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      For the truth that refused to remain hidden. This one’s for everyone who was told to stay quiet.
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      I met him in the Sable House lobby; the elevator smelled like cigarettes, and his laugh landed in my bones. It was around ten p.m. I was jet--lagged, wearing a green hoodie and trying to be invisible, so I told my brother I was going out for a smoke.

      Daniel sat at the desk in a blue--collared shirt and stopped me as I passed—”What kind of music do you like?”—and I gave him a weird look because I was exhausted and didn’t want to be bothered. I smoked outside with the door in sight because I didn’t trust being stopped, and when I came back in, he said, “Have a good night.” I shrugged and said, “You too,” but my eyebrows scrunched; he felt creepy. Upstairs, I told my brother the guy downstairs was trying to pick me up, and he teased, “Oh good, you have a new boyfriend.” And that’s how I met Daniel. Not exactly a meet--cute, just a small, weird beginning.

      We kept bumping into each other after that—laundry nights, quick smokes by the back entrance, whatever made the day smaller. One night, my dryer sheets fell, and Daniel bent to pick them up like it was nothing; I watched him and thought, “Why is he being so nice?” He offered to take them and told me to meet him in the courtyard. He asked if I had social media, said his name, and we stood under the building lights while Patrick the doorman watched. It felt easy, like sliding into something familiar. I told him something I shouldn’t have because I felt weirdly comfortable, and before I left, I asked, “Can I kiss you on the cheek?” He said, “No—I’m at work.” Then, “Alright, but quickly.” I kissed him quickly on the cheek; he walked me back up to the lobby, I went upstairs, and that was another small, stupid step toward whatever this was becoming.

      We started smoking with Patrick in the courtyard, and I became friends with him; Daniel drifted into that orbit sometimes. We exchanged numbers and called each other now and then—he was kind, sweet, easy to talk to. One Friday, he called drunk and said, “I really like you,” and I admitted I kind of liked him too; he asked if he could come over, and I hemmed.

      That night, I went downstairs to joke with Morris about the guys who hit on me, and Morris kept saying, “You should get with Daniel,” like he already knew something I didn’t. I kept insisting Daniel wasn’t my type—bald, stocky, not my thing—but he kept showing up anyway. Small moments, slow pull.

      The next day, Daniel knocked and came up to my unit when nobody else was home. I’d made the bed like it was for something—a little fun, I thought—and Daniel sat at my computer desk while I kept tugging him toward the bed, teasing him to come closer. He kept asking, “Who’s your brother?” and I snapped, “Why do you need to know?” I showed him a picture anyway, and the second he saw my brother, he literally freaked out—stammering, “I gotta go,” like he couldn’t breathe. He left without another word. I sat there thinking, okay, that was weird.

      He stayed away for a while after seeing my brother, then called two weeks later and asked me to meet him on the rooftop. It was around ten p.m.; he said he had to lock up, but we stayed for an hour under the stars, just looking at the skyline. It felt romantic and easy, and we started kissing. Things got heavy—I gave him oral, he loved it, and afterward we held each other for a little while. He walked me down, locked the stairwell behind us, and we kissed in the elevator on the way up to my floor. He kissed me goodbye and said, “I’ll call you.”

      After that night, Daniel spent the next few weeks showing up like the weather I couldn’t predict, and even though I knew better, my heart couldn’t help but flutter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      He started showing up like a weather pattern I didn’t know how to read—sometimes a storm, sometimes a sunbeam—and mostly he was just there, in the corners of my day. We stayed casual because I told myself we were casual; we called it “friends” and laughed when anyone else tried to name it. But the way he hovered at building entrances, the careless way he bumped my shoulder and then didn’t move away, felt like permission to want him.

      Everything about us happened in the in--between places: the rooftop where the city looked soft and small, the stairwell where our breaths fogged in the dim light, the back entrance that smelled faintly of trash and rain. It felt illicit and alive in the best way, like being a teenager again with a secret you don’t want to give words to. He’d lean in during a cigarette break and kiss me like practice—slow and careful—and then laugh when I pretended to be annoyed. He was, bafflingly, kind. He opened doors, remembered how I took my coffee once, tucked a blanket around my shoulders when the wind cut through the rooftop. Little things that stacked into something that looked dangerously like trust.

      We kept it secret because it had to be secret—because his life was in the building and mine was here, because spectacle was the last thing either of us needed. So the smallness of it made it feel more real: stolen hands in stairwells, whispered jokes under the sodium lights, the casual euphemism of “I’ll call you” that always, somehow, meant more. I told myself I wouldn’t fall for the pattern, that I’d keep my feet on solid ground. But patterns are persuasive. They repeat themselves until you don’t notice you’ve been walking right into them.

      It was one of those nights when the apartment felt empty and the hallway lights buzzed like a forgotten song. Nobody else was home; the bed was made like I’d been pretending we’d have company. Daniel sat at my kitchen table with a beer in his hand and the kind of tired smile that made everything hush. We’d been doing the secret thing long enough that the edges of it felt familiar, like a bruise I’d learned not to notice. When he stood up, he didn’t rush—he simply crossed the room and closed the distance between us like he’d been doing it for weeks.

      We didn’t talk about what this meant. We didn’t need to. His mouth on mine was the only language we trusted that night. It wasn’t frantic, not ugly; it was soft, the way two people practice bravery. When he touched me, it pushed at something I kept locked, a childish, ridiculous part of me that equated closeness with belonging. I told myself I wouldn’t fall into it, that sex was just sex, but every time he looked at me afterward—like I was something worth keeping—that little voice in my chest uncurled.

      He was careful and clumsy in the best way, like someone trying not to break the thing he wanted most. Afterward, we lay there with the city humming below, and I felt the quiet swell of something that had nothing to do with logic. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t attach; I’d been at that long enough to know the score. But lying next to him, hearing the even rise and fall of his breath, I felt it anyway: the stupid, dangerous pull of wanting someone to stay.

      We lay there after, the city humming under the windows, and I wanted something I’d told myself I wouldn’t want: a label, a promise. I turned to him and asked, soft and stupid, “What are we?” He sounded drunk—words thick and honest. “You’re too good for me,” he said, like it was fact, like it explained everything. I frowned, then moved my head to the side and just looked at him. “Why would you say that?” He blinked, then whispered, “I don’t want to be hurt.” I reached up, brushed my palm along his cheek, and said, “I will never hurt you.” He kissed me then, like sealing it, and we were a couple after that—small, private, and somehow official. July 19, 2017.

      After that, he stayed more. Our first proper date was clumsy and perfect: we met on the corner because we still had to be careful, and we walked to the House Grill, where I paid because he was short that day. We split fries and shared one soda like kids daring to be cheap and romantic, and he laughed at everything I said. We ducked into a corner market because I wanted to buy him cigarettes and the candy he liked, and then we wandered into a little quirky general store because I liked looking at useless things. He came early from work just to get that extra time, then walked back to the building to clock in while I went home with my heart louder than it should’ve been. It felt like a first date should feel—small, intimate, and like the world had shrunk to just the two of us for a little while.

      Weekdays became our quiet orbit. He lived on the south side, and it took him about an hour by train to get to me, which meant he wasn’t around every weekend—Friday and Saturday were his time at home—but during the week, he found excuses to be near: a broken light to fix, a hallway door that wouldn’t latch, or just a cigarette that needed company. The secrecy made everything taste better. It felt private in a way that was almost sacred; we were a small secret the building shared.

      He’d text the morning after we spent time—simple things, like “Thank you” for dinner, apologizing for being broke that night—and I’d answer with a tease: “Next time, you take me out and pay.” It was easy and stupid and warm. But the commute carved little hollows into our days. Some weeks he showed up every night; other weeks he vanished for two or three nights straight, and I’d convince myself he was just busy. Still, when he came back, he had this habit of leaning in like nothing had changed, like the distance didn’t matter. It made my chest do the thing it does—hop and sink at the same time.

      One night, after a string of quiet weekends, I called him because I was tired of guessing. He sounded like he’d been drinking—slow words, a laugh that didn’t quite land—and when I asked, I wanted him to stay more than I wanted to be right. That was the moment we crossed the line from casual to something with edges.

      We didn’t announce it. We didn’t carve it into calendars. We just started showing up for each other in the small ways that, secretly, mattered: a smoke where words failed, an extra blanket on a cold rooftop, a text that said more by being short. It felt like building something out of glue and luck, and for once I let myself hope that patterns could hold.
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      By the end of 2017, we were dating for real, or at least that’s what I told myself.

      At the beginning, it felt easy. It felt like butterflies and dandelions and all that soft, stupid, beautiful stuff people write poems about. I wanted to believe in it. I wanted to believe in him. So I overlooked things I probably should not have overlooked, because when you care about somebody, you make excuses faster than you make sense.

      He liked a lot of women. Too many. He flirted online like he was single, like I was invisible, like my feelings were some small thing he could brush aside with a smile and a joke. I saw messages. I saw him asking other women out, acting like it was harmless, like it was just fun.

      Just fun.

      That was always the word he used when he wanted to make something wrong sound harmless.

      When I questioned it, he acted offended. Like I was the problem. Like I was spying. Like I had no right to be upset about what I could clearly see with my own eyes. That was the first time I felt that strange twist in my stomach, the one that comes when you realize somebody is trying to make you doubt yourself.

      Then he blocked me on Facebook.

      Just like that.

      No warning. No real conversation. One minute I was there, the next I was gone, erased like I didn’t matter enough to even argue with. That became our first real fight, and it was ugly in that quiet way that hurts worse than shouting. He didn’t talk to me for days. When we passed each other in the courtyard, he ignored me like I was air. Like I hadn’t been sitting there with my chest cracked open, trying to understand what I had done wrong.

      And because I cared, because I was already in too deep, I did the thing I always did back then.

      I chased the peace.

      I grabbed his hand and apologized.

      I told him I was sorry, even though part of me wasn’t sure what I was sorry for. Sorry for looking. Sorry for caring. Sorry for wanting him to act like my boyfriend instead of some man playing games with everybody’s feelings.

      We made up after that.

      Or at least that’s what it looked like on the outside.

      On the inside, nothing really got fixed. We just started over like the damage hadn’t happened. Like silence wasn’t a weapon. Like being blocked, ignored, and dismissed was just a bump in the road instead of a sign.

      And the worst part was, I let it happen.

      I wasn’t added back to his social media. He told me I needed to learn to respect his privacy.

      Privacy.

      That word sat in my head for a long time, because privacy is one thing. Secrecy is another. And back then, I didn’t know the difference, or maybe I did and just didn’t want to admit it.

      I wanted him. So I accepted less than I deserved.

      I accepted the excuses.

      I accepted the silence.

      I accepted the version of love that made me feel small.

      And once you start accepting things like that, it gets easier for the wrong things to keep happening.

      We mostly stayed around the Sable House, tucked away like we were hiding something, because we were.

      Nobody was supposed to know we were together, not really. Not because we weren’t, but because of his job, because of what it would look like, because of all the reasons people give when they want to keep you close but not visible. The only person who knew for sure was Morris.

      That secret made everything feel strange. Intimate, but also fake. Like we were building something in the dark and calling it love.

      Daniel and I got close so fast it was almost ridiculous. It felt like we had just met and somehow already knew each other’s rhythms, each other’s moods, each other’s silence. But even with all of that closeness, there was still this weird distance I couldn’t explain. We were in a relationship, or at least I thought we were. He would say I was his part-time lover, and I never knew if he meant it like a joke or like the truth.

      Part-time lover.

      That should have told me everything I needed to know.

      There were moments when I looked at him and thought, maybe he’s bipolar. Maybe something is wrong. Maybe his moods are just too fast, too sharp, too all over the place for me to keep up with. And then there were other moments when I thought, no, this is not mood swings. This is somebody choosing confusion. This is somebody choosing to keep me off balance.

      And then there were times I wondered if he just forgot things. Really forgot them. Like he had some kind of sickness that made him lose track of what he said, what he promised, what he agreed to. But even I knew that wasn’t it. Not really.

      Because two weeks earlier, I had asked him straight up what this relationship was and what it meant.

      I needed clarity. I needed a name for it. I needed something solid to hold on to because everything else felt slippery.

      And when I asked him, he said, “Don’t push me.”

      That was it.

      Don’t push me.

      No answer. No honesty. No comfort. Just those two words hanging between us like a warning.

      So there I was, trying to understand a man who wanted all the closeness of a relationship without the responsibility of one. Trying to love somebody who kept me secret, kept me guessing, and kept me quiet whenever I asked for the truth.

      And still, I stayed.

      I stayed because I wanted to believe there was something there worth fighting for. I stayed because I thought maybe if I was patient enough, soft enough, good enough, he would finally choose me out loud.

      But that was the lie, wasn’t it?

      I was always hoping for a confession from somebody who preferred confusion.

      We spent a lot of time around the Sable House, keeping everything quiet, keeping everything hidden. It was easier that way. Safer, maybe. Or at least that’s what I told myself.

      Daniel never had money. Or at least, he always said he didn’t.

      Yet somehow, he always wanted to go out to eat.

      I remember looking at him one day and saying, “You just got paid.”

      He gave me that same tired look and said, “Yeah, but I had to pay my utilities and essentials.”

      “Essentials?” I asked. “What about groceries?”

      He always had an answer, but never a good one.

      Still, he’d insist on taking me out like that fixed everything. Like spending money he claimed not to have made him look better somehow. And if I asked too many questions, he got defensive. Sometimes it felt like even my face bothered him, like my appearance itself was too much for him to sit with. Too polished, too put together, too something he couldn’t control.

      The money thing kept circling back. He had a decent paycheck, so I kept wondering where it all went. Every time I asked, the story changed just enough to stay vague.

      Then one weekend, he hit me with the same routine again.

      “I’m out of food,” he said.

      I looked at him. “How?”

      He shrugged. “Can you go get me some groceries?”

      I paused. “I don’t know. We’ll see. What do you need?”

      He disappeared for a second, then came back with a grocery list that might as well have been half the store. Thirty items, maybe fifty. It was never just a couple of things. It was always a full list, like somehow I had become the backup plan for everything he didn’t want to handle himself.

      I stared at the list and laughed a little, because what else could I do?

      “You’re serious?” I said.

      He smiled like it was nothing. Like this was normal. Like asking me to cover his groceries was just another thing couples did.

      Then he kissed me on the cheek, soft and quick, and said, “Thank you.”

      And just like that, he left.

      I stood there holding that list, feeling more used than loved, more convenient than cared for.

      That was the thing with Daniel. He knew how to make you feel wanted in the moment, but not necessarily valued after it. He could be sweet for a second and selfish the next. And somehow, I kept trying to make all of it make sense.
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      He called me drunk a lot more than I wanted to admit.

      Every time the phone lit up and I heard that slur in his voice, I knew what I was in for. Most of the time, I kept it short.

      “I’m busy,” I’d say.

      And I was. Usually with my daughter, usually doing something that actually mattered, something that kept my feet on the ground while he drifted around somewhere in his own mess.

      But then there were nights when he got soft. Nights when the liquor pulled something honest out of him before he could stop it.

      He told me he admired me.

      He said he admired me as a strong mother, that he respected how close I was with my daughter, how I took care of her. He didn’t use those exact words every time, but that was the feeling of it. Like, for a second, he saw me clearly.

      That part got to me more than I wanted it to.

      Because I was not used to being seen like that.

      Then one night, he said he loved me.

      I remember freezing.

      Not because I had never wanted to hear it, but because he said it like it slipped out before he could catch it. Then he hesitated and repeated himself.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” he said.

      That hit me hard.

      He was drunk, heavily drunk, with that thick slur in his voice and all that old pain spilling out behind it. He started talking about his wife cheating on him, about his past, about how hurt he had been. Then he said I reminded him of his mother.

      I didn’t know what to do with that.

      We stayed on the phone for almost three hours. Three hours of him talking, crying, circling around old wounds. He doesn’t like to cry on the phone. He says it’s embarrassing. But that night, he didn’t care. Or maybe he cared and couldn’t stop himself.

      At one point, he started crying so hard he could barely get the words out.

      He said he missed his mom.

      He said he was sorry for being mean to me.

      He said he loved me very much.

      I remember sitting there, staring at the wall, trying to make sense of a man who could go from cruel to tender in the same breath.

      “What did you say?” I asked him.

      And he repeated it.

      “I love you very much.”

      And I just sat there like, really? We just started dating officially, and already this was the kind of night we were having?

      He kept talking in broken pieces, slurred and emotional, and I kept listening because I didn’t know what else to do. Somewhere in the middle of it all, he went quiet.

      Too quiet.

      I kept talking for a while, but he wasn’t answering anymore.

      So I figured it out on my own.

      He had passed out.

      Fallen asleep right there on the phone, somewhere in the middle of his tears and apologies and all the things he probably would not even remember in the morning.

      And that should have told me something.

      It should have told me everything.

      He usually called me in the early evening, not too late, but late enough that I could tell something was off the second I answered.

      “Oohh God,” he’d say, dragging the words out. “I don’t feel good.”

      I’d pause and listen to that thick, miserable sound in his voice and already know.

      “You’ve been drinking.”

      A small silence would follow, then a weak little laugh. “Maybe.”

      “Daniel.”

      “What?” he’d say, like I was the one being dramatic. “I had a rough day.”

      “That’s not a rough day. That’s you drinking too much again.”

      He never liked when I said it like that. He always acted like I was accusing him of a crime instead of stating the obvious.

      He drank beer, vodka, whatever was around, and always acted like it was no big deal. Beer in one hand, music playing in the background, and him slowly slipping deeper into himself like I wasn’t supposed to notice. It wasn’t one drink. It was binge drinking. The kind that changed his whole voice. The kind that made him soft for a minute and impossible the next.

      Sometimes he’d call and just groan into the phone.

      “I feel like shit,” he’d mutter.

      “Well, yeah,” I’d say. “Because you keep doing this.”

      Then he’d go quiet, and I’d hear the music in the background, low and distant. Sometimes he’d start talking like he was trying to confess something.

      “I didn’t mean to call you like this.”

      “Then why did you?”

      “Because I wanted to hear your voice.”

      That would always pull at me, even when I knew better.

      “You need to lie down,” I’d tell him.

      “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      And then the morning after was always the worst part.

      Because the next day, it was like nothing had happened.

      No apology. No memory. No real acknowledgment of the way he had sounded the night before. If I brought it up, he’d act vague or irritated, like I was trying to start something.

      “What did I say?” he’d ask.

      “You don’t remember?”

      He’d sigh. “I was drinking.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It was just a drunk call.”

      Just a drunk call.

      That’s what he made it sound like, like I was supposed to laugh it off and move on. But I didn’t move on as easily as he did. I remembered the slurred words. The little crack in his voice when he told me he loved me. The way he sounded scared, then sorry, then sleepy, like the whole thing had passed through him and left me holding the pieces.

      And every time he called like that, I started to understand something I didn’t want to understand.

      The drinking wasn’t just occasional.

      It was a pattern.

      A habit.

      Maybe even a way to disappear.

      And I was the one who kept picking up the phone.

      The next day, he stopped by my house like nothing had happened.

      That was Daniel. He could say something reckless, disappear into his own mess, and then show up the next day acting like the world was normal again.

      I had told him things I had never told anybody else. My past. My insecurities. The things I was embarrassed about. I trusted him with pieces of myself I had spent years trying to protect.

      At the time, I was heavier, and I was weaning off Xanax that had been prescribed by a doctor. That was not a secret to me. That was something I was struggling through, one day at a time.

      But Daniel did not know how to hold something tender without crushing it.

      “You really need to stop taking Xanax,” he said.

      I looked at him. “I am stopping.”

      He shook his head. “You’re an addict.”

      I laughed, but it wasn’t funny. “Me? No.”

      “You are,” he said, like he had the right to label me.

      I stood there staring at him, trying to understand how a man who claimed to care about me could talk to me like that. Like he was better than me. Like he was clean and perfect and I was some broken thing he had to point at.

      Then he started on my body.

      We took a walk around the courtyard at the Sable House, trying to get some air. Or at least I was. He was there too, phone in hand, barely present even when he was right beside me.

      Then he looked me up and down and said it.

      “You know, I like my women thin.”

      I went still.

      He kept going. “Thin waist. Big boobs. Small ass. I think you should work out more.”

      I looked at him like I wanted him to take it back.

      He didn’t.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, noticing my face.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      But it was not nothing.

      I got up and walked back to the building before I said something I couldn’t take back. Or maybe before he could say something even worse.

      When I got home, I ate and ate and ate until I felt sick.

      Not because I was hungry.

      Because I was hurt.

      Because his words had crawled under my skin and settled there. Because I had trusted him with my body, my history, my pain, and he had used it against me. Because he had taken the parts of me I shared in confidence and handed them out like gossip.

      He told people.

      That was the worst part.

      Not just that he judged me. Not just that he body-shamed me. But that he repeated my private business to other people, and suddenly I could feel eyes on me. Hear the whispers. I felt the shift in the room when I walked in.

      I started feeling ugly in places that had nothing to do with my reflection.

      And that night, I cried myself to sleep.

      Because loving Daniel was beginning to feel less like being cherished and more like being slowly broken down.
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      It started one evening when I was cleaning out my closets.

      I had bags of clothes piled up on the floor, some too small, some I just didn’t wear anymore, and I figured instead of letting them sit there, I’d give them away. So I made a call and asked if anybody could use them. That’s how the whole thing got started.

      I ended up giving a bag of clothes to Daniel’s ex-wife for her kids.

      She thanked me.

      And then, to my surprise, she wanted to add me on social media.

      I thought it was harmless. I thought it was kind. I thought maybe this was one of those rare moments where everybody could just be decent and normal for once.

      So I told Daniel.

      That was my mistake.

      The second I mentioned it, he exploded.

      “No,” he snapped. “Block her.”

      I stared at him. “Why?”

      “Because she’s crazy.”

      I blinked. “She just wanted to add me.”

      “Block her,” he repeated, louder this time, like volume was supposed to make the answer make sense.

      Then he turned around and kept going, like I was the one doing something wrong. I also told him his sister wanted to be friends on social media, too. That was another mistake that I should have just kept to myself.

      “What is the matter with you?” he yelled. “You are a grown-ass woman. You don’t need to be friends with my sister.”

      His sister was twenty.

      Twenty.

      And I still remember standing there thinking, What is he so afraid of?

      Why was he so determined to keep me away from everyone in his life? Why was every human connection around him treated like a threat?

      He always said he was private.

      That was his word for it.

      Private.

      But private was not the same as secretive, and private was definitely not the same as controlling. He didn’t want people to know his business because then they might know too much. They might see him clearly. They might see how he treated people. They might see me.

      He once called me his closet bitch.

      Like I was something hidden away, something tucked in the dark where nobody could question it.

      And I stayed.

      Even while I was weaning from Xanax, even while he made everything worse, even while my own head felt like it was full of static, I kept trying to understand him.

      He would show me his phone and say, “I wish you looked like this.”

      I’d look at the screen and feel my stomach drop every time.

      Every comment about my body made me want to change myself more. Every insult made me want to eat more. Every time he knocked my weight, I felt myself slipping farther away from the woman I actually was.

      He had no idea how much damage he was doing.

      Or maybe he did.

      Maybe that was the point.

      Even his cat became part of the chaos.

      The poor thing developed mites and started urinating all over his unit. He almost got evicted because of it, until he said he found a home for the cat.

      I don’t know if I believed him.

      After the cat was gone, he got emotional about it. He cried. He acted depressed every day. He even slept with the cat’s toys like they were some kind of comfort object. It was strange to watch him fall apart over the cat while turning around and tearing me down every chance he got.

      He was all emotion when it came to what he cared about.

      When it came to me, he was cold.

      I never understood him.

      Not then, and honestly, not even now.

      Back then, I kept telling myself he was bipolar, because that was the only explanation I could make fit. His moods were all over the place. One minute he was loving. The next minute he was cruel. It was like watching somebody switch masks in the middle of a sentence.

      He had more mood swings than a woman going through menopause, and I say that with respect, because the whole thing was exhausting.

      I was always trying to keep up with him, trying to figure out which version of him I was going to get.

      And somehow, I was still the one feeling like the problem.

      Daniel was always apologizing.

      “I love you,” he’d say, like those words could smooth over anything. Like they could erase whatever he’d just done.

      And because I loved him, I forgave him.

      That was the problem. I kept forgiving him before the wound even had time to close.

      He’d stop by the unit, and the first thing he’d ask was, “Who’s here?”

      I’d look at him, confused. “Nobody.”

      He’d shut the door behind him every time, always locking it like somebody was going to burst in and catch him doing something wrong. He acted like everyone was after him. Like the whole world was waiting to get him. I used to watch him pace around the room, nervous for no reason I could understand, and I’d think, Why is he so paranoid?

      Sometimes he’d come by just long enough to get what he wanted.

      That’s the part that still stings.

      He’d kiss me like he missed me, pull me close like I was something precious, and then suddenly it was over. Like a switch flipped. Like the whole visit had only ever been about that one thing. He’d get what he needed, and then he was halfway out the door again, leaving me there trying to catch my breath and pretending I didn’t feel used.

      There were nights I wanted more.

      Nights I wanted him to stay, talk to me, touch me like I mattered beyond the moment. But if I asked for intimacy on my terms, he’d turn it around on me so fast it made my head spin.

      “You always do this,” he’d say.

      “Do what?”

      “All you do is think about yourself.”

      I stared at him. “Me? Thinking about myself? Spending intimate time with you makes me selfish?”

      That was usually how it started. Me trying to ask for something simple, and him turning it into a fight.

      He’d cross his arms and look at me like I was annoying him. “You make everything a big deal.”

      “No,” I’d say, my voice rising now. “I’m asking for the same thing you ask for.”

      He’d shake his head, already done with the conversation. “Here we go.”

      And there it was again—that feeling that my needs only mattered if they matched his.

      If he wanted sex, it was fine. If I wanted closeness, it was too much. If he needed comfort, I was expected to be there. If I wanted him to stay, suddenly I was demanding, dramatic, selfish.

      The truth was, he knew how to take. He just didn’t know how to give without making it feel like a transaction.

      After enough of those fights, I stopped asking as much.

      I learned how to swallow what I wanted before it could come out. I learned how to act okay when I wasn’t. I learned how to let him come and go, use what he needed, and leave me hanging with the rest of it.

      And I hated that I let him do that.

      I hated that I kept confusing being wanted with being loved.

      After one of his binge-drinking nights, Daniel tried to make it right by promising me dinner.

      “We’ll go tomorrow,” he said.

      I remember standing there, trying to let myself believe him. “Okay,” I said. “Fine.”

      So I got ready. I got dressed. I actually put effort into myself because, for once, I thought maybe he meant it.

      But the night came, and just like that, it all fell apart again.

      He called with that miserable voice he got when he was hungover.

      “Not today,” he said.

      I frowned. “What do you mean, not today?”

      “My mouth hurts,” he muttered. “I can’t walk.”

      I stared at the phone like it had insulted me personally. “Daniel, I’m already dressed.”

      Then he snapped.

      “Goddamn it, didn’t you hear me?” he shouted. “My mouth hurts. What do you want, a fucking award for having makeup on?”

      The line went quiet after that.

      I stood there in shock, still holding the phone, feeling the heat rise in my chest. One second I was dressed for a date, and the next I was being yelled at like I had done something wrong for expecting him to keep his word.

      I hung up and called Laurie.

      “Come on,” I said the second she answered. “Let’s go out to eat.”

      She didn’t even hesitate. “Girl, say less. I’m on my way.”

      Laurie always knew how to bring me back down to earth. She didn’t make
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