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			Dedication

			
		
    For the women who have learned how to hold everything together while quietly falling apart. For the ones who showed up every day, competent and capable, even when grief rearranged their lives and made the familiar feel foreign. For those who carried ambition, love, responsibility, and loss all at once, and were told—explicitly or subtly—that they should be able to handle it better.
For the women who searched for themselves in relationships, in careers, in expectations placed on them long before they had the language to question them. For the ones who believed that endurance was proof of love, that shrinking was maturity, and that staying silent was strength. For anyone who has ever wondered if losing themselves meant they were no longer worthy of being loved.
Then there's those navigating long-term love and commitment, trying to understand where partnership ends and self begins. For the ones who have stayed through hard seasons, questioned whether they were asking for too much, or feared becoming a burden simply because they needed care too. For the ones learning that choosing themselves does not mean they failed at loving someone else.
And for those recovering from loss in all its forms. The loss of a child, of certainty, of a body that once felt familiar, of a future that no longer looks the way it was supposed to. For anyone rebuilding after infertility, miscarriage, identity loss, or depression, and discovering that healing does not come with neat timelines or easy resolutions.
Finally, this is for the readers who live between worlds, who know that love, grief, and becoming do not look the same everywhere. For those who recognize themselves in stories set beyond what they were taught to see as universal. For the ones who know that place, culture, and history shape how we love, how we hurt, and how we heal.
May this book meet you where you are.May it remind you that you are not alone.And may it affirm that becoming yourself again is always worth the effort.
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PROLOGUE
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When you're grieving, you don't notice the smaller losses happening around you. The miscarriage takes up so much space—the physical pain, the crushing guilt, the dreams that die with each heartbeat that stops—that you don't see the other things slipping away. Your sense of self. Your worth. The boundaries you used to have.

You tell yourself it's temporary.

You tell yourself your body just needs time to heal, that the weight you're gaining is normal after pregnancy loss, that the depression will lift eventually if you just push through it.

You tell yourself that love means supporting your husband's dreams while yours sit quietly in the corner, waiting for a better time that never comes.

You tell yourself a lot of things when you're drowning.

Most of them are ways to avoid admitting you can't breathe.

But you don't know that yet. Not when you're lying in a hospital bed blaming yourself for something your body couldn't control. Not when your husband is working himself to exhaustion and you feel guilty for not being stronger, for not bouncing back faster, for taking up space with your sadness when he has so much else to carry.

Not when you believe that your value comes from how little you need, how much you give, how small you can make yourself so he has room to grow.

Lagos taught me many things. This city of noise and hustle and relentless forward motion—it taught me that survival requires adaptation. That sometimes you have to be harder than you want to be just to make it through the day. That image matters, that appearances matter, that what people see is often more important than what's true.

I came here for love. For marriage. For the promise of building something with someone.

I was twenty-six when I married Daniel Reed.

A man whose ambition was so bright it blinded me to everything else. Who talked about the future with such certainty that I believed him when he said "we" but meant "me." Who made me feel special in the beginning—chosen, seen, valued—before teaching me that love was conditional on my performance.

We met in university. Engineering students both, though he'd switch to business before graduation. I remember watching him present in class, the way he commanded attention, the confidence with which he spoke about buildings and bridges and creating something that would last.

I fell in love with his vision before I fell in love with him.

That should have been my first warning.

Because when you love someone's potential more than their reality, you spend years waiting for them to become the person you imagined instead of seeing who they actually are.

I thought marriage meant partnership. That we'd build our dreams together, support each other through hard times, celebrate victories as a team. I thought the vows meant something—for better or worse, in sickness and in health.

I thought a lot of things back then.

Before the miscarriages that broke something inside me I couldn't name. Before the depression that turned food into the only comfort I could trust. Before the weight gain that made me invisible in my own marriage. Before the night my husband looked at me in a hotel lobby and said the words that would shatter everything: "Look at you. Do you really expect me to stand beside someone like that?"

Before I learned that the man I married only loved the version of me that made him look good. That his love was a transaction, not a gift. That I'd spent four years making myself smaller and smaller, trying to be worthy of affection that was never really offered freely in the first place.

This is a story about that breaking. About losing yourself so completely you forget you were ever whole. About believing you deserve the cruelty because you've failed at being the perfect wife, the perfect woman, the perfect version of yourself that someone else decided you should be.

But it's also a story about rebuilding. About finding someone who showed me what safety feels like—not because he rescued me, but because he gave me space to rescue myself. About learning that healing isn't linear, that progress isn't perfection, that becoming whole again means doing the hard work of therapy and boundaries and choosing yourself even when it's terrifying.

It's about discovering that the right love doesn't ask you to disappear. It invites you to become more fully who you are.

This is the story of how I lost myself in a marriage that was slowly killing me.

And how I found myself again in the ruins.

Not perfectly. Not completely. But genuinely.

How I learned that my worth isn't measured by the number on a scale or the opinion of a man who couldn't see past his own reflection. How I discovered that taking up space isn't selfish—it's survival. How I realized that apologizing for existing was the cruelest thing I'd ever done to myself.

This is what happens when a woman who's been told she's too much and not enough simultaneously finally learns she's exactly right.

My name is Samantha Cole.

And this is how I stopped apologizing for being alive.
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I know what silence sounds like when it carries loss. It's the absence of a heartbeat I've been listening for, the hollow stillness where hope used to live. The antiseptic smell of the hospital room clings to everything—the thin blanket, the stiff pillow, my skin. I close my eyes and hear Daniel's voice breaking in the hallway, sharp and raw, a sound I'll never forget.

"No. No, no, no—please, God, no."

The words echo through the whitewashed corridor of St. Gabriel Medical Center, bouncing off walls that have absorbed too many prayers and too much grief. I lie perfectly still on this narrow hospital bed, my hands resting on the flat expanse of my stomach. Empty. That's the word that keeps circling through my mind. Empty, empty, empty.

I don't need anyone to tell me what happened. My body already knows. The cramping started three days ago—subtle at first, easy to ignore. Then came the spotting. The fear. The desperate bargaining with a God I'm not sure is listening. By the time Daniel rushed me here last night, I already knew. You can feel it, the moment life slips away from inside you. It's a particular kind of knowing that lives in your bones.

This is the second time in three years.

"Sir, please, this way." A nurse's gentle voice drifts from somewhere beyond the pale blue curtain that separates my bed from the hallway. I hear the shuffle of Daniel's shoes—those brown leather ones I bought him for his birthday two years ago, back when we still celebrated things. The sound drags across the polished tiles, heavy and reluctant, until it stops completely.

He must be at the doctor's office now.

I stare at the ceiling tiles, counting the tiny holes in the acoustic panels. Anything to keep my mind from spiraling down into the dark place where the truth lives. But it's no use. The truth doesn't need permission to surface.

I killed our baby.

The thought comes swift and vicious, a knife between my ribs. I press my lips together to keep from saying it aloud, but it echoes in my head anyway, growing louder with each repetition. I killed our baby. I killed our baby. I killed our baby.

The air conditioning hums overhead, too cold for Lagos in March, but I'm grateful for it. At least it gives me something else to feel besides this crushing weight in my chest. My throat is tight, my eyes burning, but the tears won't come. Not yet. I've learned that grief sometimes takes its time arriving, like an unwelcome guest who knows you can't turn them away.

Through the thin walls, I hear voices. Dr. Adeyemi's measured baritone, careful and clinical. And Daniel's—higher now, strained with disbelief.

I can't make out the words, but I don't need to. I know what the doctor is telling him. That my cervix had been opening too early. That I'd been warned at my last antenatal check—no lifting, no long hours, no stress. That I kept working anyway, kept pushing my body past its limits because we needed the money, because Daniel's construction business was still struggling, because I thought I could handle it.

Because I'm always so sure I can handle it.

The room blurs. My vision goes soft at the edges, and I realize the tears have finally arrived. They slide down my temples, warm and silent, pooling in my ears. I turn my face toward the wall, toward the window where late afternoon sunlight filters through half-closed blinds, casting prison bar shadows across the floor.

Lagos sprawls beyond that window—loud, chaotic, indifferent to my grief. Somewhere out there, the world is moving forward. Traffic is snarling on the mainland. Street vendors are hawking their wares. Couples are laughing over plates of jollof rice and fried plantain, making plans for futures that feel guaranteed.

Here, in this sterile room that smells like bleach and broken dreams, time has stopped.

The door opens with a soft click. I don't turn my head, but I feel him before I see him. Daniel. My husband. The man I've been married to for four years, the man I've loved for six. His presence fills the room like weather—the kind that makes your chest tight and your breath shallow.

"Sam." His voice cracks on my name.

I close my eyes.

The bed dips as he sits on the edge, careful not to jostle me. His hand finds mine—rough palms, callused fingers from years of construction work. He's been hauling cement bags and laying foundation blocks for the past three months, taking whatever jobs he can get while trying to build his own company. His hands are proof of how hard he's been working. How hard we've both been working.

And for what?

"Sam, please look at me." His voice is softer now, pleading.

I keep my eyes closed. If I look at him, I'll shatter completely.

"It's my fault," I whisper. The words scrape my throat raw. "I killed our baby."

"No." His grip tightens on my hand. "No, Sam. Don't ever say that."

"But I did." My eyes fly open now, hot and accusing. "The doctor told me to rest. He told me what would happen if I didn't, and I—I just kept going. I kept working. I kept—"

"Stop." Daniel's other hand comes up to cup my face, and I see the tears tracking down his cheeks. His eyes are bloodshot, his jaw tight with the effort of holding himself together. "You didn't kill anyone. God knows why this happened. We don't understand it, but you didn't—"

"I should have told you." My voice breaks apart into jagged pieces. "I should have listened to Dr. Adeyemi. I should have—"

"Hey." He leans closer, his forehead nearly touching mine. "Listen to me. You are not to blame for this. Do you hear me? You are not to blame."

But his words feel like lies dressed up in kindness. How can I not be to blame when I knew? When I felt the warning signs and ignored them because we needed the money I was making as a receptionist at that law firm? When I told myself I could push through, that my body was stronger than it was?

I want to argue, to make him understand that this hollowness inside me is my fault, my failure, my body's betrayal. But the words won't come. Instead, I turn away from him again, facing the wall with its peeling paint and water stains.

Daniel stays there, his hand still holding mine, but the connection feels thin now. Fragile. Like thread pulled too tight, ready to snap.

"The doctor said..." He trails off, clears his throat. "He said you'll need to rest for the next few weeks. No work. No stress. We'll figure out the money, okay? I'll pick up more jobs. I'll make it work."

I nod, but I'm not really listening anymore. All I can think about is the weight that isn't there anymore. The life I'd been carrying, planning for, dreaming about. Gone.

"Sam, please don't shut me out." His voice wavers. "I know you're hurting. I'm hurting too. But we have to—we'll get through this. Together."

Together. The word sounds nice. Comforting. But right now, in this moment, I've never felt more alone.

Daniel sits with me until the sky outside darkens from orange to purple to black. The nurses come and go, checking my vitals, adjusting my IV, speaking in low, sympathetic tones that make me want to scream. One of them—a young woman with kind eyes and a hijab patterned with tiny flowers—brings me a cup of water I don't drink and a protein bar I can't imagine eating.

"You need your strength, ma," she says gently, setting them on the table beside my bed.

Strength. As if that's something I have left.

Eventually, Daniel's head drops forward, exhaustion finally catching up with him. His breathing evens out, and I realize he's dozed off in the chair beside my bed, one hand still loosely holding mine.

In the quiet, I let myself cry properly. Silent tears that won't wake him, won't make him try to fix something that can't be fixed. They soak the thin pillow beneath my head until it's damp against my cheek, until my throat is raw and my chest aches from the effort of keeping quiet.

I think about the life I lost. Not just the baby—though God, the baby—but the version of us I'd been imagining. The family we'd been building in our minds. The future we'd been counting on to make sense of all the struggling, all the sacrifice.

That future is gone now. And I don't know how to grieve for something that never got the chance to exist.

Sometime after midnight, a new thought creeps in, cold and unwelcome: What if Daniel blames me too?

He says he doesn't. He sat here and held my hand and told me it wasn't my fault. But words are easy when you're still in shock, when the reality hasn't fully settled in yet. What about tomorrow? Next week? Next month? What about when he's working himself to the bone again and he remembers that I could have prevented this? That I was warned and didn't listen?

What about when he looks at me and sees failure instead of a wife?

I turn my head slightly, just enough to see his face in the dim light from the hallway. He looks younger when he sleeps, the worry lines around his eyes softening. This is the Daniel I fell in love with—the engineering student who used to walk me home from class, who made me laugh with his terrible jokes, who believed he could build something from nothing.

I want to believe he'll still love me after this. That we'll survive this loss the way we've survived everything else.

But deep down, in the hollow space where hope used to live, I'm not sure anymore.

My tears come again, silent and endless, soaking into the pillow. And this time, I don't try to stop them. Because maybe crying is the only honest thing I have left.

Daniel shifts in his sleep, his hand tightening briefly around mine before relaxing again. I look at our joined hands—his dark against my lighter brown, his rough against my soft—and I try to remember what it felt like when holding hands meant something besides survival.

I try, but I can't.

The night stretches on, long and lonely, punctuated only by the beep of monitors and the soft footsteps of nurses making their rounds. Lagos sleeps beyond the window, indifferent to my suffering, while I lie here counting all the ways I've failed.

By the time morning light starts creeping across the floor, I've made a decision: I won't cry in front of Daniel again. He has enough to carry without adding my grief to his load. I'll be strong. I'll be fine. I'll push through this the way I've pushed through everything else.

It's what I do.

It's what I've always done.

Even if it's killing me.
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The apartment feels smaller when grief moves in with you. Two days after the hospital, Daniel guides me to the couch like I might break if he lets go. Maybe I will. The ceiling fan hums overhead, doing nothing to cut the heat or the heaviness pressing down on my chest.

Everything looks the same as when we left—the faded orange curtains we bought at Balogun Market, the mismatched furniture we've collected over four years of marriage, the framed photo of us on our wedding day hanging slightly crooked on the wall. But it all feels foreign now, like I'm visiting someone else's life instead of living my own.

The air is stale from being closed up for two days. Daniel rushes to open windows, letting in the sounds of Lagos—generators rumbling, children shouting in the courtyard below, a neighbor's TV blaring Nollywood drama at full volume. The noise should feel comforting, familiar. Instead, it grates against my nerves like sandpaper.

"Sit," Daniel says, his hand steady on my elbow. "Let me get you some water."

I lower myself onto the couch, the same brown pleather one that came with the apartment. There's a crack in the armrest that we've been meaning to fix for months. I run my finger along it now, following the split down to where the foam padding peeks through. Small, broken things we've learned to live with.

Daniel returns with a glass of water and two white pills. "For the pain," he explains, though we both know the kind of pain I'm carrying can't be fixed with medication.

I swallow them anyway because it's easier than explaining.

He sits beside me, close but not touching, and I can feel his uncertainty radiating like heat. He doesn't know what to say. Neither do I. So we sit in silence while the ceiling fan creaks overhead, pushing hot air in lazy circles.

"Sam." His voice breaks through the quiet. "From today, no more stress. I'll take care of us."

I turn to look at him. His jaw is set with determination, but his eyes betray him—they're still red-rimmed from crying, shadowed with exhaustion. He hasn't slept properly in days. Neither have I, but at least I have an excuse. He's been running on adrenaline and fear, holding himself together so I don't have to.

"Daniel, you can't—"

"I can." He takes my hand, squeezes it. "I will. You just need to rest. That's the only thing you need to worry about right now. Getting better."

Better. As if what's broken inside me can heal like a sprained ankle or a bad cold.

I force my lips into something that might pass for a smile. "Okay."

But it doesn't feel okay. Nothing feels okay. My body is a traitor that couldn't keep my baby safe. My heart is a stone in my chest, heavy and cold. And now Daniel is promising to carry everything—the rent, the bills, the weight of our survival—while I sit here and do nothing.

The guilt tastes like metal on my tongue.

"I'll make us some food," he says, standing up. "You must be hungry."

I'm not, but I nod anyway. I've learned that sometimes it's easier to let people take care of you than to admit you're past the point where care can reach.

...

The next morning, I wake to the sound of Daniel moving through the apartment. It's still dark outside—that pre-dawn darkness that Lagos wears before the city fully wakes up. I hear the bathroom door close, water running, the soft thud of his work boots on the tile floor.

I keep my eyes closed, listening. Part of me wants to get up, to make him breakfast, to do something useful. But my body feels like it's made of lead, pinned to the mattress by invisible weights.

The bedroom door opens. I feel him standing there, watching me, and I keep my breathing steady. After a moment, he leaves, pulling the door shut with a soft click.

I open my eyes to the empty room.

Through the thin walls, I hear him in the kitchen—the clink of a spoon against a mug, the hiss of the kettle. He's making instant coffee, the cheap kind from the market that tastes like burnt rubber but keeps you awake through sixteen-hour days. He'll drink it black because we ran out of milk three days ago and neither of us has thought to buy more.

The front door opens and closes. His footsteps descend the outdoor staircase, fading into the morning sounds of the compound—other men leaving for work, okada engines revving, someone's radio playing gospel music.

And then silence.

I lie there for a long time, staring at the ceiling. The plaster is water-stained in one corner, a brown mark that spreads like a bruise. We've been meaning to fix that too. Add it to the list of things we'll handle "when money comes."

When money comes. That's the phrase we've been living by for three years now. When money comes, we'll fix the ceiling. When money comes, we'll buy a new couch. When money comes, we'll move to a better apartment, maybe one with two bedrooms, one that could have been—

I stop that thought before it can finish.

Eventually, I drag myself out of bed. The apartment is too quiet without Daniel in it. I move through our morning routine on autopilot—brush my teeth, wash my face, avoid looking at my reflection too closely in the mirror above the sink.

In the kitchen, I find evidence of his rush: the kettle still warm, coffee grounds scattered on the counter, a note on the table in his hurried scrawl.

Back late. Rice and stew in the pot. Rest. Love you.

I fold the note and tuck it in my pocket, though I don't know why. Maybe because it's proof that someone still cares. Maybe because his handwriting reminds me of easier times, of love notes slipped into my textbooks during university, of promises that felt possible.

The wall clock above the sink ticks steadily. 7:43 AM.

I have the whole day stretching ahead of me like an empty road.

...

The days blur together after that. Daniel leaves before sunrise and comes home after dark, smelling like cement dust and sweat. Some nights he brings home a few thousand naira from odd jobs—helping to offload trucks at construction sites, serving food at a roadside canteen near the bus stop, anything that pays. He empties his pockets onto the kitchen table, counting bills with the careful attention of someone who knows exactly how far money doesn't stretch.

"This should cover rent," he'll say, or "Enough for food this week," or "Just need a few more jobs like this."

I watch him from the couch, this man who is working himself to exhaustion for us, and I feel the guilt coiling tighter around my ribs. I should be helping. I should be working. But Dr. Adeyemi was clear: minimum six weeks of rest, no exceptions.

So I stay home.

Alone.

The apartment becomes my world—small, familiar, suffocating. I learn every creak in the floor, every stain on the walls, every hour marked by the relentless ticking of that wall clock. Time moves differently when you have nothing to fill it with. Minutes stretch into hours, hours collapse into days. Monday feels the same as Thursday feels the same as Sunday.

I try to keep busy. I clean, though the apartment is small enough that there's never much to clean. I cook, elaborate meals that Daniel is too tired to properly appreciate and I'm too numb to taste. I stare at the TV, watching Nollywood movies and telenovelas dubbed in Yoruba, absorbing none of it.

Mostly, I sit with my thoughts.

And my thoughts are not kind.

They circle back, always, to the same place: the hospital bed, the emptiness, the knowledge that my body failed at the one thing it was supposed to do. I replay those last few weeks before the miscarriage—every moment I lifted something heavy, every late night I stayed at the law firm finishing paperwork, every time I felt the warning cramps and told myself it was nothing.

You did this, the voice in my head whispers. You knew, and you didn't stop.

I try to argue with it. I try to remember what Daniel said, what Dr. Adeyemi said, what logic dictates. But logic is thin armor against grief. And grief knows exactly where to strike.

...

Three weeks in, I notice the changes.

It starts small—my skirts fitting a little snugger at the waist, my blouses pulling tight across my middle. I tell myself it's temporary, that my body is still adjusting, that once my hormones settle everything will return to normal.

But "normal" feels like a country I've been exiled from.

I start sleeping more, partly because there's nothing else to do and partly because sleep is the only place I don't have to think. But sleep brings its own problems—dreams of babies crying just out of reach, of hospital rooms with doors that won't open, of Daniel's face twisted with disappointment.

I wake up exhausted.

Food becomes complicated. Some days I can't eat anything, my stomach churning with anxiety and grief. Other days I can't stop eating—rice at noon, bread at three, leftover stew at midnight. I eat standing at the kitchen counter, barely tasting anything, just filling the hollow space inside me with something, anything.

It doesn't help. The hollow space remains.

One afternoon, I catch my reflection in the bedroom mirror and barely recognize myself. My face looks puffy, my eyes dull. There's a softness to my body that wasn't there before—not baby weight, because there's no baby, but grief weight. Loss weight. The physical manifestation of giving up.

I turn away quickly.

...

The neighbors notice. Of course they do. In a compound like ours, everyone knows everyone's business. The walls are too thin for secrets.

I'm coming back from the bathroom one evening—the shared one at the end of the corridor because our apartment doesn't have its own—when I hear them. Two women standing by the stairwell, voices pitched just loud enough to carry.

"Since she lost the pregnancy, look at her. She's turned into something else."

"I heard she doesn't even leave the house anymore. Just stays inside all day."

"And eating! My sister, I see the amount of food she cooks. Where is all that food going?"

"She used to be so slim, so pretty. Now..."

They trail off, but I don't need them to finish. I know what I look like. I know what they see.

I slip past them without making eye contact, clutching my wrapper tighter around my waist. Back in the apartment, I lock the door and lean against it, breathing hard.

They're right, the voice in my head confirms. You've let yourself go. No wonder Daniel comes home later and later. Who would want to rush home to this?

I push away from the door and go to the kitchen. There's rice left over from lunch. I heat it up and eat it mechanically, standing at the counter, while the wall clock ticks away another hour of my life.

...

When Daniel comes home that night, I'm already in bed, facing the wall. I hear him moving through the apartment—the soft click of the door, the rustle of him removing his work clothes, the splash of water as he washes up in the bathroom.

The mattress dips as he climbs into bed behind me.

"Sam?" His voice is quiet, tentative. "You still awake?"

I don't answer.

After a moment, I feel his arm drape over my waist. It's meant to be comforting, but all I can think about is the extra softness he must be feeling, the body I no longer recognize as my own.

"I love you," he whispers into the darkness.

I close my eyes against the tears.

I love you too, I think. But the words stay trapped in my throat, where so many things have lodged themselves lately—explanations, apologies, confessions of how lost I've become.

Daniel's breathing evens out eventually, slipping into the deep, exhausted sleep of someone who's pushed their body to its limits. But I stay awake, staring at the wall, listening to the sounds of Lagos at night—distant traffic, someone's generator cutting off, a baby crying in another apartment.

That last sound cuts deepest.

I press my hand to my empty stomach and let myself cry silently, tears soaking into the pillow while Daniel sleeps beside me, close but unreachable. We're lying in the same bed, but we might as well be in different countries.

And I don't know how to find my way back.

The wall clock ticks on. Another day ending. Another night of not sleeping. Another morning coming where Daniel will wake up early and leave me alone with my thoughts and my growing body and my shrinking sense of self.

This is my life now.

And I don't know how to live it.
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Depression doesn't announce itself. It seeps in like water through cracks in the wall—slow, relentless, until everything feels damp and heavy. I tell myself the weight gain is temporary, that my body just needs time. But the truth is harder to swallow than the midnight plates of rice I can't seem to stop eating.

Five months have passed since the hospital. Five months of Daniel leaving before dawn and returning after dark. Five months of me alone in this apartment with nothing but time and my thoughts and the growing realization that I'm disappearing into someone I don't recognize.

The clock reads 2:47 AM. I'm standing at the kitchen counter again, a plate of leftover jollof rice in front of me. I don't remember getting out of bed. I don't remember heating it up. But here I am, fork in hand, eating mechanically while the apartment sleeps around me.

The rice is cold in the center despite the microwave. I eat it anyway. Cold, warm, it doesn't matter. The taste barely registers anymore. What matters is the act itself—the chewing, the swallowing, the temporary fullness that pushes everything else down, down, down to a place where I don't have to feel it.

When the plate is empty, I stand there staring at it. Then I reach for the bread.

...

It starts the same way every day now. I wake up late—nine, ten, sometimes eleven—because I don't fall asleep until three or four in the morning. The apartment
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