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    Introduction

    This book is about a woman trying to live a life while her mind works against her. Kacey Williams is a software engineer – someone trained to find patterns, to debug systems, to trust logic and evidence. She is also autistic, traumatized, and living with schizoaffective disorder, which means her perceptions cannot always be trusted, even when they feel certain. She is married to Glenn, and for years that marriage has been the frame around which she has built everything else: her identity, her daily routines, her sense of safety. But certainty is a fragile thing when your own mind is unreliable, and routine can mask what you're afraid to see.

    What follows is a story about betrayal – both the kind that happens to us and the kind our own thoughts can orchestrate. It's about how trauma lives in the body and in pattern recognition gone wrong, how paranoia can feel like the only honest response to a world that has already hurt you, and what happens when someone decides that understanding is no longer enough. The precision that once kept Kacey functional – her ability to catalog details, to build systems, to find the flaw in the code – begins to collapse into something darker: accusations that feel like truth, connections that feel inevitable, and a certainty that can no longer distinguish between perception and reality.

    I have tried to write this without flinching. Not to excuse what happens, but to trace how it happens: how isolation and neurodivergence and unhealed wounds can converge, how the mind of someone struggling to trust themselves can become both victim and architect of their own unraveling. This is not a story about mental illness as tragedy, nor is it redemption. It is a story about what someone does when they believe they have finally understood the truth – and what that understanding costs.

  
    Chapter 1

    The Schedule Before Sunrise

    The apartment was still dark when Kacey woke, but she didn’t need light to know the time. Her phone buzzed once against the nightstand, a single pulse she’d set to fire at 4:47 a.m., and she silenced it before the vibration reached the wood. The bedroom air was cool and dry, the central AC pushing through the vent above the closet with the same low rattle it made every morning. She listened for it. The rattle was there. She counted to four, and on the fourth second the compressor cycled off. Everything where it belonged.

    She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The sheet on Glenn’s side was pulled tight, the pillow squared to the headboard, the way he left it every time he worked an overnight. He’d been gone since eight the previous evening. Some deployment readiness drill he couldn’t discuss. She’d stopped asking for details years ago, and he’d stopped offering them. The arrangement had settled into something that functioned, two people moving through the same rooms on schedules that overlapped just enough to call it a marriage.

    Her glasses were on the nightstand, left lens down. She wiped the lens on the hem of her sleep shirt and pushed them onto her face. The bedroom resolved into its familiar shapes: the dresser with the third drawer that stuck, the closed case on Glenn’s side of the closet shelf where he kept the service pistol, the window blinds tilted at the angle she’d set them to before bed. She checked the blinds. Still forty-five degrees. Still showing the same slice of parking lot light.

    In the bathroom she ran the water until it was cold and washed her face without looking in the mirror. The mirror could wait. Mornings were a sequence, and the sequence mattered more than the reflection. Face washed. Teeth brushed. Hair pulled back and secured with the clip she’d left on the edge of the sink the night before. She pressed the clip into place and felt the familiar pull at her temples, the slight weight of dark curls gathered at the nape of her neck.

    Her phone buzzed again. This one was the medication reminder.

    She walked barefoot into the living room, where her laptop was already open on the small desk wedged between the bookshelf and the wall. The screen glowed at half brightness, the way she’d left it. The medication tracking app was the first tab in her browser, and the morning checklist sat in a pinned window beside it. She tapped the app. The day’s doses appeared in a column: the antipsychotic, the mood stabilizer, the beta blocker for the tremor the antipsychotic gave her. She’d built the checklist herself three years ago, after the episode that had put her in the hospital for six nights. Glenn had visited twice. She remembered the second visit more clearly than the first: he’d stood in the doorway with his arms crossed and asked if she’d taken her medication that morning, and she’d said yes, and he’d said good, and then he’d left because he had a briefing. She’d coded the app that same week, once she was home. If the system was going to fail, she wanted a record of where.

    She swallowed the pills with water from the glass she’d filled the night before and set on the kitchen counter at exactly eleven o’clock. The glass was still there. She logged the doses in the app, checked the timestamp, and moved to the next item on the checklist.

    The work code was queued in a terminal window. She’d left it compiling overnight, a batch of unit tests for the inventory management system her team was building for a logistics contractor in Orlando. The build had finished at 3:22 a.m. No errors. She scrolled through the output log, verifying each test result against the expected values, and then closed the terminal. The morning’s real work wouldn’t start until seven, but she liked having the code ready before the day began. It was a kind of proof. The world could shift under her feet later, but the tests would still pass.

    She moved into the kitchen and started the coffee. The machine was a basic drip model, four years old, and it made a grinding sound when the water first hit the heating element. She counted the grinds. Four seconds, same as always. The coffee began to drip into the carafe, and the smell filled the small kitchen, cutting through the sterile cool of the air conditioning.

    The apartment was a one-bedroom in Tampa, nothing special. Living room, kitchen, bathroom, bedroom, all branching off a short entry passage that ended at the front door. The floors were laminate that buckled slightly in the kitchen where a previous tenant had let the sink overflow. Kacey knew the buckle. She stepped over it without looking. The walls were beige, the blinds were white, the ceiling had a water stain in the corner of the living room that the landlord had painted over twice. It always came back. She’d stopped reporting it.

    She poured the coffee into the same mug she used every morning, a heavy ceramic thing with a chip in the handle, and carried it to the living room. The checklist was still open on the laptop. She marked off medication, code review, coffee. Three items down. The next block was breakfast preparation, and after that, the morning walkthrough.

    The morning walkthrough was not on the checklist. She’d never written it down, because writing it down would have made it feel like a symptom, and she needed it to feel like a choice. Every morning, before Glenn came home or after he left, she walked the apartment and verified that everything was where it belonged. The front door locked. The stove knobs off. The bathroom faucet tight. The bedroom window latched. The pistol case closed. The entry passage clear. She did it in the same order every time, and she did it without hurry, because the point was not the objects. The point was the sequence. The sequence told her brain that the world was still legible.

    She started in the kitchen. Stove knobs: off. Sink: empty. Refrigerator: closed, the faint hum of the compressor steady. She touched the handle of the refrigerator, felt the seal give slightly under her fingers, and let go. The living room was next. The bookshelf was flush against the wall. The desk lamp was off. The laptop screen had dimmed to its screensaver, a slow drift of geometric shapes. She watched the shapes for a moment, then turned toward the entry passage.

    The axe was wedged beside the door, its handle leaning against the wall and its head resting on the laminate floor. It was a small splitting axe, the kind you’d use for firewood, with a worn hickory handle and a blade that Glenn kept sharp enough to shave with. They didn’t have a fireplace. They didn’t have firewood. Glenn had bought the axe two years ago for a camping trip that never happened, and it had stayed beside the door ever since. Kacey had asked about it once, early on. Glenn had said it was a good tool to have. She’d accepted that. It was easier to accept than to push, and pushing had never gotten her anywhere with Glenn except into a conversation that ended with him looking at her like she was being unreasonable.

    She looked at the axe. It was where it always was. She moved past it into the bedroom.

    The bed was still made on her side, the sheet still tight on Glenn’s. The blinds were still at forty-five degrees. The closet door was closed. She opened it and looked at the shelf above Glenn’s shirts. The pistol case was there, a black hard-sided box with a combination lock. She didn’t know the combination. She’d never asked for it. The case was closed, the lock engaged. She closed the closet door and walked back through the living room to the kitchen.

    The coffee was still hot. She drank it standing at the counter, watching the sky outside the kitchen window shift from black to a deep gray. Dawn was coming. Glenn would be home soon.

    She opened the laptop and began sorting the day’s tasks into visible columns. The inventory system had a new feature request from the client, something about batch tracking that she’d need to spec out before the morning standup. She created a column for it, then another for the code review she owed a junior developer, then a third for the medication refill she needed to call in before Friday. The columns were color-coded: blue for work, green for health, yellow for household. She’d built the system over years, refining it every time something slipped through. Nothing slipped through anymore. Everything had a column.

    The front door opened at 5:52 a.m.

    Kacey didn’t turn around. She heard the door open, heard the familiar weight of Glenn’s boots on the laminate, heard the door close and the deadbolt slide into place. The sequence was the same every time. Door. Boots. Lock. Then the pause, three seconds, while he scanned the room. She’d timed it once, early in the marriage, and it had never varied by more than half a second.

    “You’re up,” he said.

    His voice was flat, the way it always was after an overnight. Not tired, exactly. Just flat. Like he’d been running on procedure for so many hours that the procedure had become the man.

    “Coffee’s fresh,” she said.

    He walked into the kitchen and poured himself a mug. He was still in his uniform, the digital camouflage pattern that the Air Force had switched to a few years back, and his boots were polished to a dull gleam. His hair was buzzed short, brown and even, and his jaw was set in the way that meant he was still processing something from the night. She’d learned to read his silences the way she read her code: line by line, looking for the error.

    He drank his coffee standing at the counter, his back to her. She watched the line of his shoulders. They were tight. Something had happened, or something hadn’t. With Glenn, the two were often the same.

    “How was the drill?” she asked.

    “Fine.”

    “No surprises?”

    “It’s a drill. The point is no surprises.”

    She nodded, even though he wasn’t looking at her. The answer was standard. The tightness in his shoulders was not. She filed both away and turned back to her laptop.

    Glenn set his mug down on the counter and walked over to the desk. He stood behind her, close enough that she could smell the faint odor of jet fuel and sweat that clung to his uniform after a night on the flight line. She kept her eyes on the screen. The columns were still open, the medication checklist still visible in its pinned window.

    “You’re doing the task thing again,” he said.

    “I do it every morning.”

    “Looks different.”

    “It’s the same system.”

    He leaned over her shoulder and reached for the trackpad. His hand was large and blunt-fingered, and it moved with the same economy as everything else he did. He clicked on the medication app and dragged the evening reminder from seven o’clock to six-thirty. Then he opened the task columns and clicked on one of the blue work items, a code review she’d marked as complete, and set it back to pending.

    “What are you doing?” she asked.

    “Fixing it.”

    “It wasn’t broken.”

    “Evening meds work better at six-thirty. Gives the beta blocker time to clear before bed.”

    She turned in her chair to look at him. His face was close, his expression unreadable. The overhead light caught the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw. He didn’t look like a man who’d just come off a twelve-hour shift. He looked like a man who’d been awake for much longer and was running on something other than sleep.

    “I’ve been taking it at seven for two years,” she said. “It’s what the doctor prescribed.”

    “Doctors adjust protocols all the time. Six-thirty’s better.”

    “Says who?”

    “Says me.”

    He straightened up and walked back to the kitchen. The conversation was over. She knew the rhythm. He’d made the correction, and now she was supposed to accept it, because questioning him further would turn the kitchen into a courtroom, and Glenn didn’t do courtrooms. He did orders.

    She looked at the screen. The reminder sat at six-thirty, a small blue flag in the app’s timeline. The code review sat in the pending column, reopened for no reason she could see. She’d closed it at eleven o’clock the night before, after verifying that the junior developer had addressed every comment. There was nothing left to review. Glenn had reopened it anyway.

    She didn’t change it back. Not yet. She opened a new note in the app’s log and typed: Glenn moved evening reminder to 1830. Reason given: beta blocker clearance. No medical source cited. Code review task reopened without explanation. She saved the note and closed the app.

    Glenn was at the counter, refilling his coffee. His watch was on the counter beside the mug, a heavy black G-Shock with a nylon band. He never took it off at home. The fact that it was off now meant something, but she didn’t know what. She watched him pick up the mug and leave the watch where it was.

    “You’re sorting everything into columns,” he said, not looking at her. “Work. Health. Household. Like you’re auditing something.”

    “It’s how I organize.”

    “It’s how you track.”

    She didn’t answer. The silence stretched, filled only by the hum of the refrigerator and the distant rattle of the AC vent. Glenn turned around and leaned against the counter, his arms crossed over his chest.

    “Are you auditing me, Kacey?”

    The question landed flat, no inflection, the way he’d ask for a sitrep. She felt her jaw tighten. She made herself loosen it.

    “I’m organizing my day.”

    “Your day has a column for my schedule.”

    “Your schedule affects my day.”

    “My schedule is my business.”

    “Then why did you change mine?”

    He held her gaze for a moment longer, then looked away. He picked up his watch and strapped it back onto his wrist, tightening the band with a single sharp pull. The motion was quick and final, the way he did everything.

    “The deployment memo came through,” he said. “Schedule shifted. I’ll be out again tonight.”

    “You just got back.”

    “It’s temporary.”

    “What memo?”

    “Classified.”

    The word shut the door. It always did. Classified meant she couldn’t ask, couldn’t know, couldn’t push. She’d learned that in the first year of the marriage, when she’d asked about a three-day absence and he’d told her, in the same flat voice, that the details were above her clearance. She’d laughed, because it had sounded like a joke. It wasn’t.

    “You’re hiding something,” she said.

    The words came out before she’d decided to say them. She felt her stomach drop, a quick lurch that she covered by reaching for her coffee mug. The mug was empty. She set it down again.

    Glenn didn’t move. His face didn’t change. But the silence that followed was different from the silences before it. It was heavier, the way the air got heavy before a thunderstorm. She could feel it pressing against her skin.

    “I’m not hiding anything,” he said. “The schedule changed. It happens. Don’t revise it again.”

    He said it the way he’d give an order on the flight line. No room for discussion. No room for questions. Just the expectation of compliance, delivered in the same clipped tone he used for everything that mattered.

    Kacey looked at the laptop screen. The columns were still there, blue and green and yellow. The medication note was still there, timestamped and logged. She thought about the watch on the counter, the way he’d left it there like he’d forgotten it, the way he’d put it back on only when she’d pushed. Glenn didn’t forget things. Glenn didn’t leave his watch on the counter. The deviation was small, but deviations were data, and data required verification.

    “Fine,” she said.

    He nodded once and walked past her toward the entry passage. She heard him stop beside the door. She heard the scrape of the axe handle against the wall as he picked it up. She turned in her chair and watched him tuck the axe under his arm, the blade facing down, the handle extending behind him like a strange extension of his body.

    “Why are you taking the axe?” she asked.

    “Something at the base. Needs splitting.”

    “You’re on a flight line. What needs splitting on a flight line?”

    He didn’t answer. He opened the door and stepped into the gray light of the hallway, and the door closed behind him with the same soft click it always made. The deadbolt didn’t engage. He hadn’t locked it from the outside.

    Kacey sat at the desk for a long moment, listening to the silence. The refrigerator hummed. The AC rattled. The coffee maker clicked as the hot plate cycled off. She looked at the laptop screen, at the columns and the checklist and the note she’d written, and she thought about the pistol case in the bedroom closet, still closed, still locked, still where it was supposed to be. Glenn hadn’t touched it. He’d taken the axe instead.

    She stood up and walked to the front door and locked the deadbolt. Then she walked back to the desk and opened the medication app and added another note, below the first one: Glenn took the axe. Said it was for the base. No explanation for what needs splitting. Watch was off before he left. Watch is back on now. Schedule change is temporary. No memo shown. No details given.

    She saved the note and closed the laptop. The sky outside the window was fully gray now, the parking lot lights switching off one by one. She watched them go out and counted the seconds between each failure. Three seconds. Three seconds. Four seconds. The last light stayed on longer than the others, and she waited for it to go out, and when it finally did she was still waiting.

    She walked back through the apartment, past the kitchen and the living room and the empty space beside the door where the axe had been. The laminate was scuffed there, a dark mark in the shape of the blade. She knelt and touched it. The mark was old. The axe had been there a long time. She’d never noticed the mark before, and now she couldn’t stop noticing it.

    In the bedroom, she opened the closet and looked at the pistol case. It was still closed. She reached up and touched the lock, felt the cold metal under her fingers. The combination was still unknown. The case was still secure. She closed the closet door and sat on the edge of the bed, on Glenn’s side, where the sheet was still tight and the pillow was still squared to the headboard.

    The morning walkthrough was done. The checklist was done. The coffee was cold. She had an hour before the standup, and she needed to spec the batch tracking feature, and she needed to call in the medication refill, and she needed to decide what to do about the note she’d written, the one that turned a changed reminder and a reopened task and a missing axe into something that looked, on the screen, like the beginning of a record.

    She sat on the bed and did none of those things. She listened to the apartment. The AC cycled on. The refrigerator hummed. The light through the blinds was gray and flat, and it fell across the floor in stripes that didn’t quite reach the closet door. She watched the stripes and waited for the next thing to happen, and when nothing did, she stood up and went back to the desk and opened the laptop again.

    The note was still there. She read it twice, and then she added one more line: He didn’t lock the door.

  
    Chapter 2

    A Coupon and a Smile

    The alarm hadn’t gone off yet. Kacey knew because the bedroom window was still the color of streetlight on wet asphalt, and the clock on her phone read 5:47. She’d been awake for eleven minutes, running the numbers. The medication reminder Glenn had moved from 7:00 to 6:30 p.m. sat in her app’s log with a timestamp from yesterday morning. Below it, the note she’d typed: Glenn reopened completed code review task #2047. No work justification given. Said deployment memo changed schedule. Would not specify which memo. Below that: He didn’t lock the door.

    She sat up and swung her feet to the floor. The laminate was cool, the same temperature it always was before the AC cycled off for the morning. She walked to the living room in her socks and checked the front door. Locked now. She’d done it herself after he left, turned the deadbolt and pressed her palm flat against the wood until she felt the latch seat. The scuff mark on the floor where the axe had rested was still there, a pale interruption in the grain.

    In the kitchen she took her morning medication dry, the antipsychotic first, then the mood stabilizer, then the beta blocker, each swallowed before she reached for the next. The app logged the dose at 5:52 a.m. She opened the notes field and typed: Took as scheduled. No deviation. The words sat on the screen like a small, deliberate weight.

    Glenn’s watch was on the counter again. She hadn’t heard him come in, but the watch was there, face-up, the second hand ticking. She looked at it, then at the bedroom door, which was still closed. The watch meant he’d come home late and left it in the kitchen instead of on the nightstand. The watch meant he was already up, or nearly up, and she’d missed the sound of the door.

    The bedroom door opened. Glenn stepped out in his uniform pants and a gray t-shirt, his hair still damp at the temples. He didn’t look at her. He went to the coffee maker and pressed the brew button, then stood with his back to the counter while the machine hissed.

    “You’re up early,” he said.

    “I wanted to check the log.”

    He poured coffee into a travel mug and screwed the lid on. “Log’s fine. I adjusted the reminder. You saw it.”

    “I saw that you adjusted it. I didn’t see a reason.”

    “Told you yesterday. Deployment memo.”

    “You said the memo changed your schedule. You didn’t say why that changes my medication time.”

    He took a drink of coffee and set the mug down next to his watch. The second hand swept past the twelve. “Because I need you on the evening dose before I get back. I’ll be late. It’s not complicated.”

    Kacey opened the app again and scrolled to the task list. The reopened code review sat in the completed column with a note she hadn’t written: Reviewed per updated spec. She turned the phone toward him. “You reopened this. The spec hasn’t changed since last Tuesday.”

    Glenn glanced at the screen, then at her. His expression didn’t shift. “I reopened it because I needed to verify something. It’s done. You can close it again.”

    “What did you need to verify?”

    “Kacey.” He picked up his watch and strapped it on, his fingers moving with the same economy he used for everything. “I’m not going to walk you through a code review at six in the morning. I made a call. It’s handled.”

    She watched him tighten the band. The gesture was so familiar it felt like a room she’d been standing in for years. She closed the app and set the phone on the counter. “Okay.”

    He finished his coffee, rinsed the mug, and left it in the sink. From the entry passage he retrieved his boots and sat on the floor to lace them. Kacey stayed in the kitchen doorway. The apartment felt smaller with him in it, the air pressed into the corners by his silence.

    “I’ll be back after nineteen hundred,” he said, standing. “Don’t wait on dinner.”

    “I wasn’t planning to.”

    He paused with his hand on the deadbolt. For a moment she thought he might say something else, but he only nodded once and pulled the door open. This time she heard the latch click when it closed. She waited, listening, and after four seconds she heard the deadbolt turn from the outside. He’d locked it.

    The apartment settled. The refrigerator hummed. She stood in the kitchen and counted her breaths until she reached ten, then went back to the bedroom and dressed for the day.

    By seven-thirty she was at her desk with the laptop open and a second cup of coffee cooling beside her. The codebase was clean. No new tasks had appeared in the queue, and the reopened review sat where Glenn had left it, marked complete. She closed it without re-reading the spec. Her fingers rested on the keyboard, and she let the quiet of the apartment fill her ears until it stopped feeling like a held breath.

    The printer in the living room whirred and spat out a single sheet. She hadn’t sent anything to print. She stood and walked to the printer, which sat on a low shelf beside the router, its green light steady. The page in the output tray was a pharmacy coupon, the kind that came attached to refill reminders. At the top, in bold sans-serif: $10 off your next prescription transfer. Redeem at Freeman’s Family Pharmacy. Below that, a handwritten note in blue ink: Kacey, thinking of you with all the deployments lately. Come see us when you’re ready. Kendra.

    She read it twice. The handwriting was round and even, the kind of penmanship that belonged on a thank-you card. Kendra Freeman. The name surfaced slowly: the pharmacy tech at the counter on Dale Mabry, the one with the practiced smile who always remembered Kacey’s name and asked about her day. Glenn had mentioned her once, maybe twice, in the way he mentioned anyone from work: a name attached to a function, no texture, no story. Kacey had assumed she was courteous because it was her job.

    The coupon listed a phone number and an address. Freeman’s Family Pharmacy was a fifteen-minute drive from the apartment, in a strip mall Kacey passed on her way to the grocery store. She’d filled prescriptions there before, always with Glenn, always in and out. Kendra had been behind the counter each time, her dark hair pulled back, her voice warm in a way that made Kacey feel briefly, unexpectedly seen.

    She carried the coupon back to her desk and set it beside the laptop. The note’s phrasing turned over in her mind: thinking of you with all the deployments lately. It was the kind of thing someone said when they knew something. Not just that Glenn was military, which was obvious from the way he carried himself, but that the deployments had been frequent, that they’d been hard, that Kacey was the one left waiting. Kendra knew enough to offer sympathy, and she’d offered it in writing, on a coupon, as if the discount and the kindness were part of the same transaction.

    Kacey opened her phone and checked the medication log. No new entries. She opened the notes field and typed: Coupon arrived via printer. Kendra Freeman. Handwritten note. She saved it and set the phone face-down.

    At eight-twelve the front door opened. Glenn stepped inside, crossed to the kitchen in four strides, and opened the drawer beside the stove. He pulled out a small black notebook, the one he used for work checklists, and tucked it into his pocket.

    “Forgot my log,” he said.

    Kacey turned in her chair. The coupon was still on the desk, visible if he looked. He didn’t look. He was already moving toward the door.

    “Glenn.”

    He stopped, his hand on the doorframe. “What.”

    “Do you know Kendra Freeman well?”

    The pause was small, a half-beat she might have missed if she hadn’t been watching his shoulders. “She works in the pharmacy. I see her when I pick up your refills.”

    “She sent me a coupon. With a note.”

    Glenn turned. His eyes went to the desk, found the printed sheet, and stayed there. He didn’t move toward it. “What kind of note.”

    “Sympathetic. She said she’s been thinking of me with all the deployments.”

    He went still. Not the stillness of someone deciding what to say, but the stillness of someone who already knew what he wasn’t going to say. Kacey watched his face, the way his jaw sat, the way his hand stayed on the doorframe without gripping it.

    “It’s nothing,” he
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