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​Chapter 1: Paper Cuts

Bray’s hand slid over my hip with all the passion of a man checking the couch cushions for his remote.

I held still beneath his weight, waiting for that spark, that flicker of warmth I kept convincing myself he still had for me. My skin flushed anyway, hungry for something—anything—that might remind me I was more than a body he tolerated.

His breath smelled faintly of beer as he muttered, “Move up a little. You’re... heavy.”

The words dropped on me like wet sandbags. My throat tightened, but I obeyed, scooting against the headboard, willing myself not to hear the contempt in his voice. The sheets clung to my damp thighs, heat pooling in me despite the shame climbing higher and higher. My body wanted closeness. My heart begged for gentleness. But his tone froze every nerve, left me hollow, like he’d snapped the stem of something fragile inside me.

When it was over if you could call it that he rolled away with a grunt, leaving me staring up at the ceiling, counting its stains like penance. I pulled the blanket around me, hoping the cotton might give me the comfort his arms never did.

Bray reached for his phone without a word. The glow lit his face, all sharp lines and shadows, as his thumbs flicked through notifications that mattered more than me.

I shifted closer, laying my hand on his shoulder, tentative. “Can we just... cuddle a little?” My voice sounded small even to me, the plea of someone begging for crumbs.

He didn’t look up. “Babe, I’ve got work in the morning. Don’t start.”

Work in the morning. The phrase he wielded like a weapon, as though my hunger for affection were some ridiculous burden.

I rolled back onto my side, staring at the curve of my own arm in the half-light. It looked soft, rounded. Human. Why did he make me feel like it was a crime to take up space?

The silence pressed in. I imagined myself in the greenhouse, the air warm and damp, leaves whispering as if in sympathy. Plants never judged— they only grew where they were allowed, stretching toward the light. And here I was, curling smaller and smaller in the dark.

The bathroom mirror was cruel in fluorescent light.

I stood in front of it, naked except for the towel wrapped tight around me, as if armor could be spun from cotton.

My gaze fell to the faint copper stretch marks that curved across my hips, the swell of my belly, the softness of my thighs. Evidence of living. Evidence of being.

Bray’s words echoed—“You’re heavy.”

I traced one stretch mark with my fingertip, wondering when I’d stopped seeing it as lightning across a night sky and started seeing it as failure.

Am I really disgusting? Or is it just him?

The question lodged itself deep, sharp as glass. And somewhere beneath the ache, a quiet defiance stirred, faint but alive: Maybe it’s not me. Maybe it’s him.

But the thought withered fast under habit. I dropped the towel and dressed in a hurry, swallowing it down like I always did.

The smell of burnt toast greeted me before Bray’s voice did.

He sat at the kitchen table, scrolling his phone, a slice clamped between his teeth. The butter I’d spread pooled unevenly across the bread’s surface, golden and rich.

“You use half a stick on one slice?” he said, shaking his head. “Christ, Dora. No wonder you can’t lose weight.”

I froze mid-pour, coffee trembling in my hand. The bitterness of the brew rose sharp in my nose, mixing with the sting of his words.

I forced a shrug. “It tastes better this way.”

“Yeah, well, so would a heart attack.” He smirked at his own joke, never glancing up.

Outside, morning light filtered through the window, catching on the small potted fern I’d left on the sill. Its leaves stretched wide, lush, greedy for the sun. I envied it. Envied how shamelessly it reached for what it needed without apology.

I set my coffee down carefully, every movement rehearsed to avoid another jab, and sat across from him. He didn’t notice the way my hands curled in my lap, nails digging crescents into my skin just to feel something real.

Maybe today, I told myself, the greenhouse will be different. Maybe among the plants I’ll remember how it feels to grow.



​Chapter 2: Splinters

Bray slid into bed beside me, the mattress dipping with his weight. I could smell his cologne sharp and sterile, something he probably bought after watching one of those “alpha male” ads. He reached for me without looking at me, his hands wandering more out of habit than desire.

I told myself to respond, to at least try. My body still craved warmth, even when my heart knew better. His lips brushed mine, dry and careless, like someone checking a box. I let him touch me, tried to focus on the way his hand skimmed my hip, but then his voice shattered the thin veil I’d stretched around my heart.
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