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Chapter One: The Mirror’s Mockery
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Aisha hated mornings. It was not the alarm clock, though she despised its shrill insistence at six-thirty sharp. It was not the rush to get ready for work, though she loathed the frantic scramble of clothes, makeup, and packed lunches. It was not even the endless traffic on the N1 highway, a crawling serpent of cars she knew she would face every weekday.

No—the part she truly dreaded came before all of that.

The mirror.

She stood in front of it now, half-dressed, tugging at the waistband of her trousers. The fabric pinched into her waist, cutting a red groove into her skin. She turned sideways and inhaled sharply, trying to flatten her stomach, but the bulge remained. Her blouse clung stubbornly to her arms. In the morning light, she thought she could see every stretch mark carved across her hips, faint and silvery, like roads on a map no one asked for.

Behind her, Daniel was brushing his teeth, his toothbrush moving rhythmically as he leaned casually over the sink. The reflection showed them both: her, struggling and shifting to hide what she did not want to see, and him, tall and wiry, not even noticing.

It was unfair, she thought. Daniel could throw on almost anything—jeans, a T-shirt—and people would say he was “slim” or “lean,” words spoken with admiration. But her body, rounder, heavier, was judged harshly: “overweight,” “big-boned,” or the worst— “letting herself go.”

She muttered it under her breath, not intending for him to hear. “We don’t even look like a couple.”

Daniel spat into the sink, rinsed his mouth, and caught her eyes in the mirror. His grin was crooked, boyish, the kind of smile that once made her heart skip. “Ready to hit the day?” he asked, as though optimism could disguise the dark circles under his own eyes.

Aisha tugged her blouse down, avoiding his gaze. “Yeah. Ready.”

But she was not. Not really.

When she left the bathroom, Daniel lingered behind.

He flexed in the mirror, first his right arm, then his left, turning one way, then the other. His chest was flat, his collarbones sharp. His arms looked like ropes without knots, thin and smooth where he wanted bulk and definition. His legs were spindly, his frame narrow.

At the office, the guys teased him constantly.

“Careful, Danny boy, you’ll snap if you lift those files.”

“Man, you’re all bones. Don’t they feed you at home?”

“Bet your wife has to open the pickle jars.”

He always laughed along, but each joke landed like a stone in his gut. He had been thin his whole life, overlooked, underestimated. At thirty-one, he was still waiting to grow into the man he imagined he should be.

Now, staring at his reflection, he did not see a husband, not even a man. He saw absence. Something incomplete.

They met at the breakfast table, as they always did. Aisha placed her small bowl of oats and fruit in front of her; bright berries scattered across pale porridge. Daniel set down his plate with deliberate weight: two thick slices of toast slathered in peanut butter, a fried egg shining with oil.

Aisha raised an eyebrow. “That’s heavy for this early.”

Daniel shrugged. “Gotta bulk up somehow.”

She scooped up a spoonful of oats. “You’re going to clog your arteries.”

“And you,” he countered, pointing with his fork, “are going to starve yourself.”

Her spoon froze midair. “It’s called portion control.”

“It’s called punishment.”

They locked eyes across the table. The tick of the kitchen clock grew louder, filling the silence between their clipped words.

Finally, Aisha pushed her bowl away. “I’m doing this for me,” she said, her voice thin but firm.

Daniel stabbed at his egg. “So am I.”

But the truth neither admitted was simple, raw, and terrifying: I am doing this for you.

The drive to work gave Aisha too much time to think. She gripped the steering wheel, replaying the breakfast exchange again and again. It was not about the food. It was never about the food. It was about the gap between them; the mismatch she felt every time they walked together in public.

She imagined the mall on Saturday afternoons, Daniel’s narrow frame beside her broader one. In her mind, strangers’ eyes darted between them. She could almost hear their thoughts: What is he doing with her? Doesn’t he deserve someone slimmer?

Her phone buzzed at a red light. A notification from Instagram. She opened it quickly, half-guilty, and scrolled.

Slim, glowing women filled the screen. “Transformation journeys” of women who had dropped twenty, thirty, fifty pounds. Smiling before-and-after shots, captions about self-love and dedication. She saved each post into a hidden folder titled Someday.

By lunchtime, she ignored the pasta her colleagues devoured and opened her lunchbox: spinach, cucumber and cherry tomatoes. Her coworkers laughed, joking about rabbit food, but she forced herself to smile. As she crunched her lettuce, she thought of Daniel at his desk, probably eating steak and potatoes from the cafeteria, trying to stuff himself bigger.

It felt absurd—two people married, sharing a home, but walking in opposite directions.

Daniel’s workday wasn’t better. Every time he passed a mirror in the hallway or glass in the office building, he checked himself. Still too thin. Still unimpressive.

By evening, he sat in his car outside the gym, palms sweating. He had signed up months ago, but he rarely entered. The sight of broad-shouldered men curling dumbbells heavier than his entire body weight left him feeling like an intruder.

Tonight, though, he forced himself.

Inside, the air smelled of sweat and iron. Men grunted, machines clanked, rubber mats squeaked under sneakers. Daniel marched to the dumbbell rack and picked up the smallest set—just five kilograms each. He tried curling, biceps straining, but two teenage boys nearby whispered and snickered.

“Look, he’s curling baby weights,” one muttered. Daniel dropped them quickly, cheeks burning, and retreated to the treadmill. He jogged lightly, staring at his reflection in the wall-length mirror. His arms swung loosely, no bulk, no definition.

He thought of Aisha, probably at home by now, sipping lemon water, scrolling through fitness posts. He envied her—not her body, but her certainty. At least she knew exactly what she wanted. He was not sure anymore. Did he really want size? Or did he just want to stop feeling small, in the gym, at work and in his own marriage?

That night, they lay side by side in bed, the silence as heavy as bricks.

Aisha scrolled through her phone, the light casting her face in pale blue. Before-and-after photos filled her screen: women smiling, arms raised in triumph, captions about confidence and strength. Her chest tightened with longing. She wanted that glow.

Daniel lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. He imagined himself broad and muscular, shirts fitting tight around his chest, people at work finally shutting up. He wondered how long it would take—months or years? —before anyone noticed.

Aisha turned suddenly. “Daniel?”

He blinked. “Yeah?”

“Do you think we... look right together?”

The question froze him. “What do you mean?”

She hesitated, chewing her lip. “I mean... you are so thin. And I am... not. Sometimes I feel like people look at us and think we do not match.”

Daniel’s throat tightened. He wanted to protest, to reassure her, to tell her she was beautiful. But his own insecurities rose like a tide, drowning the words.
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