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ONE

ROSE DELACROIX
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THE GLOW OF MY LAPTOP screen was the only light in the room, casting long shadows across the mess of boxes stacked against the walls. I sat cross-legged on the rug, my back sore from hours of hunching over my keyboard. Outside, the Montreal wind howled, rattling the windows and carrying the promise of winter. My apartment was silent, save for the clatter of my typing and the occasional creak of the radiator. It was quiet, lonely even, but I’d grown used to that.

I guess I should introduce myself. My name is Rose Delacroix. I’m 43, though I’ve been told I don’t look it. Maybe it’s my long dark brown hair, which I often tie back when I paint, or my large almond-shaped eyes that people say always look as though they’re searching for something. I’m of Middle Eastern descent, with a sculpted, toned figure that came not from vanity but from years of survival—lugging canvases and supplies, and, for a time, working as a model to pay my way through college.

Those years weren’t easy. Between balancing art classes, part-time jobs, and occasional modeling gigs, I barely scraped by. Modeling was never a passion—it was a means to an end, a way to afford brushes, paints, and the luxury of chasing my dreams. And though I was grateful for the opportunities, the experience left a lasting bitterness. I wanted to be remembered for my art, not for how I looked. I hit save on my latest email and leaned back, stretching my arms over my head. The to-do list taped to the edge of my desk stared at me, filled with tasks that seemed to multiply no matter how many I crossed off. Cancel utilities. Confirm the movers. 

Double-check the visa documents. It felt endless, and yet, I was almost there. In less than a week, I’d be boarding a flight to Tokyo to start over. A new country, a new life. No looking back.

But the truth was, starting over wasn’t as glamorous as it sounded. Behind every decisive step was a storm of doubts and fears I couldn’t seem to shake. I wasn’t just leaving a city behind—I was leaving my identity, or at least the one I’d spent years trying to piece together. Montreal hadn’t been kind to me, but it was familiar. It was home, even if it felt more like a cage most days.

I glanced at the canvas leaning against the far wall. It was my latest work, finished just days ago—a woman submerged in water, her face breaking the surface, eyes wide and full of something between terror and hope. I didn’t set out to paint my life, but sometimes my art had a way of revealing truths I wasn’t ready to confront. The truth was, I was terrified. I was leaving behind everything I knew. Then again, “everything I knew” wasn’t much to cling to.

My family wouldn’t miss me, that much was certain. My mother had rolled her eyes when I told her about my move, dismissing it as another one of my “whims.” My father had barely looked up from his newspaper. And my sister? She had only paused long enough to say, “Art isn’t a career, Rose. When are you going to get serious about your life?” before launching into yet another tale of her latest courtroom victory.

That hurt, more than I let on. It always did. I’d mastered the art of brushing off their dismissive remarks, but each one left a scar I carried quietly. I wasn’t just leaving Montreal to pursue a dream—I was running from their voices, their constant chorus of doubt that played in my head like a broken record.

But I wasn’t doing this for them. I’d stopped trying to earn their approval years ago. If I’d let their indifference define me, I never would’ve made it out of their suffocating house. Never would’ve gone to college, earning my Fine Arts degree on scholarships and part-time jobs while they sneered at my “pointless” ambition. Never would’ve spent sleepless nights painting in cramped studios, building a portfolio good enough to earn respect in the art world. And I sure as hell wouldn’t be sitting here, about to uproot my life to chase my dream halfway across the world.

This wasn’t just about Tokyo. This was about proving them wrong, about proving to myself that I was capable of more than they’d ever believed. If I succeeded, it would be because I’d chosen to bet on myself when no one else would. And if I failed? Well, at least I’d go down knowing I’d fought for something. Something that mattered.

I was going to work in Tokyo on a working visa, the only option I could get. My degree qualified me, and I’d jumped through every bureaucratic hoop their embassy had thrown at me. The paperwork was endless, and at times it felt like they wanted me to give up, but I didn’t. I applied to teach English at a private school—hardly glamorous, but it was a stepping stone, a way in. About a week ago, they finalized my paperwork, and I’d received my visa, safe and snug inside my passport. That moment had felt surreal, holding the proof that this was really happening.

The visa wasn’t just a document—it was my ticket to freedom. To reinvention. I’d been stuck in the same loop for so long—working odd jobs, making just enough to get by, trying to find meaning in a city that seemed determined to grind me down. But Tokyo... Tokyo was different. It was alive in a way Montreal never was. The thought of its neon-lit streets, its bustling energy, its art and culture—it all felt like a lifeline. A chance to breathe again.

I’d booked my ticket weeks in advance, banking on the hope that everything would fall into place. Now, all I had to do was leave. Leave the city that had been nothing but cold and unforgiving, leave the people who had barely noticed I existed, and leave the memories that weighed me down like bricks. Good riddance. I wasn’t going to miss this country. It was never good to me, and I was finally ready to let it go.

But even as I told myself that, a small voice whispered in the back of my mind: What if it doesn’t work out? What if I’m not enough? I hated that voice, but I couldn’t silence it. It had followed me for years, through every gallery rejection, every failed relationship, every time someone looked at my art and said, ‘It’s nice, but...’ I pushed the thoughts aside and focused on what lay ahead. I didn’t have time for doubt. Not now.

I closed my laptop and stood, stretching again as I made my way to the kitchen. A half-empty bottle of wine sat on the counter next to a chipped glass, remnants of last night’s attempt to celebrate this new chapter. I poured myself another glass, leaning against the counter as I stared out the window. The city lights glittered below, distant and unfeeling, much like the people I was leaving behind.

The sight was oddly poetic, a tapestry of light and shadow that mirrored how I felt inside. I wanted to believe those lights held a kind of warmth, a flicker of humanity—but no. They were indifferent, just like this city had always been. Cold. Beautiful, but cold.

Even as I sipped the wine, the anxiety lingered just beneath the surface. Was I making the right choice? Would Tokyo welcome me, or would I drown in its unfamiliarity? These questions nagged at me, but I pushed them aside. Doubt wasn’t an option. Not now.

Doubt had been my constant companion for years, whispering in my ear every time I dared to dream of something more. But if I listened to it now, it would paralyze me. I’d learned to coexist with it—to hear it, acknowledge it, and then keep moving forward. That’s all I could do. One step, then the next. My phone buzzed on the table, breaking the stillness. It was my landlord: “Remember to leave your key on the counter before you go.” No good luck, no thank you for being a tenant for five years. Just another cold reminder of how little I’d mattered here.

I rolled my eyes and muttered to myself, “Yeah, I’ll leave the keys alright. Maybe I’ll tape them to the counter with packing tape, just to make him work for it.” The thought made me smirk as I remembered every petty interaction I’d had with him over the years.

There was the time he texted me about my “loud radio,” claiming my neighbors had complained. I knew it wasn’t true. I never even turned the volume up past a whisper. The next day, I ran into my neighbors in the hallway and asked if they’d heard anything from my apartment. They looked confused, shaking their heads. One of them even laughed, telling me I was the quietest person on the floor.

Then there was the time he called to yell about my bike being chained too close to the entrance, despite there being no official bike rack. “It’s blocking the fire exit!” he’d barked, though I’d triple-checked that it wasn’t. I moved it anyway, just to avoid more of his drama.

And who could forget his complaints about my plants? “You can’t put them in the hallway; they’re a tripping hazard.” I’d pointed out that they were neatly tucked into the corner, far from anyone’s path, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t about the plants, or the bike, or the nonexistent noise—it was about control.

Control. That was what people like him thrived on, wasn’t it? Nitpicking and exerting authority wherever they could, just to remind you that you were small, that you owed them something. Well, I was done owing anyone anything.

My landlord was a jerk. Plain and simple. Always nitpicking, always finding something to complain about. I’d been a model tenant, paying rent on time, keeping my apartment clean, and bothering no one, but it was never enough for him. The man just seemed to thrive on making others miserable.

I sighed, shaking off the frustration. There was no point in letting him get to me now. In a few days, I’d be gone, and he’d be someone else’s problem. The thought gave me a small sense of satisfaction.

I took another sip of wine and let my eyes wander to the corner of the room where my first painting hung. A still life of a vase of flowers, its colors faded with time. I’d painted it when I was sixteen, sneaking supplies from my high school’s art room and staying late to finish it. Back then, I didn’t have proper brushes or high-quality paints, but I made do with what I could scrounge up. I still remembered the thrill of mixing colors for the first time, watching them come alive on the canvas. That feeling—of creating something from nothing—was pure magic. It was like finding a piece of myself I didn’t even know was missing. Every brushstroke was a rebellion against the ordinary, a declaration that I was more than the sum of my circumstances.

It wasn’t my best work by any stretch—it was stiff, uneven in places, and clearly the work of a novice—but it had been the start of everything. That painting had sparked something in me, something that felt bigger than the life I’d been born into.

I’d never part with it, no matter how many galleries came calling. It wasn’t just a painting. It was proof that I could create something beautiful, even in a life that often felt anything but. I ran my fingers along the edges of the frame, the wood smooth and worn from years of handling. This wasn’t just art—it was a testament to my resilience. A piece of me that had survived every storm. And now, as I stood on the precipice of something entirely new, it felt like a silent promise. That no matter what happened next, I’d find a way to keep creating.

But the problem was, I couldn’t take it to Japan. My small apartment was already crowded with boxes and suitcases, and there was no way I could justify the cost of shipping a framed painting halfway across the world.

Instead, it was going into the storage unit I’d rented a few weeks ago, along with most of my other work.  The unit already held six of my favorite pieces, each wrapped carefully in protective covering and stacked neatly in the corner. It wasn’t a glamorous setup, but it was safe. My best friends, Charles and Chloe, had promised to keep an eye on it while I was gone. Charles had joked that he’d host a “gallery opening” in the unit if I ever became famous, and Chloe had offered to dust off the paintings once a month as if they were antiques. Their humor was comforting, even if I wasn’t entirely sure what the future held.

“What do you think, old friend?” I murmured to the painting, as if it could answer. “Will I make it over there? Or am I just fooling myself?” The room didn’t answer, of course. But standing there, with wine in my hand and the weight of my past packed into boxes, I felt a strange kind of calm. Not certainty, exactly, but a flicker of belief.

For now, the paintings would stay here, tucked away under the care of the two people I trusted most. I’d prepaid the unit for a year, enough time, I hoped, to establish myself in Japan. After that? If things went well, I’d ship everything over. That was the dream—to rebuild my career there, piece by piece.

It wasn’t just about shipping boxes or moving belongings. Each piece of art I left behind felt like I was storing fragments of my soul, like I was telling these objects to wait patiently for the day I could reclaim them. I hated the thought of being separated from my work, but this was the price of starting over. You couldn’t carry everything with you—not at first.

Moving wasn’t just a fresh start; it was a calculated risk. Teaching English was a stepping stone, a way to secure my visa and earn enough to survive while I figured out the rest. I’d spent weeks researching, combing through forums and advice columns for expats, preparing myself for the cultural and professional challenges ahead. The language barrier intimidated me, but I’d already started studying Japanese, piecing together basic phrases and memorizing grammar rules during late-night study sessions.

“Sumimasen, eigo ga hanasemasu ka?” (Excuse me, do you speak English.) I whispered to myself, practicing the phrase for the hundredth time. It wasn’t perfect, but it was progress. The syllables felt clunky on my tongue, like trying to dance to a rhythm I hadn’t yet mastered. Still, every word I learned felt like a key, unlocking the door to a world I longed to explore.

I knew it wouldn’t be easy. Starting over rarely was. But if there was one thing I’d learned over the years, it was how to adapt. I’d done it after every bad breakup, every time my family dismissed me, every time life knocked me down. And I’d do it again in Japan. I didn’t just want to survive there—I wanted to thrive.

Thriving meant more than just getting by—it meant finding a way to make art the center of my life again. It meant proving to myself that my dreams weren’t just naïve fantasies but something worth fighting for. For years, I’d let others tell me what was realistic, what was practical. They’d dismissed my dreams as childish, impractical. But wasn’t life itself impractical? If I didn’t chase this now, when would I? That thought lit a fire in me. It wasn’t just about proving them wrong anymore—it was about proving to myself that I could create the life I’d always imagined.

The plan was simple, at least in theory: work as much and as hard as I could, save up, learn the language, and eventually start building my own business. I didn’t know if it would take six months or six years, but I was determined to make it happen. Art was my passion, my calling, and I wasn’t going to let it fade into the background just because I was moving to a new country. 

I set my glass down and walked over to the painting, running my fingers lightly over the worn frame. I wondered how different I’d be the next time I saw it. Would I be the same woman, or would I have grown into someone entirely new? I wanted to believe that Japan would transform me, that it would bring out the best version of myself. But part of me was scared too. What if I failed? What if I came crawling back here in a year, defeated and empty-handed? Failure. The word clung to me like a shadow, whispering doubts that made my chest tighten. 

But wasn’t staying here, trapped in the same endless loop, its own kind of failure? I shook my head, pushing the thought aside. No. I wasn’t going to let fear dictate my choices. Not this time.

It was more than a relic of my past—it was a promise to myself. A reminder of what I was capable of, and what I still hoped to become. “Next time I see you,” I whispered to the painting, “I’ll be someone worth remembering.”

I shook the thought away. 

No. I wasn’t going to fail. I couldn’t. 

This wasn’t just a move—it was my chance to finally break free, to leave behind the weight of my past and start writing a new story for myself. As I stared at the painting, memories of my teenage years came flooding back. The fights with my parents about my “useless” dreams. The part-time jobs I’d taken to afford supplies, the way I’d stayed up late painting in my tiny bedroom while everyone else slept. Those years were hard, but they shaped me. They taught me resilience. I had no doubt that those lessons would serve me well in the months to come.

Resilience. It was a word I’d come to know intimately. It wasn’t just about enduring—it was about rising again, no matter how many times you fell. I wasn’t the same girl who painted flowers in her high school art room, hoping someone would notice her. I was a woman who had carved her own path, even when the road was steep and lonely.

I turned away from the painting and grabbed my glass again, heading back to the couch. My laptop was still open, the glow of the screen inviting me to dive back into my plans. There was so much left to do, but for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel overwhelmed. I felt hopeful. This wasn’t just a new chapter. It was the start of a whole new book. And I couldn’t wait to see how the story unfolded.

For the first time, my future felt like a blank canvas—unpainted, waiting for the brushstrokes of whatever came next. And this time, I was holding the brush.

My thoughts were interrupted by a sharp knock at the door. I rolled my eyes and stood up from the couch, setting my glass down on the counter, the sound of it clinking against the chipped surface breaking the stillness of the room. As I made my way to the door, I felt a brief flicker of annoyance—probably my landlord again, ready with another petty complaint or unnecessary reminder. Instead, when I opened it, I found Mrs. Patel, my neighbor from down the hall, clutching her perpetually grumpy tabby cat in a plastic carrier. 

“Rose, could you feed Mr. Whiskers tomorrow? Just for the day, dear,” she asked, her voice warm and familiar.

I laughed. “Sure, Mrs. Patel. One last favor before I fly off to Tokyo.”

“Oh, thank you, dear,” she said, letting out a small sigh of relief. “He’s being his usual grouchy self. I’m sure you two will get along just fine,” she added with a wink, lifting the carrier slightly as if to remind me of the furry tyrant I’d agreed to look after more times than I could count.

“It would be my pleasure, Mrs. Patel. Why not? Mr. Whiskers and I have had an unusual yet awkward relationship over these past few years,” I said with a laugh, remembering the time his grumpy demeanor nearly made me fall out of my chair. The way his eyebrows—or lack thereof—furrowed when he glared at me had been almost comically human. “Besides, Tokyo is a week away. I have plenty of time.”

Mrs. Patel, an older woman in her sixties, lived alone with her only companion, Mr. Whiskers—a cat named for the abundance of wiry whiskers sprouting from his face. Despite his grouchy exterior, I’d grown fond of him, and I knew I’d miss their quirky little duo once I left.

“Tokyo? You’re really going through with it?” she asked, her brow furrowing. “I’ll miss you around here, but you’re going to do great things, I know it.”

Her words caught me off guard, and I felt a lump rise in my throat. It wasn’t often someone believed in me, let alone said it out loud. “Thank you,” I said softly, meaning it more than she could know.

“Just remember,” she added with a mischievous glint in her eye, “if Mr. Whiskers gives you any trouble, he responds well to being bribed with extra treats.”

I grinned. “Noted. I’ll keep a stash of tuna on hand, just in case.”

After she left, I closed the door and leaned against it, staring at the boxes piled high in the corner. Each one represented a piece of me, packed away and ready to be carried across an ocean. Art supplies, sketchbooks, canvases, books on Japanese culture and art history. And one box, smaller than the rest, labeled simply Dreams.

The word felt almost fragile now, inked in my own handwriting across the cardboard. Dreams weren’t supposed to feel heavy, but that box weighed on me like a hundred lifetimes. Inside, it held more than paper and ideas—it held my faith in what could be. My belief that this move wasn’t just a whim, but a destiny I’d been slowly carving for myself.

That small box felt heavier than all the others combined. Inside were old journals filled with sketches, notes on ideas for paintings, and plans for future exhibits that existed only in my imagination. It was everything I wanted to become but hadn’t yet achieved. The thought of unpacking that box in a foreign country, starting fresh in a place where no one knew my name, was equal parts thrilling and terrifying. But I wasn’t running away—I was running toward something. Toward the life I’d spent years fighting to build, no matter how many people told me it wasn’t worth it.

I stepped closer to the box, tracing the letters on its surface. A single thought burned in my mind: this was my chance to rewrite everything. Every insult, every dismissal, every moment of self-doubt could stay here, locked away in this empty apartment. I was leaving them behind, along with the stale air of this city and the cold stares of people who had never really seen me.

As I picked up my glass of wine again, I let myself smile. For the first time in years, I wasn’t looking back. The wine was cool against my lips, but the warmth in my chest came from something deeper—hope. The kind that made you believe in the impossible. The kind that whispered, this time, it will be different.

I glanced out the window one last time, the city lights flickering like stars against the blackness of the sky. “Goodbye,” I murmured, though I wasn’t sure if I meant it for the city, my old self, or the version of me I’d outgrown. Maybe all three.

And just like that, the fear and uncertainty began to melt away. In their place came something I hadn’t felt in years: a quiet, unshakable certainty. This wasn’t just the start of a new chapter. It was the start of the story I was always meant to write.
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CHARLES & CHLOE
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I WOKE UP TO THE SHARP light of dawn slipping through the blinds, the emptiness of the apartment echoing in the silence around me. I was sprawled out on the worn couch in the living room, my makeshift bed since the actual one was long gone—sold to a college kid off a buy-and-sell app. Most of my furniture was gone now, picked apart by strangers who came in like vultures, handing me crumpled bills in exchange for pieces of a life I’d carefully curated.

Each transaction had felt like a small funeral, a quiet goodbye to the memories attached to each item. The kitchen table, where I’d spent hours sketching ideas for paintings. The bookshelf, once crammed with art books and novels, now empty and lifeless. Even my bed, the place where I’d dreamed of this very future, was gone. Every piece taken away left me feeling a little lighter but also a little more exposed. What was I without these things?

The coffee table was next to go, sold yesterday to a young couple who promised to “give it a good home.” Now, all that remained were my suitcases and the boxes stacked neatly by the door, ready to accompany me to Japan. I’d spent hours last night making sure everything was properly labeled, following the embassy’s strict instructions to the letter. Each box was wrapped tightly, an itemized list taped securely to the top, complete with my ticket number and contact information. The embassy had been clear about what would happen if the requirements weren’t met: delays, confiscations, or worse, outright rejection at customs. I wasn’t about to take any chances.

The meticulousness of it all gave me a strange sense of control, a feeling I clung to in the chaos of change. I’d double-checked and triple-checked every label, every list, as if precision could shield me from the unknown waiting on the other side of the ocean.

It was strange, watching my carefully constructed life dissolve into boxes and transactions. Each item sold or packed away felt like another piece of my identity being stripped down, leaving me with only the essentials—whatever I could carry into this new chapter. The emptiness of the apartment wasn’t just physical; it felt symbolic, like I was standing on the edge of something vast and unknown. I wasn’t sure whether to feel liberated or untethered. Maybe both. Maybe that was what starting over felt like—lightness laced with uncertainty, freedom with a side of fear.

As I sat up, my body ached from sleeping on the couch for days. It wasn’t just the physical discomfort—the emotional weight of these final days in Montreal pressed down on me. The apartment, once filled with life and creativity, now felt like a hollow shell. Each corner seemed to whisper memories of what had been, and the stark emptiness only reminded me of the uncertainty ahead.

Rolling off the couch, I stretched and shuffled into the kitchen—or what was left of it. The cabinets were nearly empty, save for a mug and a box of tea. I flipped on the kettle and checked my phone, scrolling through notifications until one caught my attention: 

“Reminder: Packing Requirements for International Relocation” from the embassy.

I opened it, skimming through the details even though I already knew them by heart. The email wasn’t much different from the ones I’d received before, listing regulations about what could and couldn’t be packed, how the boxes should be labeled, and how to ensure customs would clear them. Still, it left me anxious, and I found myself glancing at the boxes again as if they’d suddenly rearranged themselves overnight.

This was what fear did—it found cracks in your confidence and spread, seeping into every task, no matter how thoroughly you’d completed it. Even now, I imagined customs officials ripping open my boxes, questioning every item as if it were contraband. My imagination, it seemed, had a knack for conjuring the worst-case scenarios. 

The anxiety was relentless, a dull ache at the back of my mind that wouldn’t go away no matter how prepared I was. It wasn’t just the logistics of the move; it was everything the move represented—leaving behind the familiar, stepping into a future I couldn’t fully predict. What if I wasn’t ready? What if I wasn’t strong enough? The questions circled like vultures, but I forced myself to shove them aside. There wasn’t room for doubt now—not with so much at stake. After finishing my tea, I grabbed my checklist from the counter and started my morning ritual of double-checking every detail. Box one: art supplies. Box two: clothes. Box three: personal items. Each label was intact, every item accounted for. Satisfied, I grabbed my phone and shot a text to Charles and Chloe.

“Meet at the café at 11?”

Charles responded almost immediately: “Wouldn’t miss it.” Chloe followed with a string of emojis: coffee, croissant, and a smiley face.

By the time I arrived at the café, the small corner shop was already buzzing with the sound of clinking mugs and muffled conversation. The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the faint sweetness of pastries, wrapping around me like a comforting hug. I spotted Charles and Chloe at our usual table by the window, the one that always gave us a perfect view of the bustling street outside.

Charles waved enthusiastically; his wide grin as infectious as ever. He looked every bit like himself, his plaid shirt slightly wrinkled, as if he’d thrown it on without much thought, and his glasses perched crookedly on his nose. Chloe was mid-sip of her latte, her oversized sunglasses perched on her head despite the cloudy weather. She had that effortlessly chic air about her, with her perfectly tailored coat and hair swept into a casual yet impossibly neat bun.

“Rose!” Charles greeted, pulling me into a dramatic hug the moment I reached the table. His cologne—a mix of cedar and something spicy—lingered as he released me, stepping back with an exaggerated flourish. “Are you ready for the land of sushi and cherry blossoms?”

I laughed, feeling a bit of the tension in my chest ease. “I’m getting there. Still a lot to do, though.”

Chloe set her cup down with a soft clink and raised an eyebrow. “A lot to do? Rose, you’ve been planning this for months. You’re probably more prepared than the embassy staff themselves.”

I shrugged, sliding into the chair across from them. “Maybe, but I can’t help feeling like I’ve forgotten something. There’s so much to keep track of—documents, packing, visas...”

Charles waved a dismissive hand. “You’re overthinking. You’ve got this. Besides, we’ll keep an eye on your storage unit. If anything goes wrong, I’ll personally wrestle the movers.”

Chloe smirked, swirling her latte. “I’ll supervise with wine in hand,” she added with a playful grin.

Their confidence in me was reassuring, even grounding, but it didn’t silence the small voice in the back of my mind whispering doubts. It was that same voice that had plagued me throughout this process, reminding me of every potential failure. What if I couldn’t adapt to the culture? What if my students found me incompetent? What if I didn’t belong?

I pushed the thoughts aside, forcing myself to focus on the present. This moment mattered, and I didn’t want to waste it drowning in hypothetical fears.

We ordered pastries—a flaky almond croissant for me, a chocolate one for Charles, and a lemon tart for Chloe—and lingered over our coffee, the conversation flowing effortlessly.

Chloe leaned forward, her curiosity tinged with amusement. “So, what’s the plan when someone asks you to explain grammar rules in Japanese?” she teased, her perfectly shaped brows arching.

I grinned, pretending to wave her off. “I’ve got a whole arsenal of gestures and Google Translate ready to go.”

Charles laughed, nearly choking on his coffee. “Rose, you’re going to be a walking comedy show,” he said, shaking his head. “But in all seriousness, they’re going to love you over there. You’ve got that thing—what’s it called?” He snapped his fingers as if trying to recall. “Oh, yeah. Charm.”

His confidence in me felt like a buoy, something solid to hold onto in a sea of doubt. It wasn’t just the words—it was the way he said them, like they were undeniable truths. It made me feel, even for just a moment, that maybe he was right. Maybe I was ready for this.

We spent the next hour catching up, the conversation weaving between jokes, memories, and encouragement. Charles regaled us with stories from his latest work drama, complete with exaggerated impressions of his micromanaging boss. Chloe, ever the poised artist, shared updates about her upcoming gallery showcase, her eyes lighting up as she described her latest series of paintings.

These moments, filled with laughter and warmth, made the thought of leaving them bittersweet. Charles and Chloe weren’t just friends—they were my anchors, the ones who had kept me steady through heartbreaks, failures, and all the moments when I thought giving up would be easier. As much as I was excited to start over, the thought of leaving them behind made my chest tighten, the ache almost too much to bear.

Before we parted, Chloe reached into her bag and handed me a small, wrapped package. “For luck,” she said with a wink, her tone casual but her eyes soft.

Inside was a delicate silver bracelet, simple but elegant, with a tiny charm shaped like a paintbrush. It was understated, yet it carried a weight that I couldn’t quite put into words.

“To remind you of who you are,” she said, her voice quieter now, as if the words were meant only for me.

Tears pricked at my eyes, and I hugged her tightly, the bracelet clutched in my hand. “Thank you,” I whispered, my voice trembling with emotion.

It wasn’t just the gift itself—it was the thought behind it, the way it symbolized everything I was trying to hold onto. It was a reminder that no matter how far away I went, there were still people in my life who believed in me, who saw me for who I was and who I could be. That knowledge was something I would carry with me, as vital as any document or suitcase.

The walk back to my apartment felt different. The streets of Montreal, which I’d traversed countless times, suddenly seemed alive with details I’d never noticed. The faint smell of bakeries mingling with car exhaust, the way the autumn leaves clung to the wet pavement, the sound of distant laughter from a group of students—it was as if the city itself was reminding me of what I was leaving behind.

The air felt sharper, almost biting, but it carried a crispness that I’d always associated with fall. Each step seemed to unearth a memory—passing the small bookstore where I’d spent rainy afternoons browsing art books I couldn’t afford, the street corner where Charles and I once argued over which café had the best croissants, the park where Chloe and I painted side by side, trying to capture the fleeting colors of a sunset. These were moments I’d taken for granted, but now, they shimmered in my mind like fragments of a dream I wasn’t ready to wake from.

For the first time, I felt a pang of nostalgia for this place I’d once considered cold and unkind. It wasn’t the city itself I’d grown attached to—it was the layers of my life it held, the people, the experiences, the fragments of myself I’d left scattered across its streets.

By the time I got back to the apartment, the silence felt heavier than usual. The emptiness seemed to echo louder now, as if the walls themselves knew this chapter of my life was ending. I paused at the door, letting my eyes sweep over the stark space that had once felt like home.

The small indentations in the walls where my art had hung were still visible, ghostly reminders of what had been. The spot on the floor where the coffee table used to sit seemed strangely bare, as if it too were mourning its absence. Even the faint scent of paint that had clung to the air for years was gone, replaced by a sterile stillness that felt almost accusatory.

I set the bracelet on the counter, its silver charm catching the light like a tiny beacon of hope. Picking up my phone, I scanned my inbox for any new emails, more out of habit than necessity.

One subject line caught my attention: “Arrival Instructions - Tokyo School of Language” from the school. My heart skipped a beat as I opened it, reading carefully.

They’d outlined everything: the dress code—formal but professional, with specific details on acceptable attire—along with the exact address of the school and my first-day schedule. The email also included information about my apartment, arranged by the school, and instructions for check-in.

“Upon arrival, a representative will meet you at the airport and escort you to your apartment,” the email read.

I reread the line twice, letting the words sink in. It felt surreal, imagining myself stepping off the plane into a foreign land and being greeted by someone who would guide me into this new life. It was comforting, in a way, knowing that I wouldn’t be entirely alone in those first moments. Yet it also made the move feel even more tangible, stripping away the safe distance that planning and preparation had given me.

I stared at the screen for a moment, trying to process it all. It felt real now in a way it hadn’t before. I wasn’t just moving to Japan—I was stepping into a world that was already prepared for me, a place where every detail had been thought of.

It was a strange kind of relief, knowing that so much had already been decided. The apartment, the job, the first steps of this journey—they were all waiting for me, meticulously laid out like pieces on a chessboard. Yet that same certainty carried a weight of its own. What if I failed to live up to their expectations? What if I stumbled at the very first move?

Setting my phone down, I leaned against the counter and exhaled deeply. It was happening. My life was packed into boxes, my plane ticket was booked, and soon, I’d be walking into a life I’d dreamed of for years.

I let the thought wash over me, a mixture of exhilaration and trepidation twisting in my chest. For so long, this dream had been just that—a dream, something distant and untouchable. But now, it was real, and the reality of it was far more complex than I’d imagined. The excitement was still there, but it was laced with an undercurrent of fear that I couldn’t quite shake.

But for now, there was nothing left to do but wait.

The stillness of the apartment seemed to amplify the passage of time, each moment stretching endlessly. I glanced at the bracelet on the counter, its delicate charm a quiet reminder of the journey ahead. Somehow, that small token felt like an anchor, grounding me amidst the uncertainty. I reached for it, slipping it onto my wrist. The cool metal rested lightly against my skin, but its presence felt heavy with meaning.

I let out a deep breath and decided to retreat to the shower. I felt an overwhelming need to wash away the weight pressing on my shoulders with a relaxing hot shower. However, the moment I turned the knob, the water sputtered out in bursts—one lukewarm, one cold, and another barely a trickle. The plumbing in this old apartment was as unreliable as ever.

“Of course,” I muttered, rolling my eyes as I wrapped the towel tighter around myself. It was as if the apartment was giving me one last push, reminding me why I was leaving. Yet, even with its quirks and inconveniences, there was something oddly comforting about its stubbornness. Like me, it had survived years of being patched up and pushed to its limits. Letting out a frustrated sigh, I grabbed my towel and let the water run, hoping it would even out.

Steam began to rise slowly from the tub as the water finally reached a steady flow, albeit at a frustratingly low pressure. It wasn’t the perfect hot shower I had imagined—no soothing jets or luxurious warmth—but it would do. This apartment had always been a mix of “good enough" and "barely functional," and I supposed it was fitting that my last days here felt the same. I stepped into the tub, letting the warm water cascade over me in thin, uneven streams. For a moment, I closed my eyes, focusing on the sensation of the water against my skin, willing it to dissolve the tension in my body.

The heat prickled against my shoulders, loosening knots I hadn’t realized were there. My mind, however, refused to settle, racing with thoughts of what lay ahead. The apartment seemed to hum with quiet reminders of my impending move. Every creak of the pipes, every groan of the walls, felt like an echo of the life I was about to leave behind. The reality of my impending move hung heavily in the air, as if the very walls of this apartment were reluctant to let me go. 

I leaned my head against the cool tile, letting the water stream down my back as questions circled in my mind. Why did I feel so anxious? Why did the thought of leaving, something I’d wanted for so long, feel so heavy now? I was packed, organized, ready. Everything was labeled and checked, down to the last detail. But no matter how much I planned, I couldn’t escape the lingering doubt. What if I’d missed something? What if I wasn’t enough?

I didn’t understand why I felt so anxious. The trip wasn’t for a few more days, and I was packed, organized, and ready. Every box was labeled, every document triple-checked. Still, there was a tightness in my chest that wouldn’t ease. Maybe it wasn’t the packing or the logistics; maybe it was the fear of the unknown. The unknown had a way of amplifying everything—the hopes, the fears, the possibilities. It felt vast and infinite, like staring into the ocean and realizing you didn’t know how to swim. 

I was stepping into a new life, a new country, without any certainty that I would thrive or succeed. The idea of failure haunted me. I told myself, over and over, that I wouldn’t return to Canada—not even if things didn’t work out in Japan. If I had to leave, I’d find another country to call home. I couldn’t go back. Going back felt like surrendering, like admitting that all the struggles, the sacrifices, had been for nothing. And I couldn’t let that happen. Failure wasn’t an option—not just because of my pride, but because of what it would mean for the version of me I’d been fighting to become.

Failure wasn’t an option. I didn’t just want to succeed—I needed to prove that all these years of struggle meant something. That every sacrifice, every rejection, every lonely night was worth it.

Stepping out of the shower, I wrapped myself in a towel and wiped the steam from the bathroom mirror. My reflection stared back at me, tired and uncertain, but determined. 

“You can do this, Rose,” I whispered, though my voice sounded more hopeful than confident. The woman in the mirror looked like a contradiction—a mix of weariness and resolve, someone who had been bruised by life but refused to break. Her eyes held a flicker of something—a spark that refused to dim, no matter how many times it had been tested.

My thoughts wandered as I dried my hair and got dressed. The reality of my situation settled in—43 years old, an unknown artist working three jobs just to stay afloat. My life in Canada had been a constant hustle, a never-ending cycle of painting and selling, painting and selling. For every small victory—a painting sold, a kind word from a stranger—there had been a hundred moments of doubt. Art shows that went unnoticed, bills that piled up faster than I could pay them, nights spent wondering if I was fooling myself by holding onto this dream.

I’d done a few small art shows, but nothing groundbreaking. The art culture here was stagnant, and making a living off my passion felt impossible. For years, I’d been stuck in survival mode, working tirelessly just to keep the lights on and food in the fridge. Law-abiding citizen, quiet and shy, perpetually overlooked—that was me.

Yet here I was, about to take the biggest risk of my life. Japan represented something I’d never had before: a clean slate. The idea of starting fresh was both terrifying and exhilarating. A clean slate meant no expectations, no baggage, but it also meant no safety net. Everything I built would depend entirely on me, and that weight was as thrilling as it was daunting.

The move wasn’t going to be easy, but at least Japan didn’t demand wealth as a prerequisite for entry. All I needed was enough to cover the first month’s expenses, and I had scraped together just enough to get by. My bank account was small—small enough to make me panic if I thought about it for too long—but it was big enough to sustain me for two months in Japan while I found my footing.

“Two months,” I muttered under my breath. “I can do a lot in two months.”

I tried to convince myself that things would fall into place. I would adapt. I would thrive. After all, I wasn’t going to Japan to give up. I was going to find the version of myself I’d always believed was possible—the artist who could stand tall, unafraid to take up space in a world that seemed too small for her dreams.

As I finished dressing, I glanced at the pile of boxes near the door. Each one contained a fragment of my life, carefully curated for this journey. My brushes, paints, and canvases. The clothes I’d chosen for both function and style. The sketchbooks filled with ideas that hadn’t yet come to life. These weren’t just belongings—they were promises. Every item represented a piece of the future I was determined to create. Yet even in the chaos of my old life, there had always been a spark, a flicker of something more. It was that spark that had pushed me to apply for a visa, to book the ticket, to pack my life into boxes and believe, against all odds, that I could start over.

I walked over to one box labeled “Personal Items” and opened it, rummaging through until my fingers brushed against an old photo tucked into the side. I pulled it out carefully. It was a picture of me at my very first art show, standing beside my first-ever sale: a small oil painting of a blooming garden. I was younger then, brimming with optimism and naïve confidence. My smile in the photo felt like a stranger’s—someone who hadn’t yet been worn down by reality.

But looking at it now, I felt a spark of that old determination returning.

“Japan isn’t ready for me,” I said aloud, tucking the photo back into the box with a small smile. I ran the towel over my head again and pulled it into a wrap over my hair. I knew for a fact that once I settled in and began to understand the culture and life in Japan, I would finally create my very first art show. Not just a small exhibit in a community hall, but a full-fledged international art show—something I’d dreamed of for years. The image of that future felt as tangible as the boxes stacked near the door. I could almost see myself there, standing in a gallery filled with my creations, my voice expressed not in words but in vivid strokes of color and texture. It wasn’t just a dream anymore; it was a vision so clear it felt like destiny.

I’d have to start fresh, of course. The paintings I had tucked away in my storage unit were far from what I envisioned for this grand debut. They were small, almost timid pieces, each one reflecting my time in college—nothing close to the caliber of work I imagined showcasing in Japan.

Still, those paintings held meaning. They were my roots, proof of where I’d been, even if they weren’t what I wanted to present to the world. I could see them in my mind: the uneven brushstrokes of my early attempts, the muted colors that betrayed my fear of being too bold, too much. They were like diary entries, capturing moments of doubt and discovery, triumph and failure. They weren’t masterpieces, but they were honest, and that honesty was their beauty.

But in Japan? In Japan, I planned to go big, bold, and unapologetically loud. I wanted to express myself in ways I’d never dared to before, to pour every ounce of frustration, hope, and ambition into the canvas. I wanted to create a statement so undeniable, so powerful, that even the harshest critics—whether strangers or those from my past—would have no choice but to acknowledge me.   I imagined the colors: fiery reds, electric blues, shimmering golds. Textures that leapt off the canvas, daring the viewer to look closer, to feel the energy in every stroke. Each painting would be a declaration: This is who I am. This is what I’ve fought for. It wasn’t just about art—it was about reclaiming my voice in a world that had so often silenced it.

It wasn’t just about success or recognition. It was about vindication. For every time someone dismissed my dreams, every moment I doubted myself, I wanted my work to speak louder than words ever could. I wanted to silence the echoes of doubt, the voices of family members who had called my passion a waste of time, the inner critic that told me I wasn’t good enough. My art would be my rebuttal, my triumph.

I imagined headlines calling me a trailblazer, an artist who made waves not just in Japan but across the world. For once in my life, I wanted to feel like I mattered. In my mind, I began to picture the scene: a sleek Tokyo gallery bathed in soft lighting, the walls adorned with my most daring creations. Guests mingled in whispers, admiring each piece with awe. I could hear their murmurs, their gasps as they took in the vibrant energy of my work. “Who is she?” someone would ask. “Her vision is extraordinary,” another would reply. My name would linger on their lips, spoken with reverence.

One by one, the paintings sold, each one finding a home in the hands of someone who truly valued them. By the end of the night, the gallery was empty—bare walls where my art had hung mere hours ago. I had done it. I saw myself standing on that gallery floor, the first international artist to sell every piece of their collection in a single opening. My heart swelled at the thought.

The fantasy carried me, warm and vivid, as I leaned back into the worn cushions of the couch. The room was quiet, the faint hum of the city outside lulling me into a sense of calm. For a moment, I let myself imagine what it would feel like to walk through the streets of Tokyo, the city lights reflecting off the windows of towering buildings. The smells of unfamiliar food drifting through the air, the rhythmic sound of the language I was just beginning to understand. Every corner would hold a new experience, a chance to grow, to transform.

I imagined the pride in my friends’ eyes, the approval I’d never gotten from my family, and the validation of every long night spent painting in obscurity. This wasn’t just a daydream; it was a promise to myself. I would make it happen. This move wasn’t just about art or ambition—it was about proving to myself that I was capable of creating a life that mattered. A life that was mine.

As the vision played in my mind, I felt my eyelids grow heavy. The warmth of the blanket draped over me and the quiet stillness of the apartment coaxed me further into the comforting haze of sleep. For the first time, the silence didn’t feel empty. It felt peaceful, like the pause before something extraordinary. My last thoughts before drifting off were of a crowded gallery, the sound of applause, and the whispered recognition of my name.

For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t scared. I was ready.
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THE MID-MORNING SUN broke through the clouds as I loaded the last of my paintings into the trunk of my car. The cold air nipped at my cheeks, and I pulled my scarf tighter around my neck, breathing in the sharp scent of fall. The streets were quiet, the city just beginning to stir, but I could already hear the faint hum of traffic from a few blocks over. Montreal never truly slept.

This was the last of it—my life, packed into a collection of boxes and canvases. Each painting I loaded into the car felt like placing a piece of myself into storage. My hands lingered on the edges of a particularly vibrant piece, a swirling abstraction of blues and golds. 

I remembered the long nights spent working on it, the way the colors had seemed to fight me at first before finally coming together. It was one of those rare moments where the struggle felt worth it, where the chaos on the canvas finally gave way to something beautiful. And now, here it was, wrapped in plastic and relegated to storage like an old keepsake. Now, it was just another item to leave behind.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, I turned the key and let the engine rumble to life, the heater sputtering before warm air finally spilled out. The drive to the storage facility wasn’t far, but every minute felt heavier than it should have. This wasn’t just about storing paintings—it was about trust. Trusting that my work would be safe, that nothing would go wrong while I was halfway across the world. And yet, trust was something I struggled with. The idea of losing my art was unbearable, but I reminded myself that this was temporary. A stepping stone.

As I pulled into the gravel lot of the storage facility, I felt a pang of unease. Rows of metal doors stretched out like a maze, each one identical to the next, save for the small numbers etched into plaques above the locks. Mine was #47, a space I’d visited so many times over the past month that I could probably find it blindfolded. 

The first time I came here, I spent nearly an hour agonizing over whether the lock was secure enough, tugging at it repeatedly to make sure it wouldn’t budge. The memory made me cringe a little now, but that unease still lingered. A nagging voice in the back of my mind whispered worst-case scenarios: What if the unit was broken into? What if something happened to the building? What if—no. I shook the thought away. I couldn’t let myself fall into that spiral again.

I parked and stepped out into the crisp air, my boots crunching against the gravel as I walked toward the unit. The key was cold in my hand as I unlocked the door and rolled it up, the metallic screech breaking the stillness. Inside, my life stared back at me, stacked neatly against the walls. Each canvas was wrapped carefully in plastic, the edges secured with painter’s tape, every one labeled in my neat handwriting. 

The sight filled me with both pride and a strange sense of vulnerability. Pride, because every piece represented hours of work, of dedication, of chasing a dream that often felt like running uphill. Vulnerability, because leaving it all behind felt like leaving a part of myself behind—a part that I couldn’t protect once I was gone. This was my life’s work, reduced to a few square feet of space in a storage unit. It felt like putting my heart on hold.

I began counting, running my fingers lightly over the coverings as I went. “Seventeen... eighteen... nineteen...” Each number felt like a small reassurance, a heartbeat of calm. When I reached twenty-three, I exhaled a small sigh of relief. Everything was there. Each canvas felt like a fragment of me—moments captured in paint, a record of the joy, frustration, and hope that had carried me through the years. Knowing they were all accounted for gave me a sliver of control in a life that often felt unpredictable.

As I began unloading the new paintings from my car, the office manager, Mr. Caldwell, appeared from around the corner. He was a wiry man in his sixties, with a baseball cap permanently glued to his head and a toothpick dangling from his lips.

“Morning, Miss Delacroix,” he said, tipping his cap.

“Everything going alright?”

“Morning,” I replied, forcing a smile as I hoisted another canvas into the unit. “Just making sure everything’s where it’s supposed to be.”

My arms ached as I adjusted the painting against the others, but I didn’t mind the physical strain. It was the emotional weight that felt heavier—the thought of leaving these pieces behind, of trusting that they’d be here, safe and untouched, when I returned.

He nodded, leaning casually against the frame of the door. “Don’t blame you. These units are secure, but I get it—people like to keep an eye on their valuables. That’s why I set up that security camera yesterday, just like we talked about. It’s angled right at your unit. If anyone so much as sneezes near it, I’ll know.”

“Thank you,” I said, my voice softer now. 

“That really means a lot.”

His reassurance brought a flicker of relief, though it didn’t erase the lingering worry. Mr. Caldwell had always been dependable, the kind of person who took pride in his work, but even his efforts couldn’t quiet the what-ifs that gnawed at the back of my mind.

“No trouble at all,” he said, straightening. “You’re one of the good ones, you know. A shame you’re leaving.”

I smiled, though the weight in my chest hadn’t lifted. “Thanks, Mr. Caldwell. I appreciate everything.” 

His words hung in the air, a bittersweet reminder of the small connections I was leaving behind. People like him—steady, kind, and often overlooked—had been a quiet constant in my life here. It made me wonder how many such constants I’d find, or miss, in Japan.

After stacking the last painting inside, I locked the unit and gave the door a firm tug to make sure it was secure. Mr. Caldwell gave me a nod of approval before heading back toward the office. I lingered for a moment, staring at the closed door of the unit, my heart heavy. This wasn’t just storage—it was a goodbye. A pause in a relationship I’d nurtured for years, leaving behind the work that had defined so much of who I was.

The stark metal door seemed to mock me, its impassive surface a stark contrast to the emotion it guarded. Behind it lay not just paintings but pieces of my identity—dreams, failures, and everything in between. The thought of walking away, of leaving it all contained in this small, unremarkable space, felt wrong. Yet, I knew it was necessary. This pause wasn’t permanent. It was a promise that one day, I’d return for these pieces, ready to share them with the world in a way I never had before.

I took a deep breath, the chill of the morning air sharp against my lungs. Turning back toward my car, I tried to shake off the weight of the moment.

“It’s not goodbye,” I told myself softly, though my voice wavered. “It’s just see you later.”

Sliding back into the driver’s seat, I adjusted the rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of the storage facility fading into the distance as I pulled out of the lot. The sky overhead had grown a little brighter, streaks of sunlight breaking through the clouds, as if the day itself was reminding me to keep moving forward.

When I got back to the apartment, the silence hit me like a wave. The emptiness seemed louder now, as if the walls themselves were mourning their imminent abandonment. The air inside felt stagnant, heavy with the weight of a place that had already given up. The once-familiar corners now seemed foreign, stripped of the life they used to hold.

As I crossed the threshold, the sense of unease returned, sharper than before. Something about the atmosphere felt off, though I couldn’t quite place it. The cold was sharper than before, a biting chill that seeped into my bones. I pulled my scarf tighter around my neck, hesitating for a moment in the doorway. The sunlight streaming through the windows did little to chase away the shadows creeping along the edges of the room. It felt like the apartment itself was bracing for something, the way animals sense a storm before it arrives.

I crossed the room to turn on the heater, but nothing happened.  Frowning, I headed to the kitchen to check the faucet. Not a single drop of water came out.

I stared at the dry spout, disbelief and anger bubbling up inside me. For a moment, I thought it might be a fluke, maybe a temporary outage. But deep down, I knew better. This was deliberate, a petty move from the man who seemed to delight in making my life harder. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered.

Grabbing my phone, I quickly dialed my landlord’s number. It rang a few times before he picked up, his gruff voice dripping with indifference. “What now?”

“The water and heat are off,” I said, my voice tight. “Why?”

“Well,” he said, clearly amused, “you’re moving out in a few days, aren’t you? Figured you didn’t need it anymore.”

For a moment, I was too stunned to respond. His audacity hit me like a slap, my grip tightening around the phone as his words sunk in. He wasn’t even trying to hide it—this wasn’t an accident or a mistake. This was him flexing his power, taking one last opportunity to remind me of just how little I mattered to him.

“Excuse me?” I finally managed, my voice trembling with anger. “I still have three days left on my lease. Utilities are part of my rent, which I’ve paid in full. You can’t just shut them off.” 

“Come on,” he said dismissively. “You’re leaving. It’s not like you’re going to freeze to death.”

“It’s fall!” I snapped. “The apartment is freezing, and I still need to shower. Are you seriously expecting me to live in these conditions for three days because you’re too cheap to keep the utilities running?”

There was a long pause before he chuckled, the sound making my blood boil. “Look, you’re leaving. I’ve got new tenants moving in, and I need to make sure everything’s in order for them.”

The casual cruelty of his words made my stomach churn. I could picture him, lounging in his overstuffed chair, toothpick in hand, barely listening to what I was saying. To him, I wasn’t a person with rights or needs—I was an inconvenience, something to be managed and discarded.

I clenched my jaw, my grip tightening on the phone. “And you can’t wait three days for that? I paid you, and I have every right to heat and running water until the day I leave. Either you turn it back on, or I’m reporting you to the tenants’ board.”

His chuckle faded, replaced by a long, reluctant sigh. “Fine, fine. I’ll get it turned back on. Happy?”

“Ecstatic,” I said dryly before hanging up.

The moment the call ended, I slammed the phone onto the counter, the sharp sound reverberating through the empty kitchen. My hands were trembling, a mix of adrenaline and rage coursing through me. I hated how powerless he made me feel, how easily he brushed off my basic needs as if they were
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