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Silent Storms

The pale gray light slanted in through the curtains like a hesitant visitor, reluctant to disturb the somber quiet that had settled thick in my room. The air felt heavy—thicker than usual, as if the house itself was holding its breath alongside me. My body lay still beneath the crumpled sheets, every muscle slack but my mind churning with the slow, grinding weight of the morning. Somewhere down the hall, downstairs, the dull timbre of my parents’ movements—footsteps muted by carpet, the metallic scrape of a spoon against ceramic—droned softly, indistinct enough not to break the heaviness but persistent enough to remind me I was not alone.

My chest tightened without warning, a dull ache settling just behind the ribs, like a stone wedged too deep to shrug off. I didn’t want to get up. Not yet. But the day was there, pressing against the windowpanes, invading the shadowed corners I was so desperate to keep safe. Eventually, I let the weight win, the stiffness spiking sharp through my limbs as I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. The cold touch of the wooden floor seeped through my thin socks and tethered me reluctantly to the present.

Every movement felt distant, as if my body didn’t belong to me. The sweatshirt pulled over my head was a familiar armour, soft cotton rough against my skin, sleeves sliding past my wrists like old habits. My fingers reached blindly for my phone on the desk, knocking a scattered notebook askew. The blue light flickered alive—an ember in the gloom. No urgent buzz, no alert, just the quiet glow with its promise of connection or distraction. My pulse shattered its slow rhythm, the hopeful twitch of anticipation catching me off guard.

I swiped through empty chats and unread notifications, scrolling not because I expected something to change but because the absence of messages was, in itself, a kind of tether to the outside world. My thumb hesitated over Starling’s name before I tapped the screen. A new message blinked there: just a few words, easy and light. A small island of warmth that felt distant but still alive.

I tucked the phone away before the moment stretched too long, before the hollow silence began to swallow me whole again. From the hall, the clatter of plates and murmured exchanges rose, muffled and distant. Their voices were practical—questions about breakfast, reminders about school schedules—but I knew it was all too carefully measured. No one waited for answers. No one reached out with more than the barest veneer of concern, as though caring was a chore too cumbersome to perform before coffee.

I slipped past the doorway to the kitchen like a shadow, silent and precise. The worn wooden floor shifted beneath my feet, the faint scent of burnt toast and stale syrup wrapped me like an unwelcome memory. They spoke, their voices too loud to be truly kind, but I kept walking—quiet, steady, the daughter who never demanded anything, who never caused a stir.

The hall felt narrower than it should, the walls closing in with invisible hands. My breath caught briefly as I neared the front door, fingers trembling under the weight of all the words unspoken in that cramped space: the reassurances I never received, the apologies never uttered, the debates I left frozen on my tongue. I pulled my dark hair back tight, the familiar tug into a loose knot at my neck grounding me more than anything else.

The hoodie zipped tight to my chin, a shield for the world beyond, the zipper’s click sharp and final in the quiet. My backpack hung heavy on the hook near the door, fingers curling around the strap like a lifeline. The door opened without a sound. Outside, the morning air hit me like a sudden draft—sharp, cold, real. It stung my cheeks, forcing my eyes open wider to the pale sky.

My phone buzzed again. The screen lit up with Starling’s name. This time, the smile was slower to form, pulled tight from the corners of my lips rather than shining through. It was fragile, a soft ember buried beneath a thick ash of worry, but it was enough—a quiet promise that I wasn’t entirely invisible in this awkward, heavy world.

As I slipped the phone back into my pocket, I glanced back at the house. The peeling paint on the porch, the stubborn wreath swinging softly in the wind, the windows dark and still like unblinking eyes watching me go. I wished the walls could swallow me whole, a safe hiding place where I could disappear until the weight of another day, another pretending, had faded into something lighter—something real. But the dawn crept relentless and gray, and I stepped forward into it, drawing the hoodie tighter and swallowing the silence that followed.
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THE HALLWAYS BUZZED with the careless energy of a thousand restless feet, the chatter folding in on itself like a tide I had no hope of outrunning. I moved slow, deliberately small, my body pressed tight against the cold walls, as if their hard smoothness might anchor me when the surge threatened to swallow me whole. The laughter ricocheted—bright, distorted reflections I couldn’t quite place—and I kept my gaze pinned to the scuffed linoleum, to the pale flicker of the flickering fluorescent lights overhead.  

I clenched my fists inside my jacket pockets, nails biting into the soft skin just beneath my palms. A dull ache blossomed—familiar, grounding—and I held onto it, like a lifeline. Each inhale was shallow, sharp. The air felt thick, sweet with something metallic, or maybe that was just the taste of my own panic.  

“Hey, Perry.”  

The voice sliced through the noise like a blade. It skimmed past me, casual but charged with something electric, something that caused my chest to tighten—too tightly, too fast. I froze, my whole body coiled and waiting, itching to run but rooted in place. The faintest flicker of uncertainty crossed my throat, a wild pulse of doubt that threatened to unravel the careful balance I’d built around myself.  

I lowered my eyes further, swallowed the lump there, and offered the gentlest nod I could muster. “Morning,” I murmured, voice barely a whisper, as if louder words would send the fragile quiet spilling out.  

The moment stretched, fragile and weighted, before I uncoiled and moved forward, the hum of locker doors slamming and breaths exhaled through gritted teeth colliding around me. Each clang a punctuation mark—sharp and final—a metallic song that grated against the taut wire I was balancing on.  

I kept my pace uneven, dodging the crowds like a ghost, a flicker at the edge of perception. Small talk bubbled up in the space around me—fragments of conversations, snippets of jokes—and I imitated their rhythm, the safe patterns I knew: nodding here, a soft smile there, a careful word whispered in the gaps between moments. Words I rehearsed during lonely walks home, phrases polished to dullness so they wouldn’t crack or shatter when spoken aloud.  

Inside me, a storm churned. My heartbeat hammered against my ribs, echoing like drums in a cavern too dark to see the walls. I imagined it bursting through my skin, a wild tide ready to unravel everything, but I kept the chaos locked inside, a secret well too dangerous to reveal.  

In the classroom, I cultivated silence like a shield, threading myself between desks and murmured exchanges so carefully it felt like walking a knife’s edge. I felt the weight of eyes that passed over me—some indifferent, some curious—and I let none land fully, letting them slip away like dust in the soft light.  

I was a shadow, a whisper caught between spaces—outwardly calm, but inside, a riot. Every breath was borrowed, every step a fragile pact between me and this world I wasn’t sure I could keep standing in.  

When the bell finally rang, it was like the sudden crack of a whip against skin. Bodies surged forward, and I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, the noise too loud, too close. The hallway spun, a dizzy spiral of noise and motion that collapsed against every nerve.  

I gripped my books tighter, the edges digging into my palms, pain anchoring me just enough to stay upright. My throat was dry, my mind fraying at the edges, but I moved because I had to—not because I wanted to.  

Outside the classroom window, the sky stretched pale and growing light—fragile streaks of dawn bleeding into the night’s last hold. For a brief second, I let myself imagine that light drawing closer, that maybe one day it could reach inside, warm the frost that had settled deep in my bones.  

But for now, I folded myself smaller, hid behind the smile I wore like armor, and whispered a promise I wasn’t sure I believed: I’d keep going. One breath, one step, one heartbeat—until I could breathe without holding back, until the storm ceased its endless beat.
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I STAYED PUT BY THE window, the frame cold against my back, a barrier as thin and brittle as the one I’d built around myself. The room hummed with life on the other side—a jigsaw puzzle of laughter, murmurs, and clinking glasses, all fitting so easily together without me. It wasn’t just the sound; it was the way their bodies moved — leaning forward, arms draping casually over shoulders, hands pressed briefly and firmly against backs, the sparks of recognition in their eyes. I traced those familiar motions like distant constellations, beautiful and out of reach.

A group huddled near the bar, sunlight catching in their strands of hair, faces tilted upward as they exchanged stories. One of them tossed a grin over their shoulder, a quick snapshot of warmth I wasn’t part of, their voices spilling over in a tangle of jokes punctuated by bursts of genuine delight. I watched, my pulse swelling then retreating, a tide caught offshore.

When their gaze flicked too close to mine—like a wave threatening to break—I looked away, blinking as if that would erase the sharp pang cracking through my ribs. I could almost feel the invisible walls building, brick by invisible brick, between myself and everyone else. I traced the rough wood grain of the desk beneath my fingers, letting its uneven surface root me when the itch to disappear surged up. It was a poor shield, but better than nothing.

I thought of what it must be like to be caught in the midst of those conversations—not a shadow in a corner but a source of light. To laugh without thinking twice, to lean into someone’s shoulder and feel the weight of comfort, not awkwardness. I imagined the ease of it: the way the words float out, unguarded and off-script, the way smiles curl genuinely in response.

I wanted it. I wanted it so deeply it felt like breath might catch in my throat.

But hope was tangled up with fear. The same yearning that pulled me forward made my hands tremble, made my chest tighten. What if, in stepping forward, I was met with quiet dismissal? Or worse, overt rejection trimmed in smiles? What if the very act of trying shattered the illusion I’d constructed—that I belonged somewhere safe, if distant?

My fingertips brushed the chipped corner of the table again, grounding me in the now, drawing me back from a spiral of “what ifs” and silent pleas.

The chatter swelled and softened in waves, like a distant song I could hear but never join. It unspooled around me, a soundtrack to the quiet thrum inside—this ache of watching others connect while feeling invisible. It wrapped me in an envelope of loneliness, but also something fragile and tender: the glimmer of desire that maybe, someday, I could step out from this shadow and be seen.

I swallowed hard, the lump lodged deep in my throat shaping itself into a silent prayer: maybe soon, the wire would hold. Maybe I could dare to cross it without breaking apart.

And with that, I stayed, watching. Waiting. Dreaming just quietly enough not to be undone.

––––––––
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THE CLASSROOM THAWED into a strange kind of silence, the kind that presses heavy and close, like a wet blanket settling over you, restricting but familiar. Even as Mrs. Hathaway droned on about passive voice and sentence structure, my ears fractured around the edge of her words, catching nothing but the dull pulse of the buzzing bell and the low hum of white noise. 

My hands—too warm, damp with that quiet panic—rested palm-down on the wood grain of my desk, the surface rough and cool beneath my fingertips. I tried to focus on the scratch of the pencil against paper—the faint scrape against a separate universe, one I could dictate and control—but my fingers betrayed me. They trembled, ever so slightly, a jittery spring held just below the surface. No one noticed. No one ever did. 

I pressed knuckles into palms, brittle breaths hitching in my throat like a catch in a song I didn’t remember the words to. My sweater bit into my ribs, the thick cotton pulled tight in a constricting hug, a fabric fortress building walls around a quiet panic. Pulling at the folds wasn’t enough. I wanted to dissolve, to disappear beneath the desk, beneath the floor, anywhere but here.

The teacher’s voice dimmed into a kind of abstract hum. The words flickered out like stars behind a fogged window. A sudden wave of breathlessness hit—sharp, hot, choking. I swallowed hard, throat tightening, and my chest clenched like a fist around my heart.

What if my voice faltered in the hall? What if the walls closed in? I imagined faces turning, whispers skittering like spiders in the corners. I pictured hands trembling mid-gesture, words unraveling from a tongue that suddenly refused to form them. The mask—so tight, so carefully constructed—threatened to crack and spill the raw, exposed edges beneath.

I glanced sideways at the clock above the blackboard. Its hands edged slower than time ought to. Moments folded in on themselves, looping in spirals too dizzy to follow. Each tick knifed through my chest, echoing the drumming tempest underneath my ribs.

I stole a look at the row behind me, fingers laced tightly on another desk, legs tucked in, posture perfect. They laughed quietly at something I couldn’t quite catch, effortless and calm, like they’d never tasted the bitter drip of this kind of fear.

But I buried it, settled deeper into the calm surface I wore like armor. No trembling fingers, no knotted breath. Just steady eyes, blank and contained. No one needed to see the storm behind my irises—the silent earthquake waiting to fracture everything.

A scrape of chair legs. Footsteps in the hallway. The edge of the doorframe barely trembled in the corner of my eye. I swallowed again, hard—each breath a negotiation, a careful promise that I could hold on a little while longer.

The bell rang again—sharp and unforgiving—pulling us out of the stillness. I gathered my books slowly, deliberately, hands steady now, though I felt the rawness inside like an open wound beneath skin. My stomach twisted tight, a curled fist warning me how fragile the moment was.

Outside, the hall glimmered with fluorescent light and the distant thrum of footsteps. I edged forward on trembling legs, keeping my head down, voice locked away. One step at a time, always one step, like walking along a narrow ledge where every inch of solid ground might crumble.

How long before the walls I built shattered, and all the carefully stitched seams tore open? How long before I had nowhere left to hide—no patch of shadow, no soft fabric to clutch when the storm broke loose? The question hung in the air, heavy and unsleeping.

But for now, I survived—in the silence between bells, in the quiet tremble beneath my skin. The storm was there, fierce and unpredictable. And I was still standing.
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MY HAND HOVERED OVER the edge of the coffee-stained table, fingers twitching like they wanted to reach out but hesitating. Outside, the sky hung heavy with molasses-thick clouds, every shade of gray bleeding into the next, dulling the world until it felt like it might swallow me whole. And then, just like that, my thumb found the smooth edge of my phone, a flicker of blue light sliding across the screen like a secret signal—Starling.

I didn’t know when she’d messaged. Maybe minutes ago, maybe hours. Time had curled in on itself today, folding into the blur of errands, forced smiles, and every unspoken fear that knocked against the walls inside my chest. But there it was: her name glowing—soft, familiar, like a small promise.

Hey.

Simple, without fanfare. No judgment baked into those two letters, just an opening.

I stared at the screen, willing whatever courage it took to tap out a response. My fingers shook slightly, the weight of the day threading into each movement. Trying to survive. The words felt brittle, like bone fragments picked from a fracture, yet they were true. That was all I could offer today. Not the messy unraveling, not the piles of things I wanted to confess but couldn’t. Just survival.

The phone vibrated again almost immediately.

You okay?

I swallowed, imagining the softness in her voice behind those words. Starling had a way of making the world seem quiet enough for me to breathe. I wanted to answer, to say more, to say everything. But I typed nothing, preferring a line of ellipses that hung between us like a pause in a song I couldn’t finish.

The screen dimmed, then brightened again with another message.

If you want to talk, I’m here.

I traced the edge of the table with my nail, the rough paint catching beneath the curve. The room around me felt too loud and yet hollow—like an empty theater after the final act, the echoes of everything I refused to show hissing in the dark.

I wanted to type back, wanted to spill the whole storm inside me. But my fingers froze, choked by the need to keep the invisible armor intact. Vulnerability wasn’t something I wanted to unwrap here, not yet. So I typed only two words: Not now.

Minutes passed like hours. Then: I’m not going anywhere. I turned off the screen before the warmth could burn through the sharpened edges of my resolve.

My chest twisted at the thought of her patience, a slow unraveling thread knitted tightly with understanding. We were connected by whispers—text messages like lifelines thrown across the vast silence that had swallowed so much of me. Each notification was a heartbeat, a proof of presence.

But even as I clutched these fragile sparks, the knot in my gut tightened, dragging me beneath its weight. How long until the surface cracked? How long before the tide of anxiety swept away the fragile mask I wore, exposing every crack and fracture I’d begged the world not to see?

I rested the phone on my lap, fingers brushing the smooth glass absentmindedly, like tracing a map only I could read.

Starling’s light had cut through the darkness today. But was it enough? Could a few words, some quiet companionship, hold back the storm long enough for me to find my feet again? Or was I just stalling, delaying the moment when everything I wanted to hide would spill out in a wave I couldn’t control?

The gray outside deepened. I let my breath come slow, steady, pulling in what little strength I had left. Somewhere, behind the weight of silence and the blur of dusk, her messages waited, patient and soft—a fragile lifeline stretching across the distance, whispering I’m here.

For now, that was enough.
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Fragments in the Dark

I closed my bedroom door quietly, the soft click pressing against the shadows pooling in the corners. Outside the thin frame of the window, darkness had already swallowed the sky, swallowing whatever trace of day had tried to linger. The silence pressed in around me—thick, familiar, and dangerous in its stillness. I heard the distant swell of cars, their headlights unseen, tires humming like some steady heartbeat far beyond these walls. Every so often, the house sighed—wood settling, or maybe just the ghosts of old arguments and forgotten promises exhaling without sound.

My feet made no noise as I crossed the threadbare carpet, bare toes skimming over the fibers like hesitant secrets. My fingertips brushed against the edge of the desk, cold and smooth beneath skin that felt brittle and too aware of itself. The laptop sat there, open, its screen a pale blue heart beating in the dimness. The light framed the keys with ghostly outlines, giving the room an unreal, suspended feeling—as if the night itself held its breath along with me.

I swallowed hard. The air was thick in my chest, and for a moment, I thought I might freeze right there, become part of the stillness instead of breaking it. The cursor blinked at me, patient and unyielding, a silent dare wrapped in digital blue.

My fingers hovered, trembling, staring at the keys like they might explode if I pushed them too hard. I wanted to retreat, to pull back beneath the blankets and let the night smother every word I was aching to say. But desperation whispered beneath the doubt—a fragile thread woven from loneliness and hope that maybe, just maybe, the other side of that blinking line was waiting for me too.

So I typed: Hey.

I stared at the single word. *Hey.* So simple, so empty, and yet somehow charged with every ounce of my braver self. My thumb hit Enter before the tremor inside me could unravel into silence again.

The message hung there on the screen like a fragile promise, sparkling beneath the glow. My breath hitched, the muscles in my wrists tightening as if bracing against some invisible tide. I leaned back in the chair, the slow creak of springs beneath me sounding like the crackle of something brittle stretching to hold shape.

Time flickered. Seconds throbbed painfully as I watched the cursor blink, blinking, waiting. The house was too quiet, every creak and groan amplified in the stillness. My heart hammered against ribs that felt too constricted, too real. I wanted to look away, to pretend the screen was just a lifeless rectangle, but I couldn’t break the spell.

Then—almost a breath later—a new message appeared. Three little dots.

My breath caught again, but this time it carried something colder—nervous excitement or old wounds reopening, I couldn’t tell.

The dots vanished and words spilled onto the screen:

Hey.

Just like me. Just one word. It struck a strange chord in my chest—someone else’s voice whispering through the void. And suddenly that thread between us felt taut and alive.

I exhaled slowly and tapped back: “I didn’t think you’d answer.”

The cursor blinked, and a pause bloomed between messages, each delayed keystroke threading the space more tightly with uncertainty.

“I wasn’t sure I would either,” came the reply.

I bit my lip, fingers curling into fists on my lap. The room held its breath with me. The hum outside the window didn’t feel so distant anymore, drawing nearer as though the world itself leaned in, waiting to see what would come next.

“Why now?” I typed, voice trembling almost as much as my hands. “What made you want to talk?”

The answer was slow, deliberate. The waiting tasted like the hollow ache of every unanswered question I’d ever carried with me.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe because it’s late and there’s nothing else loud enough to drown out how much I miss it—the talking, I mean.”

My hands sagged with relief and a sudden rush of something raw and terrifying: possibility.

“Me too.”

I stared at those words until the meaning sank in. For all the time we’d spent apart—lost in whatever silence had built walls between us—there was still this fragile knot of connection. Still a spark, faint but unmistakable.

The blue glow of the screen warmed the chill in the room, and for a moment, it felt like I wasn’t alone. Like maybe, even after everything, words could still be bridges instead of barriers.

The sky beyond my window was still dark, but inside, something fragile and bright had started to flicker to life.
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THE SCREEN GLOWED STEADY, too steady—like the hum of an engine idling in the quiet. Then, out of nowhere, the username blinked into life: Starling. Four letters, a name that felt light on my tongue even as it tethered me to this strange digital space. Their first message settled gently beside the cursor, each word deliberate, quiet: "Hey there. Glad you’re here."

I hovered over the keyboard, fingers twitching as if I might retreat before the words could solidify. The impulse to close the window, to vanish behind the static of my own silence, huddled close. But there was something in that sentence—a warmth subtle as a candle flicker—that wove a fragile tether to the screen’s blue glow. I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and typed back a cautious, “Hey.”

The pause was nearly immediate, a breathless span in the void before Starling’s reply arrived, lighter this time, like a gentle prod rather than a shove: “How’s your day been?”

I stared, the words spreading out around me like an island in a mist. How *was* my day? I wanted to shuck my usual scripted answer, the one that sounded enough like normal to keep people at arm’s length. Yet, even as I began to type, the carefully constructed barrier rose again. “Busy,” I wrote, too vague, the single word feeling like a thin veil stretched over a yawning chasm. 

Seconds ticked by. Then: “Busy, huh? I get that. Mine was more ‘is-this-a-good-idea?’ than anything else. But you showed up here, so something tipped the scales.”

There was a humor in the message, dry and light, like a half-smile you catch out of the corner of your eye. Without seeing her, or knowing if Starling was a she at all, it felt like an understanding glance exchanged in a room full of faceless people. A nudge that said, *I’m here. You don’t have to carry the weight alone.*

The cursor blinked steadily between us, filling the silence with possibility. I hesitated, fingers on the keys, conscious of the space I normally preserved, the walls I built to keep my shadows close. But those questions, that simple kindness threading through each line—they made me want to lean in instead of recoil.

“It’s been one of those days where everything is loud, except the part of me that needs to be heard,” I typed, swallowing past the lump in my throat. It felt too real to lay bare, but enough of a crack to invite something different.

Moments later, Starling’s reply slid into view: “There’s something about ’loud’ days like that, isn’t there? Like they shout at your chest, but inside there’s this quiet scream that no one can quite catch. I’m glad you said that.”

The empathy wrapped around the words like a soft scarf, comforting without smothering.

I blinked, heart thudding a bit faster, as more words spilled onto the screen, careful, like a safe place built between us. “You’re not asking for details. I like that.” There was no judgment, only quiet curiosity. “Most people just want the highlights. They skim the surface and never ask what’s floating underneath.”

My fingers itched to confess something more, but the risk felt sharp. Instead, I typed, “Do you ever feel like you’re talking in a language no one knows except you?”

Starling’s reply was almost immediate. “All the time. Sometimes I wonder if the stars above me are the only ones listening.”

I smiled then, some of the heaviness dissolving. Here I was—talking to a stranger who felt less like a ghost and more like a lighthouse flickering through fog. And maybe, just maybe, that was enough for now.

—-
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MINUTES PASSED LIKE hours, and with each exchange, the atmosphere shifted. The silence between our typed words grew less like an abyss and more like a shared breath, a pause between two people walking the same, winding path. I caught myself leaning toward the screen, drawn in not by answers, but by the steady rhythm of another person’s presence who didn’t blink away.

“I’m starved for real talk,” I wrote finally. “Not the kind doctored up for daylight—for polite company. This feels... different.”

Starling’s response was a simple emoticon—a small star—which somehow said so much more than words ever could.

The clock hands slid forward, unnoticed, as the thread between us grew taut with fragile trust. Maybe this was what I needed—the gentle pull of a hand I couldn’t see, the slow unspooling of someone who didn’t demand everything at once.

I sat back, letting the glow wash over my face. The night was still hushed outside, the world paused at the edge of dreams. But on this tiny corner of the internet, beneath the sheltering quiet of unspoken fears and tentative hopes, I found a soft space holding me—not quite safe, but close enough to start believing it might be.

Typing again, I said, “Thanks for being here, Starling.”

And for the first time in a long while, I meant it.

––––––––
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THE QUIET HUM OF THE laptop was the only sound filling the space between us, and it felt impossibly loud. My fingers hovered just above the keys, trembling like the wings of a bird caught in a storm. Starling shifted beside me, their breath slow and steady—a grounding rhythm that somehow made the room feel less cavernous, less suffocating. I didn’t want to speak. Not yet. Not like this. But the words wanted out, each one a pebble pressing against the dam inside my chest.

I began to type, not carefully, but with a raw urgency, like peeling away skin that had hardened from too much hiding. The memory came crashing back—not as a neat file tucked away, but as a wave that swallowed the shore.

*It was the night my breath betrayed me.*  

I sat on the edge of my bed, chest tightening until it felt like a fist was closing around my lungs. The walls of my room shrank, pressing closer until air was a distant city I could only see through a fogged window. My fingers clawed at the sheets, my heartbeat thundering so loud I thought it would burst free from my ribcage. Panic made everything taste metallic, my teeth clenched, teeth I barely felt because the numbness had settled deep into my fingers and toes. I thought I might shatter, splinter into pieces too small to find again.

I let the words tumble onto the screen like spilled ink, messy and uneven, and a slow tightness curled in my throat. Fear was a tide pulling me under—what if this spilled darkness pushed them away instead? But there was something steadier in Starling’s presence, a patient gravity. They didn’t reach for the keyboard, didn’t try to rescue me with a quick fix or a reassuring phrase. Instead, they simply waited, like the quiet after a storm, as if knowing the silence before the release was just as important.

My chest clenched tighter when I pushed the last sentence through. I wanted to delete it all instantly. To vanish behind the safety of a lie or a joke. But the window remained open, the words blinking back at me on the screen. I swallowed hard and glanced sideways.

Starling’s eyes stayed fixed on the monitor—not wide with shock, not cold with judgment—but soft. They traced the curve of my confession with an unspoken promise: I’m here. I’m not leaving.

I wanted to reach out, to touch that gentle conviction, but my hands still shook too much. Instead, I pulled a blanket closer around my shoulders, the fabric whispering quiet comfort against my skin. I had spent so long wrapping myself in defenses—barriers made of silence and half-truths—that feeling this naked, this exposed, was terrifying. But the other side of that terror was a strange kind of relief. Relief tangled with shame, relief sharpened by vulnerability.

“You didn’t have to say that,” Starling finally said, voice low and tentative, as if afraid to break the fragile thread between us. “But I’m really glad you did.”

Their words didn’t rush at me. There was no pressure to perform strength or to “get over” it. Just an invitation to be real, to breathe into the vulnerability I usually buried so deep.

I nodded, unable to trust my voice. My throat felt raw, like it had swallowed sandpaper, but inside the aching silence, something shifted. The invisible weight I’d
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