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    To anyone who has ever carried the weight of stones in their pockets. May you find the strength to set them down.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some wounds don't bleed—they echo. Through silence, through time, through the soul."—Rayford Aguirre
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​Chapter 1: The Hollow Shell
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The silence didn't just hang in the room; it had a texture, like wet wool pressed against Anna’s face.

She woke to the low, rhythmic thrum of the refrigerator in the kitchen—a sound that felt less like an appliance and more like the apartment’s mechanical heartbeat. It was the only thing that proved time was still moving. Anna lay motionless, her limbs anchored to the mattress by a weight that had nothing to do with the thin, grey duvet. Her bones felt like they had been replaced with lead pipes, cold and unyielding.

Slowly, she forced her eyes open. The morning light didn't "break" into the room; it seeped through the cracked blinds in sickly, jaundiced slats, illuminating the dust motes that danced in the stagnant air. She watched them drift, aimless and trapped, and felt a kinship with them.

Her bare feet hit the floorboards with a dull thud. The wood was gritty beneath her heels—crumbs of a life she no longer had the energy to sweep away. As she shuffled toward the bathroom, her shoulder brushed against a framed photo on the hallway wall. It tilted, the glass clicking against the plaster.

She stopped. Her hand hovered over the frame.

In the photo, a five-year-old Anna was sitting on a sun-drenched porch, her hand gripped tightly by a younger girl with wild, golden curls and a toothless grin. Ella. The memory hit Anna like a physical blow to the stomach—the smell of cut grass and the sticky sweetness of melting popsicles. Ella had been laughing because their brother, Leo, had just tripped over a garden hose.

That version of Anna—the girl with light in her eyes—felt like a fictional character. A ghost from a story she’d read once and forgotten.

She pulled her hand away, leaving a smear in the dust on the glass. She didn't straighten the frame. Let it stay crooked. Everything else was.

In the bathroom, the fluorescent light above the mirror hummed with an erratic, buzzing frequency. Anna squinted against the harsh glare. Her reflection was a map of a war she was losing. Her skin was the color of parched parchment, and the shadows beneath her eyes were so deep they looked like bruises.

She leaned closer, her breath fogging the glass. As the mist cleared, the bathroom seemed to dissolve.

Suddenly, she wasn’t thirty and alone in a crumbling apartment. She was twelve, standing in a different bathroom—the one in the house on Maple Street. The air was thick with the sharp, acidic tang of gin and the heavy, floral cloying of her mother’s perfume—a scent designed to mask the smell of decay.

"Is he still out there?" A small voice whispered from the doorway. Anna turned in the memory. Little Ella stood there, clutching a frayed stuffed rabbit, her eyes wide with a terror no child should recognize.

From downstairs, the sound of a glass shattering punctuated their father’s slurred roar. It was followed by the terrifying, rhythmic thud-thud-thud of a hand striking a kitchen table.

"He’s just tired, Ella," Anna heard her younger self lie. The words felt like ash in her mouth. "Go back to bed. Lock the door. I'll come in a minute."

Then came the silence. Not a peaceful silence, but the "withdrawal"—the sound of their mother retreating into herself, a ghost moving through a house that was no longer hers.

A sharp pop from the flickering light bulb snapped Anna back to the present.

She was clutching the edge of the sink so hard her knuckles were white. The gin-scent was gone, replaced by the metallic smell of rust from the leaking faucet. The house on Maple Street was a memory, sold off in the divorce, but the chill of it had followed her here. It lived in her marrow.

She moved back to the living area. Her phone sat on the scarred coffee table, its screen dark. It vibrated suddenly, a frantic skittering against the wood.

LEO.

She stared at the name. Her brother. The one who had escaped. He called every Tuesday at 8:00 AM, a clockwork obligation to see if she was still breathing. She imagined his voice—the forced cheerfulness, the underlying pity that felt like a needle under her fingernails.

“Anna? You there? I was thinking... maybe Ella could come see you this weekend? She asks about you. She misses her big sister.”

The thought of Ella seeing this—the empty bottles, the film of grey dust, the hollow woman in the mirror—made Anna’s throat seize. She couldn't let the light of that child touch this darkness. It would only extinguish the girl.

She watched the phone until the screen went black again.

The silence rushed back in, filling the space Leo’s name had briefly occupied. To combat it, Anna reached for the small, amber plastic bottle hidden beneath a stack of unpaid bills.

This was the ritual. This was the only thing that gave her agency.

She unscrewed the cap, the click-clack of the safety seal the most honest sound in the room. She didn't just take the pills; she studied them. They were small, white, and perfectly smooth—little anchors designed to keep her from floating away into the memories.

As the bitterness dissolved on her tongue, she sat on the worn couch and waited for the "grey" to set in. She wanted the fog. She wanted the broken mirror of her mind to stop reflecting the faces of the people she was failing.

But as her eyes drifted shut, she saw a single image, vivid and sharp: a small, plastic hair clip—blue with a yellow daisy—lying forgotten in the corner of her hallway. Ella had dropped it three months ago, the last time Leo had dared to bring her over.

Anna hadn't picked it up. She couldn't.

If she picked it up, she’d have to admit that the house was empty. And if she admitted the house was empty, she’d have to face the fact that she was the one who had emptied it.

She lay back, letting the numbness pull her under, a prisoner in a cell with no bars, waiting for the shadows to stop whispering her name.
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