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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, grief exploitation, emotional abuse, gaslighting, stalking, obsessive behavior, sudden death of a parent, domestic coercion, and implied violence. Reader discretion is advised.

The cruelest people I ever met arrived with exactly what I needed.

— Maren Alcott, The Geometry of Wanting

For anyone who was found at their worst by someone who made it look like rescue.
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Prologue
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The Kitchen Floor

His apartment smells like darkroom chemicals and new linen. I have never noticed this before, and now I can't stop noticing it, the way you can't stop tonguing a cracked tooth once you've found it.

I am standing in his kitchen. My shoes are on. I don't remember putting them on. The photograph is in my left hand and my phone is in my right and I need to sit down but the only chair in this apartment is the one he sits in when he edits his photographs and I don't want to touch anything that is his.

The woman in the photograph is not my mother.

She looks like my mother. That's the first thing that hit me—the shape of her face, the way she held her chin slightly lifted, the specific architecture of a woman who refused to look down. Dark hair with early gray at the temples. A cardigan the color of cranberries. Standing in a kitchen that could have been my mother's kitchen, the kind of kitchen where someone hangs copper pots they actually use and the tile behind the stove is cracked in a way that means years of real cooking, real life.

But she is not my mother. The woman in this photograph died eighteen years ago, in a different kitchen, in a different city. I know this because her name is written on the back in pencil: Nora Crane, April 2008. And I know the last name because it is his last name, Asa's last name, and I know the date because I just spent forty minutes on my phone in this kitchen that smells like chemicals, searching for things I didn't want to find.

Nora Crane. His mother.

She died of a pulmonary embolism. Sudden. No warning. She was alone in the house. Someone found her the next morning on the kitchen floor.

My mother died of a pulmonary embolism. Sudden. No warning. She was alone in the house. I found her the next morning on the kitchen floor.

I lower myself to the tile—his kitchen tile, beige, cold through my jeans—and I sit here with the photograph of a dead woman who could be my mother's sister, and I try to understand what it means that the man I have been sleeping beside for ninety-four days chose me because of how my mother died.

Not who I am. Not what I said at the funeral. Not the way I laughed or the way I looked standing by the catering table with a glass of water I couldn't drink.

How she died. The specific way her body failed. The location on the floor. The parallel.

I think about calling Jude. I think about calling the police. I think about calling no one and walking out the door and driving until I run out of gas somewhere in West Virginia where no one has ever heard of Asa Crane or Clover Nash or the word embolism.

Instead I call Jude.

She picks up on the second ring. It's a Tuesday at 11 a.m. and she's probably behind the bar at Reverie doing inventory, counting bottles of Tito's and Aperol, and I'm about to ask her to drop everything because I've been a fool. A spectacular, grieving, desperate fool.

"I need you to come here," I say.

"Where's here?"

"Asa's apartment."

A pause. Three seconds of Jude recalibrating. "Are you safe?"

"I don't know how to answer that."

"I'm on my way."

I hang up and sit on the floor of his kitchen and I look at his mother's face, this woman I have never met who died the same way my mother died, on the same kind of floor, in the same position, alone. And I understand—not fully, not yet, but in the way you understand a diagnosis before the doctor finishes the sentence—that the last three months of my life have been a construction. That every perfect word Asa said to me was a line he'd rehearsed. That the man who found me at my mother's funeral was not there for my mother.

He was there for his own.

* * *
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BUT I'M GETTING AHEAD of myself. That's what Asa would say—he always did this thing where he'd stop me mid-story and say, gently, patiently, "Start from the beginning, Clo." He said it the way a therapist says it. The way someone says it when they already know the beginning but want to hear you tell it.

The beginning is a funeral. My mother's.

The beginning is a man I didn't recognize handing me a glass of water in a church reception room that smelled like carpet cleaner and sympathy casseroles. The beginning is the specific quality of his attention—not eager, not performative, not the exhausting parade of "I'm so sorry" and "She's in a better place" that I'd been drowning in for three days. His attention was a clearing. A place where I didn't have to perform my grief for an audience. He just stood there, and he was quiet, and when I finally spoke he listened with his whole body.

I thought: this is what kindness looks like when it's real.

I was wrong about what was real. I was wrong about so many things that the wrongness has its own architecture now, a building I walk through room by room, opening doors and finding behind each one another version of the truth I refused to see.

Let me go back to the funeral. Let me go back to the day he found me.

Because "found" is the right word. I was lost, and he found me, and I thought that was the whole story. I thought being found was the same as being saved.

I know better now. Being found just means someone was looking.

Act I

The Wound
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Chapter 1
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The Reception

The caterers brought egg salad. My mother hated egg salad.

This was the thought I couldn't stop having as I stood in the reception room of Grace Lutheran Church on Broad Street, watching sixty-some people eat beige food off paper plates and say careful things about Helen Nash. They said she was talented. They said she was generous. They said she'd touched so many lives, and every time someone said "touched" I wanted to scream because my mother was a high school art teacher who painted watercolors of the James River and made terrible puns and called me every single Sunday at exactly four o'clock and now she was dead and someone had ordered egg salad.

I was wearing a black dress I'd bought at Nordstrom Rack two days earlier because I didn't own a black dress. I was thirty-four years old and I did not own a single appropriate garment for burying my mother. The dress was slightly too big in the shoulders and slightly too tight across the ribs and I kept tugging at it like a child at a piano recital, standing near the folding table with the guest book, holding a glass of water I hadn't sipped.

Aunt Carol was making the rounds. Aunt Carol, who hadn't spoken to my mother in two years over a dispute about their own mother's china, was now stationed near the cookies telling everyone how close they'd been. "We talked every week," she said, and I bit the inside of my cheek so hard I tasted copper.

People kept touching my arm. A hand on the elbow, a squeeze of the wrist, the universal gesture of "I have nothing useful to say but I want you to know I'm here." I nodded. I thanked them. I performed the role of the bereaved daughter with the competence of someone who edits true crime podcasts for a living—I knew the beats, the rhythm, the expected emotional arc of public grief. You look sad but composed. You accept the casserole. You say "thank you for coming" forty times and mean it zero times and nobody notices the difference.

My friend Jude was outside smoking. I could see her through the window, leaning against the brick wall in the dress she'd borrowed from me, the only person at this funeral honest enough to admit she needed nicotine more than scripture. I wanted to be outside with her. I wanted to be anywhere that didn't smell like carpet cleaner and lilies and the particular institutional warmth of a church basement in September.

Instead I stood by the guest book and I watched people write their names in a leather-bound book that would sit in a box in my closet for the rest of my life, and I thought about the last thing my mother said to me.

It wasn't profound. It wasn't a deathbed confession or a piece of wisdom I'd carry like a talisman. It was a voicemail. She'd called on Sunday—our Sunday—and I hadn't picked up because I was on a date with a man named Ryan who sold medical devices and laughed at his own jokes, and my mother's voicemail said: "Hey, Clo-bird. Just calling to say hi. I made that lentil soup you like. Want me to bring some by this week? Call me back. Love you tons."

I didn't call her back. I went home with Ryan, who was mediocre in bed and asleep by ten, and the next morning I drove to my mother's house for Sunday dinner a day late and found her on the kitchen floor.

The lentil soup was still on the stove. It had burned to the bottom of the pot. The smoke detector battery was dead. I'd been meaning to replace it for her for three months.

These are the things I carried into that reception room. The egg salad, the burnt soup, the dead battery, the voicemail I hadn't returned. I was not a woman ready to meet anyone. I was a wound in a Nordstrom Rack dress, and the fact that I could stand upright and accept condolences was a trick of muscle memory, not resilience.

That's when he appeared.

Not appeared—that makes it sound supernatural. He walked over. From somewhere to my left, from the direction of the hallway that led to the restrooms, a man I didn't recognize crossed the room and stopped next to me and held out a glass of water.

I already had a glass of water. He could see that. He held his out anyway.

"Yours is warm," he said.

I looked at my glass. He was right. I'd been holding it so long the water was body temperature, the condensation long gone, just a sad room-temperature glass of tap water I'd been gripping like a prop. His glass was fresh. Ice cubes. A lemon wedge. Someone had cut lemon wedges for the reception, and I hadn't noticed, but he had.

I took the glass. Our fingers didn't touch. He was careful about that, I realize now. No accidental contact. No presumption of intimacy. He maintained exactly the right distance—close enough to be present, far enough to not be intrusive. The geometry of it was precise in a way I couldn't have named then but recognize now with the clarity of someone who has studied his techniques the way I used to study podcast transcripts, scrubbing back and forth over the same sentence until I could hear what was really being said.

"I'm Asa," he said.

"Clover."

"I know. I signed the guest book." He paused. "I'm sorry about your mother. I won't say she's in a better place because I don't know that and neither does anyone else here, and I figure you've heard it enough today."

A small sound escaped me—not quite a laugh, not quite a sob. Something cracked and human and involuntary. Because he was right. I had heard it fourteen times. I'd been counting.

"You don't have to talk," he said. "I just didn't want you standing here alone with warm water."

He didn't ask how I was doing. He didn't tell me about his own experience with loss. He didn't ask about my mother, or the service, or whether the egg salad was any good. He just stood there, a few feet to my left, drinking his own water, looking at the room with the mild, unreadable expression of someone comfortable with silence.

I should tell you what he looked like, because you'll want to know if you could have spotted it. You're already building a profile—is he handsome, is he charming, is he the kind of man you'd notice across a room? The answer is yes, but not in the way that triggers alarm. He was tall, thin, with dark hair that fell across his forehead like he'd forgotten to get it cut. A face built from angles—sharp jaw, high cheekbones, a nose that had been broken at some point and healed slightly off-center. He wore a charcoal sport coat over a black shirt, no tie. His shoes were clean but not new. Everything about him suggested a man who had considered his appearance just enough to be appropriate, and no more.

He looked like someone's thoughtful friend. He looked safe.

"How did you know her?" I asked, because even in grief the podcast editor in me couldn't resist a question.

"I didn't, directly. I'm a friend of a friend—David Meyers? He couldn't make it, asked me to pay respects."

I didn't know a David Meyers. But my mother knew hundreds of people through thirty years of teaching—former students, art community friends, neighbors from every house she'd lived in. I couldn't keep track of her world. It was larger than mine.

"That was kind of you," I said. "To come for someone you didn't know."

"People shouldn't have to grieve in front of strangers alone."

He said this like it was obvious. Like it was a law of physics. And at the time I heard it as compassion—a man who understood that funerals are cruel in their performativity, that the bereaved are on stage and the audience expects a specific kind of sorrow, and that the kindest thing a stranger can do is stand nearby without requiring a performance.

That's what I heard. What he actually said—what I hear now, replaying it with the volume turned up—was something different. People shouldn't have to grieve in front of strangers alone. He'd said it like someone who had tested this line before. Like someone who knew its exact weight, its exact calibration, the precise amount of empathy it conveyed without tipping into sentimentality.

But I didn't hear that then. I heard a kind man at my mother's funeral, and I was so tired of unkind things.

We stood together for another twenty minutes. He didn't fill the silence. Twice I almost cried and he didn't acknowledge it—not with a tissue, not with a hand on my shoulder, not with the weighted look that says "it's okay to cry." He just kept standing there, and somehow his lack of response to my near-tears was more comforting than every hug I'd received that day. He was treating my grief as ordinary. As something that didn't require management. And I was so goddamn grateful for it.

When I finally said I should circulate—Aunt Carol was giving me a look that meant "you're neglecting your hosting duties"—he nodded.

"Of course."

He didn't ask for my number. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small card—not a business card, a prayer card from the service, one of the ones with my mother's name and the watercolor she'd painted of the river. He turned it over and wrote on the back with a pen that appeared from nowhere. Ten digits. Neat, unhurried handwriting.

"Only if you want," he said. He placed the card on the table next to the guest book, not in my hand. No pressure. No expectation. Just a number on the back of my dead mother's prayer card, offered like a door he was leaving unlocked.

I picked it up after he walked away. I put it in the pocket of my too-big dress. I went back to the egg salad and the arm-touching and the forty-first "thank you for coming" and I didn't think about him again until that night, alone in my duplex, sitting on the kitchen floor because the chairs felt too high and the bed felt too wide and the floor was the only surface that matched how low I'd become.

I held the prayer card and read my mother's name and turned it over and read his number and thought: finally. Finally, someone who isn't asking me for something.

I was wrong, of course. He was asking for everything. I just couldn't hear the question yet.
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Chapter 2
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Three Months, Two Days

Asa rearranges the spice rack while I sleep.

I know this because I wake up at six-fifteen on a Tuesday morning in December, three months and two days after my mother's funeral, and the turmeric is where the cumin was and the cumin is where the paprika was and the paprika is nowhere I can find it. He's alphabetized them. He's alphabetized my dead mother's spice rack in a house that still has her fingerprints on the window above the sink, and the strange thing—the thing I should pay more attention to—is that I find this comforting.

This is what it's like to live with Asa Crane. The small domestic adjustments that feel like care. The quiet improvements he makes to my environment without asking, without announcing, as if the house itself is a patient he's tending. Last week he replaced the batteries in every smoke detector. The week before that he reorganized the linen closet. He does these things while I'm asleep or at work, and I come home to a life that has been subtly, consistently improved by a man who seems to have no higher purpose than making my world easier to navigate.

I am grateful for him. I want to be clear about that. Whatever I'm about to tell you, whatever I'm about to discover, I need you to understand that on this particular Tuesday morning in December, standing in my kitchen in a T-shirt and socks, staring at an alphabetized spice rack, I am grateful. Relieved. Maybe even happy, in the careful, provisional way you're happy after a catastrophic loss—the kind of happy that keeps one hand on the railing in case the stairs give out.

He's in the shower. I can hear the water running and him humming something tuneless—he does this every morning, a sound without melody, and I've grown to associate it with safety. The hum means he's here. The hum means I am not alone in this house where I used to be alone, where I was alone the night I found her, where every room still carries the acoustic signature of a woman who used to sing off-key while painting.

I make coffee. His mug is already out—the blue one he brought from his apartment, the only personal item he seems to have carried into my life. His apartment on Church Hill was practically empty when he moved in. A mattress, a camera, three shirts. "I travel light," he said, and I thought of it as freedom, the appealing minimalism of a man unburdened by accumulation. He carried one box and a duffel bag across my threshold and within a week it was as if he'd always lived here.

This should have been a red flag. A thirty-seven-year-old man with no furniture, no photographs, no evidence of a fully inhabited life. But grief doesn't sharpen your instincts—it flattens them. Everything that wasn't pain was welcome. Every presence that wasn't absence was good. Asa could have moved in with a sleeping bag and a toothbrush and I would have been grateful because he was warm and breathing and there.

He comes out of the shower with his hair wet, a towel around his waist, steam following him into the kitchen like a stage effect. He sees me with the spice rack open and smiles—a specific smile, slightly sheepish, the smile of a man caught in an act of unauthorized tenderness.

"I couldn't sleep," he says. "Your cumin was behind the coriander. It was bothering me."

"You alphabetized my spices at three in the morning."

"I realize it sounds unhinged. In my defense, the bay leaves were behind the garlic powder, and bay leaves are a B-word."

I laugh. This is one of his gifts—he can make me laugh in a kitchen where I found my mother's body. He doesn't try to be funny; the humor arrives naturally, woven into ordinary conversation, never forced. When I tell him something painful—about Mom, about the estate, about the student loan I'm still paying off for a degree in audio engineering—he responds with this particular ratio of seriousness to levity that somehow lands in exactly the right place every time.

Every time. That's the part I should circle back to. I don't mean "usually" or "most of the time." I mean every single time. His emotional calibration is flawless. No one is flawless. I know this. I edit podcasts where people describe the flawless behavior of the person who destroyed their life. I have listened to hundreds of hours of testimony from people who said "he always knew exactly what to say" and thought: that's the first warning sign.

But it's different when you're inside it. When the voice is in your kitchen instead of your headphones. When the man who always knows exactly what to say is making you coffee in your dead mother's house and the alternative is silence so loud it has a physical weight.

"You okay?" he asks, because I've gone still.

"Yeah. Just thinking."

"About your mom?"

"About everything." I pause. "About how different this would be without you."

He sets down his coffee. He crosses the kitchen—four steps, this kitchen is small—and stands behind me and wraps his arms around my shoulders. Not tight. Not a performance of comfort. Just enough pressure to say: I am here. This is the thing he says most often, sometimes with words, sometimes with his body, sometimes just with the fact of his presence in a room. I am here. Not "I love you"—he hasn't said that, and I haven't noticed that he hasn't said it, which tells you something about how thoroughly his presence has become a substitute for declaration.

"I'm here," he says into my hair. "I'm not going anywhere."

And I believe him. I have no reason not to. The man who found me at my mother's funeral and handed me cold water with a lemon wedge and stood beside me without requiring anything—this man is now in my kitchen, in my life, alphabetizing my spices, and the fact that he arrived at the worst moment of my life doesn't make him suspicious. It makes him a miracle.

That's the word I use when I tell Jude about him. When I call my mother's friend Linda. When I mention him to my boss at Thornfield Audio. "He's been a miracle." And they smile, and they're happy for me, and no one says: "Clover, miracles don't happen at funerals. Miracles are what people call things they can't explain."

No one says it because they don't know enough to say it. Only Jude has met him, and Jude—well, Jude has opinions about Asa that I've already filed under Jude Being Jude. We'll get to that.

My phone buzzes on the counter. A text from a number I don't recognize at first, and then I do—Renata Voss. My mother's niece. My cousin, technically, though we've met maybe four times in my adult life. She was at the funeral. Sat in the third row, left before the reception was half over. I remember thinking she looked uncomfortable, like she'd been summoned to an obligation she couldn't refuse.

The text says: Coffee this week? Would love to catch up. Been thinking about Aunt Helen.

I stare at it. Renata and I are not the kind of relatives who get coffee. We are the kind of relatives who send birthday texts that arrive two days late and see each other at funerals. The fact that she's reaching out now, three months later, is unusual. But grief does unusual things. It makes you reach for people you've been content to ignore.

"Who's that?" Asa asks, not looking at my phone. He never looks at my phone. This is a thing I have noted and filed as evidence of his trustworthiness—he doesn't snoop, doesn't ask who I'm texting, doesn't angle his body to see my screen. He is exactly as incurious as a secure, non-possessive partner should be.

Or exactly as incurious as someone who doesn't need to check your phone because he already knows everything he needs to know about you.

"My cousin Renata," I say. "She wants to get coffee."

"That's nice. You should go."

"Yeah. Maybe."

He kisses my temple and takes his coffee to the living room and I watch him go—his lean back, his careful walk, the way he moves through my house like a man who has measured every room—and I think: I am lucky. I am the luckiest unlucky woman in Richmond. My mother is dead and a man who understands loss showed up at her funeral and now he's here, and maybe this is what grace looks like after the worst thing happens.

I text Renata back: Sure! How about Thursday?

She sends a thumbs-up emoji. I put my phone down and drink my coffee and listen to Asa humming in the next room and I do not think about why Renata wants to catch up now, three months later, after a funeral where she barely stayed an hour.

I don't think about it because I'm not ready to think about it. Not yet. On this Tuesday morning, the spice rack is alphabetized and the coffee is hot and the man in my living room understands my grief with a specificity that feels, in this moment, like love.

It is not love. But I don't know that yet. And not knowing is the only thing keeping me upright.
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