I liked your cover letter.”

This is true. Her cover letter said, among other things, that she believed a bookshop was “a room where people come to remember that they’re not alone in whatever strange thing they’re feeling.” I hired her on the sentence.

I show her the ropes. Register, inventory system, the particular way I want the shelves faced. She learns fast—too fast, almost, the kind of fast that suggests she’s done this before or that she’s the sort of person who pays such close attention that competence arrives as a side effect. She asks good questions. Not small-talk questions—structural ones. How do I decide what goes on the staff picks table? What’s the margin on a hardback versus a trade paperback? How often do I rotate the window display?

She doesn’t ask personal questions. She doesn’t ask about the framed photograph behind the register—it’s me and Go at last year’s Savannah Book Festival, both of us sunburned and holding matching copies of a novel we’d both loved and fought about for weeks. She doesn’t ask about the scar on my hand. She doesn’t ask why a woman with a degree from the College of Charleston is running a twelve-hundred-square-foot bookshop in Savannah instead of doing whatever it is people with degrees from the College of Charleston are supposed to do.

I appreciate the restraint. I recognize it, too.

By the afternoon, she’s shelving independently, and she’s good at it—she has the instinct for where a book belongs, which is less about alphabetization and more about understanding who will be standing in that aisle and what they’ll be hungry for. She puts a new translation of Clarice Lispector next to Jenny Offill, and I think: yes. This girl gets it.

At four o’clock, while Nadia is reorganizing the poetry section with a focus that borders on surgical, my phone buzzes. A text from a number I don’t recognize.

Hi Bellamy—this is Dan with Lowcountry Lit. We need to cancel our November book club order. Apologies for the short notice.

I stare at the screen. Lowcountry Lit is a neighborhood reading group that’s been ordering through me for two years. Fifty copies a quarter. Never missed an order. Never mentioned cancelling.

I type back: No worries, Dan. Can I ask if there’s a reason? Happy to adjust the selection if the titles aren’t landing.

The three dots appear. Disappear. Appear again.

Just going a different route this time. Thanks for understanding.
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