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​Chapter 1: Tied by the Past
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Ryan and I used to laugh in this kitchen. I could still hear echoes of it sometimes wine glasses clinking, pizza grease on our fingers, him twirling me around while some dumb pop song blared from his phone speaker. That was two years ago.

Now, silence sits heavy between us, broken only by the scrape of his fork against the plate.

“Are you really going to wear that?” Ryan asks, his eyes barely flicking up from his food.

I glance down at the blouse I put on this morning, soft silk against my skin, deep burgundy that makes me feel if only for a second like I’m not invisible. “What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s...a lot.” His mouth quirks, not quite a smile. “Like you’re trying too hard.”

The sting lands in the pit of my stomach. I’d chosen it because it made me feel alive, a spark against the monotony of the office. But in his tone, it becomes a joke.

I push my food around my plate. “You don’t like it when I look nice?”

“Don’t twist my words, Sienna. I just mean you don’t have to show off. You’re not twenty anymore.”

Heat crawls up my neck. He doesn’t even notice he’s already scrolling his phone, the blue glow washing over his face. I want to scream, to throw the plate against the wall, to shake him until he remembers the man who used to call me gorgeous in the grocery store. Instead, I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste blood.

I clear my plate in silence, rinse it, set it carefully in the rack. Every movement is precise, controlled, like if I keep my body in line, maybe the ache in my chest won’t split me open.

Later, in our bedroom, I lie awake beside him. His breathing evens out quickly he can always sleep, no matter what. I stare at the ceiling, tracing the cracks in the plaster like they might form a map out of this suffocating place.

My skin hums with restless energy. I ache for something touch, closeness, recognition. Anything that makes me feel seen.

Once, months ago, I had tried to tell him. I’d whispered in the dark about wanting more wanting his hands, his mouth, wanting to be unraveled until I forgot my own name. He’d laughed, low and dismissive. “You’ve been reading too many of those books.”

I’d felt small then. Shameful. Like I was wrong for wanting.

Tonight, the hunger gnaws again, sharp and undeniable. Carefully, so I don’t wake him, I slide my hand beneath the sheets, fingers brushing over the lace of my underwear. I close my eyes and imagine heat, pressure, someone moving with me instead of against me. But the fantasy falters almost instantly. My body responds, yes, but my mind throws Ryan’s voice at me: too much, too needy, never satisfied.

Tears prick at the corners of my eyes. My fingers freeze. I withdraw them, fists clenching in the sheets.

I roll onto my side, away from him. The ache remains, sharper now, made worse by the emptiness.

In the morning, Ryan doesn’t notice the shadows under my eyes.

He kisses me on the forehead before leaving for work, distracted, already checking his messages. I stand in the doorway after he’s gone, arms crossed tight, breath caught somewhere between a sigh and a scream.

The silence of the apartment presses in.

I look around our framed photos on the wall, vacations where I’m smiling wide but he’s looking at the camera instead of me. The couch with the sagging cushion where we used to curl up together. The kitchen, still holding echoes of laughter that no longer belongs here.

I realize, with a cold clarity that makes my stomach drop, that I’ve been holding on to a ghost. Ryan isn’t the man I built those memories with anymore. Maybe he hasn’t been for a long time.

And me? I’ve been shrinking to fit inside the space he leaves me.

I press my palms to the counter, grounding myself in the cool, solid surface. My reflection in the dark microwave door looks back at me tired, hungry, and unsatisfied. A woman who has more inside her than he will ever bother to see.

The truth settles heavy but undeniable: if I stay like this, I will disappear.

I don’t know what I’ll do yet. I don’t know how I’ll break free. But I know one thing for certain something has to change.
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​Chapter 2: Under His Gaze
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Ryan had a way of turning every conversation into a bruise.

It wasn’t the loud, obvious kind of anger. No he specialized in the kind that made you question if you were overreacting. The slow-drip poison of sarcasm, the long silences that cut deeper than shouting ever could.

“You don’t even try anymore,” he muttered from the edge of the couch, his arms folded like he was holding himself together. “God, Sienna, do you even know what you want?”

The words hit like pebbles, sharp enough to sting but small enough to dismiss if I wanted to. Except I couldn’t dismiss them. Not after months of being ground down into someone who second-guessed every sigh, every shift of tone, every look.

“I’m working, Ryan,” I said softly, carefully. Always careful. “I’m trying to keep everything afloat. You know that.”
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