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What you are about to read is a true story. Names have been changed. Certain details have been altered. But the arc of it — the choices, the consequences, the slow unraveling and the slower reckoning — is real.

I was not the easiest woman to love. I was not always kind to the people who loved me, particularly to the one who most deserved kindness. I spent years building a version of events in which I was more victim than participant, and I want you to know, before you begin, that this book is my effort to tell the whole truth — not the comfortable version, not the version that makes me look better than I was.

Some of what you will read is painful. I would ask that you hold it gently, not because it deserves to be softened, but because the woman inside these pages was doing the best she could with what she had — and the woman writing them has had twenty years to understand that that's not quite the same thing as doing enough.

Come in. Stay with it. I'll be honest if you will.

— Waverly Finch
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Chapter One: The Shape of a Warning
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There are things I know now that I would give almost anything to have known then. Almost anything. I say almost because I also know that the woman I became — the one sitting here in this Kentucky kitchen with my left hand that won't always cooperate and my mornings that start slower than they used to — I am not someone I would trade away, even for the mercy of foresight. You don't get to keep the lessons if you skip the burning.

But Lord, I wish I had listened.

I am forty-seven years old. I came back to Kentucky the way people come back to places they swore they'd left behind — not triumphant, not defeated exactly, just quietly returned, the way a tide returns to the same shore it's always known. I had been to New York City. I had been to Philadelphia. In New York City I met someone kind. I married him. That is its own story and it is not this one. Then 2021 came for me with both hands and left me rearranged — two strokes, back to back, the kind that make doctors speak carefully and make you learn the meaning of words like deficit and recovery and give it time. Time. Isn't that something.

So here I am. Back where it started. Some mornings I sit at this kitchen table and I turn the key over in my palm. I found it on my doorstep not long after I came back to Kentucky — no note, no knock, no explanation. Just the key, sitting there like it had always known where it belonged. I was home. He knew I was home. He left it anyway, quietly, the way he has always done everything — without fanfare, without conditions, without asking me to be ready for something I might not be ready for. I stood in the doorway for a long time holding it before I came inside. I still don't know what it opens. But I know who left it. And after all this time, after everything, that man still found a way to give me something without asking for a single thing in return.

Some mornings, when the light comes through the kitchen window at a certain angle, I feel twenty-five again — not in my body, which has its own opinions now — but in some interior room I keep swept and quiet. I feel her. That younger Anna. The one who thought she was so damn smart and so very careful and so thoroughly protected behind her walls that nothing could get through.

She was wrong, of course. But she didn't know that yet.

I want to tell her story the right way. Not to punish her. Not to forgive her, entirely — we're still working on that. But because the truth of it deserves more than silence. It deserves more than the version I've told myself in pieces over twenty years, the edited one, the one where I am more victim and less participant than I actually was.

This is the whole version.



It starts in a town the size of a secret.

Not so small that everyone knew your name, but small enough that everyone knew your car — what shift you worked, who you'd been seen eating lunch with, whether you were looking thin or looking tired. The kind of small Kentucky town where a breakup echoed. Where a divorce left a sound like a door slamming in an empty house, and everyone heard it, and everyone pretended they hadn't.

I had just come through something far worse than a divorce.

Twenty-five years old. Already once-married, once-escaped — though escaped is not the word I used back then, because I hadn't yet found the language for what had happened. All I knew was that I had left. That leaving had required more than a conversation and the signing of papers. That there had been a night — and I will not describe it, not in detail, not ever — when I understood with a clarity that sat behind my sternum like a stone that if I did not go, I might not be here to go anywhere at all.

I had left a marriage that nearly killed me. That is not a metaphor. That is a fact I carry in my body the way you carry a scar — quietly, permanently, in a place most people never see.

In that town, at that time, what people saw was a young divorcée who had moved back home and gotten herself a job at the plant. Quiet girl. Kept to herself. Pleasant enough, but careful. A little cool around the edges. People read me as aloof without understanding that aloof was armor, not attitude. The armor had been earned. I wasn't about to take it off just because someone smiled at me nicely.

What people didn't see — what I barely allowed myself to see — was the older thing underneath it all. The thing that had been there long before the marriage. Long before the man I'd married and what he became inside our walls.

I had been taught young — earlier than anyone should learn such things — that my worth was something other people decided. I had come into adulthood already carrying that belief like a stone in a coat pocket, already half-convinced that my body and my love were things that happened to me rather than things that belonged to me. The marriage had confirmed it. Sharpened it. But it hadn't created it. The seed had been planted years before, in a summer I don't speak of, when I was fifteen years old and the world showed me something it should never have shown a child.

I didn't understand any of this at twenty-five. I just lived inside it the way you live inside weather — you don't analyze the rain while it's falling. You just get wet.



The plant was a manufacturing facility on the east edge of town — a long, low building that hummed with a sound you could feel in your back teeth, floor shifts that divided the day into thirds, a parking lot wide and flat as a skillet that turned white in July heat. You could smell it before you saw it: machine oil and metal and something underneath that, something warm and close, the particular smell of people spending their days inside the same walls.

It had its own ecology. Its own small world. The break room with its vending machines and its two round tables and the television mounted too high on the wall that no one could agree on. The floor, loud enough that you learned to read lips a little, to communicate in gestures, in looks. The front office where it was always slightly too cold. The parking lot after shift, where people stood and breathed fresh air and told each other true things in the last of the daylight.

We had our rituals. Our territories. Our loyalties. Our gossip. We had the people you ate lunch with and the people you nodded at in the hallway and the people you could feel watching you from across the break room. I was good at my job. That mattered to me — probably more than it should have, because when your personal life feels like a construction zone, you shore up your professional self until it shines. I was competent and I was pleasant and I kept my guard up so high that most people took the hint and kept a respectable distance.

Brooke did not take the hint.

That is the thing about Brooke — she didn't accept the armor. She just sort of walked around it and stood at your side like she'd been there all along. Short dark hair, a laugh that was too big for her face in the best possible way, the kind of woman who brought homemade things to the break room on Fridays and genuinely wanted to know how you were doing and meant it every single time. She found me one afternoon barely three weeks in, eating a sandwich alone over a spreadsheet at the corner table, and she sat down across from me without asking and said, You're new and you're eating by yourself on purpose and I don't think that's actually what you want.

She was right. I just hadn't known it until she said it.

We became best friends the way women sometimes do — fast, cellular, the way a tree takes to new soil. Within two months I knew her history and she knew mine. The edited version of mine. We drove together to lunch and texted each other through the tedium of long afternoons and shared the shorthand of people who have decided the other one is safe. She was light in a place I had been keeping dim, and she never pushed me toward the door — she just stood at the threshold of things and let me decide whether I was ready to walk through.

I told her almost everything.

Almost.

There was one thing I didn't tell her then, because I didn't fully understand it myself yet — didn't have the right shape of language for it. And that was Dean.



Dean had been there longer than either of us.

He was a few years older — late twenties, reddish-blond hair that caught the fluorescent light of the break room in a way that was unfairly warm, tall in the easy way of men who don't know they're taking up space. He had a face that was open. That is the only word I have for it, even now. Open. Like a door left ajar on a warm evening, light spilling out, the sound of something comfortable inside.

He was married. I knew that. Everyone knew that. I am not going to pretend otherwise or soften it into something it wasn't. But there is a difference — and I have spent twenty years sitting with this difference — between the intention to transgress and the helpless fact of a feeling. I didn't set out to feel anything for Dean. I wasn't looking. I had just survived a marriage and I had no appetite for complication.

And yet.

He was the first person in that building who made me feel seen in a way that didn't feel like surveillance. There's a difference between people who watch you and people who actually look at you. Dean looked. He'd ask how I was and then wait — actually wait — for the real answer underneath the polite one. He'd notice when I was carrying something heavy that wasn't visible. He'd ask after small things I'd mentioned in passing, days later, the way people do when they were actually listening and not just producing the sounds of listening. He was steady in a way I hadn't encountered in a very long time, and maybe that's what made it complicated.

Dean looked at me like I was worth looking at.

I had spent so long being someone's target that being truly seen felt less like comfort and more like something I didn't know how to hold. Nice felt foreign. Safe felt suspicious. A man offering both felt like a language I had never been taught to speak — beautiful in the abstract, bewildering up close, and somehow more frightening than the things I'd learned to survive. I knew how to survive sharp things. I did not know what to do with something gentle. Gentle had no place to land in me.

So when Dean looked at me, when he turned that open face in my direction and waited for the real answer, some part of me flinched. Not outwardly. But inside, in that interior room I keep swept and quiet, something always braced itself. Don't trust this. The voice was very old and very certain. You know what you are. You know what you're worth. A man like this — a man who is steady and kind and looks at you like that — doesn't make mistakes like you.

I didn't understand then that the voice was the problem. I thought it was the truth.

We were careful. We were almost always careful — lunches that ended too slowly, conversations that went somewhere honest before one of us remembered to stop. Nothing I am entirely ashamed of, which is its own complicated country.

What I am certain of — what the forty-seven-year-old woman writing this is certain of — is that Dean loved me. He loved me in the way of someone who had taken a full accounting of exactly who you were and made a deliberate decision. He wasn't dazzled by some idea of me. He knew my edges and my stubbornness and the way I sometimes went cold when I should have gone soft, the way I deflected with humor when something got too close. He knew all of it and he loved me anyway, and I spent years not understanding how rare that was — not because I couldn't see it, but because I couldn't believe it. Love I didn't deserve wasn't love I knew how to receive. It was a gift I kept holding at arm's length, turning over in my hands, waiting for the catch.

We message still. Even now. There was a long silence between us first — years of it, the kind that settles over things like sediment until you can't quite see the shape of what's underneath anymore. I had gone to New York City in 2017 trying to outrun something I couldn't name. Dean found me in 2019. I had been married for a year by then. One year. I have thought about that year more times than I can count. I think about the version of me who arrived in New York City in 2017, still undecided, still unattached, still — though I didn't know it — waiting. I don't know if I would have been ready. I don't know if ready was ever something I was capable of then. But I never got the chance to find out.

He found me anyway. We have been in contact since 2019, writing back and forth the way two people write when they have known each other for a very long time and I have made choices I am still carrying. He messages me throughout the day, in the pockets between his responsibilities, when he finds a moment. We talk about the what-ifs. We talk about the three children we used to half-joke about and then stopped joking about and eventually stopped mentioning and then, in the last few years, started mentioning again — more honestly, more achingly. Three children who existed only in the space between us and the life I chose to walk away from.

I'm getting ahead of myself. That's what happens when you've waited too long to tell the truth — it comes out in the wrong order.



The warning came on a Thursday.

I remember it was a Thursday because I had worn a dress that day, which I almost never did, because it was the first hot week of spring and I had been stubborn about it all the way through March and April and finally the season won. I remember sitting on the edge of my car in the parking lot after shift, shoes off, the asphalt still holding the day's heat up through my stockings, eating the second half of a bag of chips I'd been carrying since noon. Around me, cars pulled out in the familiar procession of the end of shift — headlights coming on in the dusk, the sound of engines, a few people calling goodnight to each other across the lot. The plant went on without us behind its fence, humming.

Dean walked out alone.

He saw me and altered his course the way he sometimes did — no urgency, just a gentle gravitational correction, like he was always slightly oriented in my direction without making a production of it. He sat on the hood of the car next to mine, which belonged to someone already gone, and for a few minutes we just existed in the late-day light without saying anything that required answering. That was another thing about Dean. He was comfortable with quiet. Most men I'd known had to fill it. He just let it be there between us like a third presence, peaceful and unhurried.

Then: There's something I want to say to you.

I looked at him. His jaw was set in the way it got when he was choosing words carefully.

You can see whoever you want, he said. You're free. You should be free. I know what I am and what I'm not, and I'm not asking for anything. A pause that had weight in it. But not Colton.

I think I laughed a little. Not unkindly. More from surprise than anything, and maybe from the small defensive reflex that fired in me whenever someone tried to see too far inside. I'm not seeing anyone.

I know that. He looked at the middle distance — past the fence, past the flat dark of the parking lot, somewhere I couldn't follow. I'm not saying it about now. I'm saying it so you'll remember it later. Don't let him in, Anna. I know him. I know what he is.

I wanted to ask more. I wanted to ask what he meant, what he knew, what made him sit on someone else's car hood in the cooling evening to say a thing like that. Instead I made the mistake of letting my defenses arrive first, the way they always arrived first, fast and certain as a reflex. I can handle myself.

Dean looked at me then, and there was something in his face I didn't know how to read — not anger, not frustration, something older and quieter than both of those. Something that looked almost like grief. I know you can, he said. That's not what I'm worried about.

He said goodnight. He walked to his truck with his hands in his pockets and his easy unhurried stride, and he didn't look back, and I sat there in the thinning warmth of the evening and ate the rest of my chips and told myself it was nothing. Dean was protective. Dean cared about me. Dean was probably being a little territorial, wasn't he, and I was an adult woman who had already survived things that would have broken other people and I knew how to make my own decisions.

I was so certain of myself.

I folded the chip bag into a small square, the way I always did, and dropped it in my purse and put my shoes back on. Above the plant the sky was going purple at the edges. Someone's radio played from a cracked car window two rows over. I thought, briefly, about what Dean had said — the set of his face, the way he had looked when he walked away — and then I put it in the same interior drawer where I put most things that required more examination than I was willing to give them, and I let it sit there in the dark, and I drove home.

I didn't think about it again until four days later, when I came home from a Tuesday evening shift and found out that Colton already lived in my building.



I had a second-floor unit. Concrete steps, a small landing, a window that faced the parking lot, which I had always found irritating because you could never be invisible coming or going. That evening I had groceries. Two bags, the awkward kind where the handles cut into your fingers if you're not paying attention, and I was not paying attention because I was tired and hungry and the day had been longer than it deserved to be — the floor had been loud, one of the lines had gone down twice, and the low-grade headache of fluorescent lights had settled behind my eyes around two in the afternoon and not left.

I saw him at the bottom of the stairs.

He was just standing there — not waiting for anyone, not going anywhere, just standing in that particular way he had, like stillness was something he wore rather than something that happened to him. Light brown hair, a neat goatee, the kind of build that spoke of discipline rather than leisure — not bulk, but a self-contained quality, like someone who had learned to take up exactly the space he intended to and no more. He had on combat boots — dark, laced high, the kind that sat on him with the ease of something he never took off, something that was less footwear than signature.

I had never spoken to him. I knew him only by sight — the plant kind of knowing, where your orbits never actually intersect — he was one floor above me in the shift schedule, someone I registered as background rather than foreground. I knew his name. Colton. I knew he was older than most of us by a decade or so. I knew he had a quality about him, a gravitational pull that people talked about in the break room in ways that said one thing out loud and another thing underneath.

He looked up when he heard me on the steps.

He looked at me the way a person looks at something they've decided they want before they've thought through the wanting.

He smiled. Not a big smile. A small one. The kind that's a question.

You must be the neighbor, he said. I'm right next door.

I shifted the groceries in my hands. Found my key on the second try. I didn't know anyone lived next door, I said, which was true — this was a small building, only four units, two up and two down, and I had barely given the unit beside mine a second thought. We were the only two up there.

Been here a few months, he said. Easy. Unhurried. Like he had all the time in the world and had already decided some of it belonged to this conversation.

I said something polite. I went inside.

The door closed behind me.

I set the groceries on the counter. Stood in my kitchen with my hands flat on the laminate and looked at the wall. Next door — right next door, upstairs, separated from me by nothing more than a shared wall and the width of a doorframe — was someone who had already been there. Not arriving. Already arrived. The only other person on that second floor. And I had simply not known it.

I should have called Dean right then. I should have said: it's already too late, because he lives here. He was already here.

Instead I put away my groceries.

I made dinner.

I told myself that a man right next door was just a man right next door, and that proximity was not destiny, and that I had built my walls so high and so carefully that nothing was getting through them.

I told myself that the way he had looked at me — that small sure smile, that sense of something decided — was not familiar. Was not the cadence of something I already knew how to answer, a frequency tuned to something in me that should have been long quiet by now.

I told myself that Dean's warning had been about jealousy, not knowledge. That I was an intelligent woman. That I was not the kind of woman who made the same mistake twice.

I believed all of that.

I genuinely believed all of that.

What I didn't understand — what would take me twenty years and two strokes and a return to the place where it began to finally understand — was that Colton didn't need to get through my walls. He didn't need to. He was familiar in the way that damage always feels familiar: not threatening, but confirming. He would confirm what I already believed about myself. Dean had contradicted it — had looked at me and seen something worth seeing, something worth steadiness and honesty and twenty years of quiet messages through the night and the years between. And I had not known what to do with a contradiction that tender.

I trusted the confirmation over the contradiction. I always had. It was the oldest thing in me.



Lord, child, I want to tell her now, watching from this distance, watching from this Kentucky kitchen with my left hand in my lap and the key held loose and warm in my palm — a key with no note, no knock, no explanation, left by a man who has never once stopped showing up in the quietest ways. You had no idea what you were walking toward.

She never did.

But she would find out.



End of Chapter One
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