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By M. OUJAMAA

The Weight of Empty Nights

He woke up with the taste of copper and regret. The ceiling fan spun lazy circles above him, each rotation mocking his stillness. Leo’s phone buzzed again, vibrating off the nightstand and onto the carpet. He didn’t reach for it. He knew who it was—his mother, probably, or the loan collector who had started calling last week. The room smelled of stale beer and unwashed sheets, a perfume he had grown disturbingly comfortable with. Twenty-two years old, and he had already mastered the art of waking up disappointed.

He sat up slowly, his spine cracking like old wood. The mirror on his closet door reflected a stranger—hollow cheeks, eyes rimmed with red, hair matted to one side. He barely recognized himself anymore. Somewhere between dropping out of community college and moving into this cramped studio apartment, Leo had lost the thread of his own life. It hadn’t happened all at once. It crept in like fog, then settled like dust. He rubbed his face and checked the time: 11:47 AM.

His phone screen showed fourteen missed calls and thirty-two messages. Most were from his mom, Diane, whose voice had shifted from worried to exhausted over the past six months. One message was from his older sister, Nina: “Call me. I’m not mad. I just need to know you’re alive.” Another from a number he didn’t recognize: “This is Marcus from Allied Credit. Please return our call immediately regarding your outstanding balance.” Leo turned the phone face-down and stared at the ceiling.

The previous night was a blur of neon lights and burning shots. He had gone to The Rusty Nail, a dive bar on the south side of town, intending to have two beers. Two turned into six, then eight, then someone bought him a round, then he bought two rounds back. At some point, he had argued with a man about basketball and almost swung at him. The bouncer threw him out, and Leo had walked home in the rain, shouting at nothing. He checked his wallet—empty.

He stood up and walked to the kitchenette, stepping over a pile of laundry that had been there for two weeks. The refrigerator contained half a jar of pickles, a moldy block of cheese, and three beers he had been saving for “emergencies.” He wasn’t sure what constituted an emergency anymore. Losing his job at the warehouse three months ago? That had felt like one. But he drank those beers too. He closed the fridge and leaned his forehead against the cold metal, breathing slowly.

His mind drifted to Elena. They had broken up eight months ago, but sometimes he still felt her absence like a missing tooth. She had loved him, really loved him, in the way that made you believe you were worth something. And he had repaid her by lying about where he was, by showing up drunk to her birthday dinner, by disappearing for three days without explanation. The last time she cried in front of him, she didn’t even raise her voice. She just said, “I can’t watch you kill yourself slowly, Leo. I love you too much for that.” He hadn’t called her since.

The apartment was quiet except for the hum of the building’s ancient heater. Outside, cars passed on the wet street, their tires hissing against asphalt. Leo sat on the edge of his unmade bed and tried to remember the last time he had felt genuinely happy. Not the short-lived rush of a drink or the adrenaline of a bad bet—real happiness. He thought of a summer afternoon when he was fifteen, fishing with his dad by the lake. His father had died four years later, and Leo had never fully unpacked that grief. Instead, he had packed it into bottles.

His phone buzzed again. This time, he picked it up. His mother’s face appeared on the screen, her contact photo a picture from two Christmases ago. She looked younger there, less tired. Leo hesitated, his thumb hovering over the green answer button. His heart pounded with a familiar shame—the kind that made his stomach clench and his throat tighten. He pressed decline. He couldn’t face her voice right now, couldn’t bear the gentle disappointment that would coat her words like oil on water. He sent a quick text: “I’m fine. Busy today. Love you.”

He knew she wouldn’t believe him. She hadn’t believed him in months. But it was easier than the truth. The truth was a messy, ugly thing that lived in his chest like a parasite. The truth was that he had borrowed six hundred dollars from a guy named Tommy at the bar to place an online bet on a boxing match he didn’t even watch. He had lost. And Tommy wanted his money by Friday, or else “things would get uncomfortable.” Leo didn’t know what that meant, but he had seen Tommy break a bottle over a man’s head once.

He stood up and walked to the window. The sky was gray, the kind of flat gray that promised more rain. Below, a woman walked her dog, an old golden retriever that moved slowly and with dignity. Leo envied that dog. It had a purpose, a routine, someone who cared whether it ate or slept. He had none of those things. His only routine was waking up late, drinking coffee that was mostly sugar, and scrolling through job listings he never applied to. He told himself he was “taking time to figure things out,” but that was a lie.

The real lie was that he had any control left. Leo had started gambling two years ago, small things—twenty dollars on a football game, fifty on a poker hand. It felt like a rush, a secret thrill in an otherwise dull life. But the stakes grew quietly, like a vine creeping up a wall. Soon he was betting rent money, then borrowing to cover losses, then lying to cover the borrowing. He had sold his guitar, his gaming console, even a watch his father had left him. That watch had been the hardest. After he sold it, he cried in the pawn shop bathroom.

He pulled on a hoodie that smelled like smoke and decided to walk to the corner store for cigarettes. The air outside was cold and damp, biting at his exposed hands. He shoved them into his pockets and kept his head down. He passed the library where he used to study, the coffee shop where Elena had kissed him for the first time, the bus stop where he had once waited for a job interview that never happened. Every corner held a memory of who he used to be. He couldn’t escape it.

At the store, the cashier was a middle-aged woman named Fatima who always looked at him with soft pity. She had seen him come in hungover, shaking, once with a bruised cheek after a fight he didn’t remember starting. “You look tired, Leo,” she said as she rang up his Marlboros. He forced a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Long night,” he said. She nodded slowly, as if she had heard this a hundred times. “Take care of yourself,” she said. He took the cigarettes and left without responding.

He lit one as soon as he stepped outside, inhaling deeply. The smoke filled his lungs, and for a moment, everything felt quieter. That was why he smoked—not for pleasure, but for the pause it created. A small, manageable silence in the chaos. He leaned against the wall of the store and watched people pass. A mother holding a toddler’s hand. A teenager on a skateboard. An old man carrying groceries. All of them moving forward, living their lives. Leo felt frozen, stuck in a loop of bad decisions and worse consequences.

His phone buzzed again. This time it was Nina. He answered before he could talk himself out of it. “Leo,” she said, and her voice was sharp but not angry. “I’ve been calling you for three days. Where are you?” He took a drag from his cigarette and exhaled slowly. “I’m here,” he said. “I’m fine.” There was a long pause. “No, you’re not,” she said. “I talked to Mom. She said you haven’t cashed the check she sent you two weeks ago. What’s going on?” Leo closed his eyes.

He wanted to tell her everything—the gambling, the debt, the crushing loneliness that sat on his chest every morning. But the words wouldn’t come. They got stuck somewhere between his throat and his tongue, tangled in pride and shame. “I’ve just been busy,” he said. “Job hunting.” Nina laughed, but there was no humor in it. “You’ve been saying that for months. Leo, I’m not stupid. Something is wrong. And if you don’t tell me, I’m driving down there this weekend.” He felt a flicker of panic.

“Don’t do that,” he said quickly. “I’ll call you tomorrow. I promise.” Nina was quiet again, and he could hear her breathing, could imagine her sitting in her neat apartment with her neat life and her neat husband. She had escaped this family’s chaos, built something stable. He admired her and resented her for it in equal measure. “You’ve made that promise before,” she said softly. “Please don’t break it again.” Leo nodded, even though she couldn’t see him. “I won’t,” he said. But he wasn’t sure he believed himself.

He hung up and finished his cigarette, then walked back to his apartment. The hallway smelled like cooking grease and mildew, and his neighbor’s door had a note taped to it from the landlord: “Rent overdue—please contact office immediately.” Leo wondered how long it would be before the same note appeared on his door. He was behind by a month and a half, and the only reason he hadn’t been evicted was because the building was cheap and the landlord was lazy. That grace period was running out.

Inside, he sat on the bed and stared at the wall. The afternoon light was fading, and the room grew dim. He thought about calling Tommy, asking for more time. But he knew how that conversation would go. Tommy wasn’t
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