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The silence in the apartment was a physical thing. It pressed in on Youssef, heavy and suffocating, filling the spaces where laughter used to live. He stood in the middle of the living room, a ghost in the ruins of his own life. Three days. It had been three days since Layla had packed her bags, her movements precise and devoid of the grace he had once loved. Her final words, spoken without anger, had been the cruelest cut of all. “I don’t recognize you anymore, Youssef.”

He looked around the room, cataloging the emptiness. The bookshelf, once overflowing with their shared collection, now had gaps like missing teeth. The wall above the sofa was bare, a pale rectangle marking the spot where their favorite photo had hung—a candid shot from a trip to the coast, their faces bright with a future that now felt like a fiction. His own contribution to the void was a single cardboard box slumped by the door, filled with the sad artifacts of a career that had evaporated.

His gaze fell on that box, and the memory of last Monday returned with the force of a physical blow. He was in Mr. Harrison’s office, the air-conditioning humming a monotonous drone against the frantic beat of his own heart. The older man wasn’t looking at him, instead focusing on a point somewhere over Youssef’s shoulder, as if the act of firing him was too unpleasant to witness directly. “The board has lost confidence, Youssef. The project numbers are a disaster. We have to make a change.”

Youssef had tried to speak, to defend the months of sleepless nights and the passion he’d poured into the initiative. He wanted to explain the unforeseen market shifts, the competitor’s surprise launch. But the words caught in his throat, choked by a sudden, overwhelming wave of shame. He had been the golden boy, the one Harrison had personally mentored. Now, he was just a liability, a line item to be cut. He had simply nodded, the gesture feeling disconnected from his body.

The walk back to his desk had been the longest of his life. He felt the burn of his colleagues’ gazes, a mixture of pity and relief that it wasn’t them. He packed his things with trembling hands—a cheap motivational mug, a framed photo of Layla he couldn’t bear to look at, a stack of notebooks filled with ideas that were now worthless. Each item was a monument to his failure. The silence in the elevator down was as profound as the silence in his apartment now.

That night, he had tried to tell Layla it was an opportunity. “A fresh start,” he’d said, his voice straining for a confidence he didn’t feel. “We can finally take that trip, maybe I can even start my own thing.” He was searching her face for a spark of the old, unwavering support, the belief in him that had always been his anchor. But her eyes were distant, clouded with a weariness that had been growing for months. It wasn’t just the job. It was deeper than that.

“My mother was right,” she’d said, her voice barely a whisper. The words hung in the air, cold and sharp. “You’ve been drifting for a long time, Youssef. The job was the only thing holding you together. Now that it’s gone...” She didn’t need to finish. He saw it all in her tired expression: the late nights he’d spent staring at the ceiling, the weekends he’d let slip away in a fog of apathy, the gradual erosion of the ambitious, vibrant man she had fallen in love with.
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