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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, emotional abuse, gaslighting, stalking, controlling behavior, obsessive behavior, invasion of privacy, and isolation tactics. Reader discretion is advised.

The safest person in your life is the one who made sure there was no one else.

— Elise Varden, A History of Devotion

For anyone who ever mistook patience for love.
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The Morning After

Forty-seven missed calls.

I count them the way you count exits on an airplane—methodically, with the understanding that knowing the number won’t actually save you. Forty-seven. Rafe has called me forty-seven times since I turned off the ringer at two in the morning, and it is now six fifteen, and the light coming through my childhood bedroom window is the pale, unconvincing yellow of a Savannah dawn in October.

My suitcase is open on the twin bed I slept in until I was eighteen. Half my clothes are inside it. The other half are still at his apartment, which means they’re gone, which is fine. I will buy new clothes. I will buy a new life, if that’s what it takes. What I will not do is go back to that carriage house on Habersham Street and stand in the bedroom where I slept for six months beside a man I thought I knew and collect my things like a guest checking out of a hotel.

My father is downstairs. I can hear him doing what he always does when he doesn’t know what to say: making coffee. The machine gurgles and hisses, and somewhere beneath that, the creak of the floorboard by the kitchen island, the one that’s been loose since I was twelve. Hugh Kestrel has never been a man of words. When my mother left, he made me scrambled eggs and said, “You’re all right.” Not a question. An instruction.

I pick up the leather bracelet from the nightstand. Thin, brown, the leather cracked from years of wear. I bought it at a street market on Broughton Street five years ago, and I gave it to Rafe because I saw him looking at it, and that was the kind of friend I was—the kind who noticed what you wanted and handed it to you before you asked. He wore it every day. He touched it when he was thinking. He turned it between his thumb and forefinger the way some people worry a coin, and I used to find that tender, that evidence of attachment, that small habitual proof that I mattered to him.

I open the nightstand drawer and drop the bracelet inside. It lands on a deck of cards and a broken watch and a dried-out pen, the graveyard of small things that don’t belong anywhere anymore.

Six months ago, I was the happiest I’d ever been.

That sentence should feel like the beginning of something. A love story, maybe. The kind of story where two people who’ve been friends for years finally see each other clearly and fall into the relationship everyone always knew they were meant to have. Our friends cried at the news. They literally cried. Iris FaceTimed me from her couch at eleven at night, tears streaming, saying, “Finally, finally, finally.” My father said, “Hm.” June at the clinic said, “Interesting,” which I now understand was a warning.

Rafe Morrow was everything I’d been looking for. Patient. Present. Attentive in the way that makes you feel held without feeling smothered. He knew my coffee order, my anxious tells, the name of every dog I’d ever treated. He knew what I needed before I knew it myself. Seven years of friendship had given him a map of me so detailed, so comprehensive, that loving him felt like coming home to a house someone had built to my exact specifications.

The cruelest part is, he knew that. He’d spent seven years making sure of it.

I don’t know how to explain what it feels like to discover that the safest relationship of your life was a construction. That the man who knew you better than anyone achieved that knowledge not through love but through surveillance, patience, and the systematic elimination of every alternative. That every boyfriend who left you, every friend who faded, every lonely night when you called him crying and he picked up on the first ring—none of it was organic. None of it was luck. None of it was the beautiful, messy accident of two people finding each other in the chaos of being alive.

It was engineered. All of it. Every last piece.

My phone screen lights up again. Forty-eight.

I press my thumb into the scar on my left palm—crescent-shaped, from a feral cat named Duchess who bit me during my second year of vet school—and I hold the pressure until the sting blots out the noise in my head. It’s a trick I’ve used for years, this small self-administered pain, this reset button hidden in the landscape of my own hand. Rafe used to notice when I did it. He’d reach over and cover my hand with his, gently, as if to say, I’m here. You don’t need to hurt yourself to feel steady. I have you.

He noticed everything. That was the point.

I should start from the beginning. I should tell you about the rooftop and the kiss and the way the Savannah skyline looked like a promise that night, all lit up and warm and mine. I should tell you about Iris and June and my father and the clinic and the house on Starland with the jasmine in the yard. I should tell you about Liam and Marcus and Theo—the three men I loved before Rafe, the three men who disappeared from my life in ways I couldn’t explain, in ways I blamed on myself for years, in ways that turned out to have a single, patient architect behind every one of them.

But I think I should start with the thing I believed, because the thing I believed is the thing that almost destroyed me.

I believed that seven years of friendship meant I was safe.

I believed that the person who knew me best was the person least likely to hurt me.

I believed that patience was proof of love.

I was wrong about all of it. Let me tell you how.

Act I

THE GOOD ONE
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Chapter 1
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The Obvious Choice

Everyone applauded.

Not politely. Not the obligatory, surprised clapping you get when someone announces an engagement at a dinner party. This was triumphant. Arms raised, glasses lifted, a sound that rolled across the rooftop like we’d won something—a championship, a war, an argument that had lasted seven years. Iris had tears running down her face. Actual tears. She was holding her phone up, already recording, already narrating for an audience that didn’t exist yet: “Oh my God, oh my God, it’s happening, it’s finally happening.”

And Rafe’s hand was in mine, warm and dry and steady, and the Savannah skyline was lit up behind us like a promise someone had made on our behalf, and I thought: This. This is what it’s supposed to feel like.

The rooftop belonged to Iris’s friend Danny, who worked in marketing for one of the hotels on Bay Street and could get access to spaces normal people couldn’t. The party was supposed to be a birthday thing—Danny’s thirty-first—but it had become our announcement by the time the second round of drinks arrived. Rafe kissed me for the first time between the bar cart and the edge of the railing, with the Talmadge Bridge glowing in the distance, and someone behind us whooped, and I laughed into his mouth, and he said, very quietly, “Seven years. Worth every one.”

I replay that line sometimes. The way he said it. Not with relief, exactly. More like satisfaction. The satisfaction of a man who has reached a destination he’d been traveling toward for a very long time.

But that came later—the replaying, the rethinking, the slow-motion dissection of every word he ever said to me. That night, on the rooftop, I was just happy. I was thirty-one years old and standing next to a man who had been my best friend for seven years, and he was looking at me the way I’d secretly wanted him to look at me for longer than I’d ever admitted, and every failed relationship, every inexplicable heartbreak, every night I’d spent on Iris’s couch eating Thai food and wondering what was wrong with me suddenly had an answer: nothing was wrong with me. I’d just been waiting for the right person. And the right person had been beside me all along.

That’s the story everyone wanted. The story Iris told. The story our friends toasted. The obvious story.

The obvious choice.

* * *
[image: ]


SIX MONTHS IN, RAFE is making dinner in my kitchen.

This is a sentence I never get tired of constructing. Rafe. Making dinner. In my kitchen. The possessive pronoun does something to me every time—my kitchen, where my boyfriend is cooking, because this is my life now, a life that contains a man who shows up at six thirty with a paper bag from the butcher on Bull Street and knows without asking that I want the cast iron heated before the oil goes in.

He’s making his shrimp and grits, the one he perfected two years ago when he decided he wanted to learn Southern cooking, and I’m sitting at the counter with a glass of wine I’m pretending to drink slowly, watching him move. Rafe moves through a kitchen the way he moves through most things: with an efficiency that looks like ease. No wasted steps. No fumbling. He knows where I keep the red pepper flakes. He knows the burner on the left runs hot. He knows the wooden spoon in the ceramic jar by the stove is the one I prefer, not the silicone one in the drawer.

He knows everything about this kitchen because he has cooked in it a hundred times as my friend, and now he is cooking in it as something else, and the transition was so seamless that I sometimes forget there was a transition at all.

The leather bracelet catches the light when he reaches for the salt. Thin brown leather, cracked at the clasp. I bought it for him at a street fair on Broughton five years ago because I saw him turn it over in his hands at the vendor’s table, and he said, “That’s nice,” and put it down, and I circled back while he was getting lemonade and bought it and gave it to him that afternoon. He put it on and never took it off. Five years. Through showers and runs and sleep and everything. He touches it sometimes—turns it between his thumb and forefinger—and I used to think it was an unconscious thing, a habit, like cracking knuckles or bouncing a knee.

“You’re staring,” he says without turning around.

“I’m admiring.”

“The shrimp or me?”

“Mainly the shrimp.”

He laughs. It’s a good laugh—open, unselfconscious, the kind that starts in the chest. Rafe is not a man who performs laughter. This is one of the things I love about him, or one of the things I have decided I love about him, which might not be the same thing but feels like it when he’s standing in my kitchen with his sleeves rolled up and the windows open to the October air and the jasmine from the yard drifting in like an apology for the heat.

My phone buzzes. Iris, in the group chat she created the night of the rooftop party, the one she named “Finally.”

Iris: what are we doing this weekend?? I’m off Saturday for once

Iris: Noa tell Rafe to check his calendar lol he never answers me

I hold the phone up so Rafe can see it. He glances over his shoulder, reads it, and smiles. “Tell her Saturday works. I’ll cook.”

I type the reply. Iris sends back a string of emojis that would take a linguistics degree to decode. This is how it goes now: the three of us, a unit, the way it’s been for years except that now Rafe and I share a bed and Iris is the delighted witness. She calls us her “slow-burn success story.” She has started a narrative about us that she tells to strangers at parties—the seven-year friendship, the rooftop, the kiss. She tells it better than we do. She tells it like it’s the greatest love story she’s ever seen, and the thing about Iris is, she means it. Every word.

“Dinner’s ready,” Rafe says, and plates the shrimp with the precision of someone who has watched a tutorial on plating and practiced until it looked effortless. He sets the plate in front of me. He sits across from me. He reaches across the table and takes my hand.

“I’ve known you seven years,” he says. His brown eyes are steady. The bracelet sits on his wrist like a seal. “I’m not going anywhere, Noa.”

I believe him. I have every reason to believe him. He has been the most consistent person in my life since I was twenty-four years old. He has shown up for every crisis, every celebration, every flat tire on I-16. He has been there for all three breakups—the ugly one with Liam, the confusing one with Marcus, the slow bleed of Theo—and every time, he never said I told you so, never pushed, never made it about him. He just handed me a blanket and let me talk until I fell asleep on his couch.

Seven years of evidence. Seven years of consistency. Seven years of a man who never left.

I squeeze his hand. “I know,” I say.

And I do know. That’s the thing. I know it the way I know the bones of a dog’s leg or the signs of bloat in a German shepherd—completely, structurally, with a confidence built on years of study. Rafe is safe. Rafe is known. Rafe is the foundation.

What I don’t know yet—what I won’t know for months—is that foundations can be poured by someone who planned the building before you ever knew there was land.
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Chapter 2
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Seven Years

The story of how I met Rafe Morrow is so ordinary it embarrasses me.

A barbecue. July. Someone’s backyard in Ardsley Park, the kind with a fence made of tabby and a live oak dropping Spanish moss onto the lawn like the tree was trying to decorate the party. I was twenty-four, fresh out of my DVM at UGA, three weeks into my first real job at Tidewater Animal Clinic, and I didn’t know anyone in Savannah except Iris, who had dragged me here because she’d started dating a nurse at Memorial whose roommate was hosting. The kind of chain that gets you to a place where you don’t belong and then leaves you standing by the cooler pretending to read the label on a beer bottle.

Rafe was at the grill. I remember this specifically because he was the only person at the party who seemed to be doing something on purpose. Everyone else was circulating, performing the casual drift of young professionals at a weekend gathering—laughing too loudly, checking phones, rearranging themselves in the vicinity of people they found attractive. Rafe was flipping burgers with the focused calm of someone who understood that the grill was the only honest job at a party.

I wandered over because I was tired of standing alone and he looked like he wouldn’t require me to be interesting.

“You’re doing that wrong,” I said, because the patties were too thick and I grew up watching my father grill on Wilmington Island every Sunday of my life.

He looked at me. Brown eyes, sandy hair, a face that was pleasant without being remarkable—the kind of face that doesn’t register as handsome until the third or fourth time you see it, and then it’s the only face in the room. He smiled. “Show me.”

So I did. I pressed the patties thinner with the back of the spatula and told him about the Maillard reaction, which I’d learned from a food science elective I’d taken in undergrad because the professor was rumored to give A’s, and he listened the way Rafe listens—fully, with his whole body angled toward you, like whatever you’re saying is the most important thing being said at the party.

That’s the first thing I noticed about him. The listening. Not just hearing—listening. The tilt of the head, the follow-up question that proves he’s been tracking your sentences, the way he remembers a detail you mentioned in passing and brings it back twenty minutes later. It’s disarming. It makes you feel seen in a way that most social interactions don’t.

We talked for two hours. About dogs. About Savannah. About the specific humidity that turns a Georgia summer into something you have to swim through. He told me he’d moved here from Charleston the year before and started a web design business out of his apartment. He told me his older brother was a surgeon and his parents were in Mount Pleasant and he’d chosen Savannah because he wanted to live somewhere that felt like it was keeping secrets.

I laughed at that. “Savannah’s not keeping secrets,” I said. “It’s just old.”

“Same thing,” he said.

He asked for my number. I gave it to him. He texted that night: Nice to meet the burger whisperer. I texted back something forgettable, and then we texted something forgettable the next day, and the day after that, and within two weeks it was a rhythm—a daily exchange that felt natural, unremarkable, like breathing.

He never made a move. That’s the part everyone fixates on when they hear the story. Seven years of friendship, and he never crossed the line. Never tried to kiss me at a party. Never made a drunken confession. Never sent a late-night text that said anything more loaded than hope you’re sleeping well. He was, by every metric I could measure, a perfect friend. Present without being pushy. Interested without being needy. Available without being desperate.

I used to tell Iris, “He’s the only man I’ve ever known who doesn’t want anything from me.”

She’d roll her eyes and say, “He wants everything from you, idiot. He’s just patient.”

Patient. That word came up a lot, in those years. Rafe is so patient. Rafe is playing the long game. Rafe is waiting for you to figure it out. Everyone saw it except me—or so the story goes. The story where I was the oblivious protagonist and Rafe was the devoted suitor and the only thing standing between us and happiness was my inability to see what was right in front of me.

The story that turned out to be a different kind of story entirely.

* * *
[image: ]


HERE ARE THE MEMORIES I kept, the ones that formed the mythology:

Rafe at my vet school graduation, standing in the back row because he didn’t want to take a seat from family. He drove three hours from Savannah to Athens and stood for two hours in a gymnasium that smelled like industrial cleaner and clapped when my name was called and drove back that same night because he had a client meeting the next morning. My father sat in the second row and nodded once when I crossed the stage. Rafe gave me a card that said, You’re going to save so many lives. I kept it in my desk drawer at the clinic for years.

Rafe at the animal hospital at three in the morning when a pit bull named George came in hit by a car and I called him, shaking, because I was alone and George was dying and I needed someone to tell me I could do this. Rafe sat in the waiting room for four hours while I operated. George lived. When I came out, bloody and wrecked and vibrating with adrenaline, Rafe handed me a coffee and said, “You did that.” Not a question. A fact.

Rafe after Liam. Liam Hale was the first real relationship I had in Savannah—a bartender with red hair and a temper that ran hot and a laugh that could fill a room. We dated for eight months, and it ended when he accused me of seeing someone behind his back, which I wasn’t, and which I told him, and which he didn’t believe. The fight was nuclear. I drove to Rafe’s apartment at midnight and sat on his floor and cried, and he didn’t touch me, didn’t try to fix it, just sat across from me and said, “You’re too good for him, Noa. You’ve always been too good for him.”

Too good for him. He said that about all of them. About Liam, about Marcus, about Theo. Three men, three relationships, three endings, and every time: “You’re too good for him.” I heard it as comfort. As loyalty. As the kind of thing a best friend says because that’s what best friends do—they take your side, they affirm your worth, they assure you that the failure isn’t yours.

Now I hear it differently. Now I hear a man repeating a line he’d rehearsed. A man who needed me to believe that every man who loved me was insufficient, that every alternative was inferior, that the only destination worth reaching was him.

“I remember everything about you,” he said once, during the early days of dating. We were on my porch, the swing creaking, the night thick with the smell of jasmine and whatever the neighbors were grilling. He was listing things—the name of my childhood cat (Simon), the song I played on repeat during my hardest semester (Joni Mitchell, “A Case of You”), the way I twist my hair around my index finger when I’m reading. Small things. Private things. The inventory of a life observed over seven years.

“That’s a lot of remembering,” I said, and I meant it as flattery, as the kind of flirtatious acknowledgment you give when someone shows you how closely they’ve been paying attention.

He looked at me, and his eyes did the thing they do—softened at the edges, focused at the center—and he said, “I remember everything about you, Noa. Every single thing.”

I kissed him. I kissed him because it was the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to me, and because I believed that a man who remembers every single thing about you is a man who loves you, and because seven years of evidence had told me this man was safe.

What I didn’t understand—what I couldn’t have understood—was that remembering everything about a person is not the same as loving them. It can also be something else entirely. Something that looks like devotion and feels like devotion and speaks the exact language of devotion, but isn’t.

Something closer to inventory.
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