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Damn.

There it was again — the alarm I kept setting like I was the kind of woman who believed mornings could fix her life.

It buzzed violently across the nightstand, dragging me out of shallow sleep and straight into exhaustion.

Five-thirty a.m.

The holy hour of successful women.

At least according to podcasts, productivity books, and women online who somehow woke up smiling before sunrise.

I stared at the ceiling instead.

My body already felt tired of a day that hadn’t even started.

Memories surfaced immediately. Uninvited. Loud.

Conversations I should’ve ended differently.
Things I should’ve noticed sooner.
Versions of myself I barely recognized anymore.
This was usually the part where I tried to motivate myself.

Get up.
Push through.
Be productive.
Prove something.
But motivational speeches sound impressive until your body has already decided it’s done.

Because the truth was, I didn’t want to hustle today.
I didn’t want polite office smiles.
I didn’t want small talk in fluorescent lighting.
I didn’t want to perform emotional stability for people who barely looked up from their screens.
I wanted stillness.
Silence.
One full day without pretending I was okay.
So I shut the alarm off.

No guilt spiral.
No dramatic pep talk.
Tomorrow could have my ambition.
Today, I chose something else.

A mental health day.



I didn’t tell anyone where I was going.

That felt important.
Like secrecy somehow protected the honesty of the decision.
I dressed without thinking — jeans, oversized sweater, sunglasses I didn’t need — and left before I could change my mind.

The drive became familiar too quickly.

Muscle memory.
Denial with turn signals.
Maribel’s sat on the corner exactly the same as always — curated intimacy pretending to be authentic. Linen napkins. Soft lighting. Expensive coffee in tiny cups.

The kind of restaurant men picked when they wanted to feel emotionally interesting.

I parked across the street and stayed in the car longer than necessary.

I told myself I was only there to see.

That was the lie.

I was there because uncertainty corrodes.
Because not knowing becomes louder than truth.
Because if I didn’t see it for myself, my brain would keep creating softer versions of reality.
Versions where my husband was still mine.
Versions where distance was temporary.
Versions where we were simply tired instead of broken.
I sat outside with burnt coffee and watched the entrance.

12:04.

Of course.

He was always punctual when he was hiding something.

We met back when people still announced their dreams out loud.

That’s how you know love is new.
When ambition still feels shared instead of competitive.
When being chosen feels permanent.
“I love how your brain works,” he used to tell me.

I mistook admiration for respect.

Our first apartment was awful.
The heat barely worked.
The neighbors screamed like unpaid actors.
We ate pasta four nights a week and called it simplicity instead of financial survival.
I thought the struggle was romantic.

I thought love meant enduring everything beside someone.

What I didn’t understand then was erosion.

It doesn’t arrive dramatically.

It arrives quietly.

In jokes that sting a little too long.
In decisions made without discussion.
In conversations that slowly stop becoming conversations at all.
Women adapt beautifully.
Sometimes tragically.
I learned to shrink reactions.
Edit sentences.
Store emotions like unpaid bills.
I called it maturity.

It wasn’t.

It was practice disappearing.



Then the restaurant door opened.

There he was.

Same coat.
Same posture.
Same confidence of a man who believed he was fundamentally good even while betraying people quietly.
And then she appeared.

She wasn’t impossibly beautiful.
She was real-world beautiful.
Open-faced.
Relaxed.
The kind of woman who hadn’t yet learned what emotional restraint costs.
She laughed.
He touched her arm.
That casual intimacy split something cleanly inside me.

They walked toward his car.
He opened her door.
That detail hurt most.

Not because it was romantic.
Because it was thoughtful.
And he hadn’t offered me thoughtfulness in years.

I stood before I realized I had decided to.

Not brave.
Just inevitable.
When he saw me, his face didn’t collapse.
It recalibrated.
That hurt more than panic would’ve.

He said my name carefully.

“Don’t,” I said quietly, lifting a hand.

The word surprised both of us.

“This isn’t—”

“I know,” I interrupted. “Please don’t finish that sentence.”

The silence stretched.
People nearby pretended not to watch while absolutely watching.
“I didn’t come here to yell,” I said. “I just wanted to see you without the edits.”

“Can we talk somewhere private?”

I looked at the woman beside him.
Already aligned with him.
Already angled toward him.
“You already talked,” I said. “For months.”

“I should explain.”

“You already did. Just not with words.”

He reached toward my arm automatically.
I stepped back before he could touch me.
“I hope you’re happy,” I said.

And for the first time in years, I meant something without softening it first.

“Because if you aren’t, this was an elaborate way to avoid honesty.”

“What does this mean?” he asked.

“It means you won’t hear from me anymore,” I said. “And I won’t keep pretending I didn’t already know.”

Then I walked away before he could answer.



I didn’t cry immediately.

Oddly, that bothered me.

Instead, I walked until my legs burned and my thoughts finally slowed down.

My phone buzzed.
Unknown number.
You don’t know me, but I think you should know — he told me he was divorced.

Another message appeared.

I almost told you months ago. I’m sorry I didn’t.

So it wasn’t impulsive.
It wasn’t accidental.
It was structured.
I typed back before doubt could stop me.

You didn’t break anything.
He did.
The typing bubbles appeared.
Then it disappeared.
Silence.

And strangely... relief.



That night I went home.

He wasn’t there.

I packed one suitcase carefully.
Not dramatically.
Just clearly.
On the kitchen counter, I left a note.

You were right.
I needed a mental health day.
Then I locked the door behind me.



Weeks later, the truth surfaced the way it always does.
Quietly.
Inevitably.
She left him.
Found out he wasn’t divorced.
Found out she wasn’t the only one.
More women surfaced after that.
Not angry.
Just factual.
And eventually I realized something worse than betrayal.

The affair hadn’t been about love.

It had been about escape.

He didn’t want another woman.
He wanted less accountability.
Less intimacy.
Less proximity to someone who noticed when he emotionally disappeared.
I wasn’t replaced.

I was outgrown by a man who refused to grow.

And staying would’ve been the real betrayal.



Months later, I drove past Maribel’s again.

Different season.
Same sidewalk.
I didn’t slow down.

That morning alarm still goes off at 5:30 sometimes.

Some days I answer it.
Some days I don’t.
But now, when I get up, it isn’t to prove I’m disciplined enough to be loved.

It isn’t for productivity.
Or ambition.
Or survival.
It’s because my life finally feels like something worth waking up for.

And after everything, that felt bigger than heartbreak.
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I could feel that heavy, pillow-on-your-chest kind of tired.

The kind where getting out of the car feels emotionally impossible.

“This damn traffic,” I muttered, stretching my shoulders and trying to bring life back into my legs.

My frustration turned my face into a full theatrical performance.

Nostrils flared.
Jaw tight.
Eyes rolling dramatically enough to deserve an audience.
A snail could’ve qualified for the Olympics compared to this traffic.

Nearly an hour had passed.
My playlist had looped twice.
I’d finished the gum.
And I was one inconvenience away from becoming a villain.
I knew if I could just beat the crowd to the casino, I still had a chance.
Especially before the regulars claimed entire rows of slot machines like they were reserving beachfront property.
Not today.

Luck had my back today.
I could feel it.
Myra’s horoscope had practically screamed it at breakfast.

Aries:
Today fortune favors bold decisions.
That was basically scripture.



I knew before I even entered the office that I wasn’t staying.

Eighteen years I’d worked there.
Eighteen years of fluorescent lighting, office politics, and managers acting like they were running a Fortune 500 company instead of a slow-moving disaster.
But today?
Today I moved like a fragile woman on the brink.
A little mint lotion under the eyes for fake tears.
No cough drops so my voice sounded tragic.
A few dramatic sneezes.
One carefully timed exhausted sigh.
“Gooood morning,” I croaked while drifting past desks like a Victorian ghost.

By lunch, I got the sentence I’d been waiting for.

“Why don’t you just call it a day?”

Hell yes.

I packed my things slowly for effect.
Coughed twice.
Pressed a hand dramatically to my chest.
The second the car door shut?
Miracle recovery.
No coughing.
No sneezing.
Just Mama Labelle blasting while I drove straight toward freedom.



There’s something about casinos that feels deeply spiritual to me.

The lights.
The noise.
The ding-ding-ding of slot machines pretending destiny can be purchased in twenty-dollar increments.
This was my church.

The carpet looked designed by someone on caffeine and regret.
People hunched over machines like they were negotiating directly with God.
I scanned the room carefully.

That’s when I spotted him.

A talker.

Mid-seventies maybe.
Loud shirt.
Too socially comfortable.
The type of man who treated casinos like community networking events.
I took the seat anyway.

“Been hitting long?” he asked immediately.

“Just got here.”

He laughed like I’d told the funniest joke of the decade.

“Ohhh you gotta watch these machines. They cycle. They got patterns—”

I gave him the polite casino smile.
The one that says I hear you but spiritually I’m elsewhere.
Spin.
Nothing.
“See what you gotta do is wait until—”

Spin.
Cherry.
Bar.
Nothing.
I leaned away slightly.
Universal body language for please stop talking.
Didn’t matter.

“I won twelve hundred on this exact row last week.”

“Nice,” I replied flatly.

Spin.
Spin.
Spin.
Credits dropping.
Buzz building.
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