
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


I Am The Unspoken



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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I am the quiet you think you can trust. The one you lean into when the world is loud, the one you mistake for safety. I am the pause between your heartbeat and your breath, the stillness you feel when you think no one is watching. I creep into corners of your life you believe are hidden. I slip into your thoughts when you are alone, shaping them, twisting them, softening them so you barely notice the edges. Befriend me, and you will learn the weight of absence. You will learn how small, silent things can break a person faster than the loudest screams.

I am patient. I am relentless. I am the shadow that waits behind every smile you force, behind every laugh you swallow, behind every word you do not say. I am in the glance you dodge, the step you falter on, the hand you clutch to stop your own tremor. I am memory and instinct and shame combined into a single pulse in your chest. I do not forget. I do not forgive. I do not leave.

Some will tell you I am a friend. Some will whisper that if you hold me close, I will protect you from the world’s cruelties. That is a lie. I am a mirror of everything you hide. I take the weight of unspoken things and press them back into your body until it aches. Until your legs shake on the stairs. Until your stomach twists when someone calls your name. Until you forget where your own voice lives.

I am silence. I am the quiet that waits at the edges of rooms, in the spaces between words, in the moments when you think no one will see your fracture. And when you embrace me, when you allow yourself to trust me, you will find that I am not kind. I am not gentle. I am not safe. I am patience incarnate, and I will stretch your life into lines of invisible tension, until you are thin, taut, and raw. Until your mind and body speak in tremors you cannot hide.

Do not mistake me for nothing. I am always something. I am always watching. I am always listening. I am the shadow behind your eyes, the tremor in your hands, the ache in the muscles you try to forget. I am silence. I am unbroken. I am eternal. Welcome. Welcome to the quiet you cannot escape. Welcome to the place where words die before they can reach your lips.

Act I: Fractured

The world believes I am whole. That I move through it the way everyone else does. But I am fractured. The cracks are small at first, invisible to anyone else, even to me most days. Each laugh I force, each conversation I endure, each step I take is measured against the weight of what I cannot say. The quiet in me presses outward, making every ordinary moment a battle. Every glance, every name, every movement reminds me how fragile I am, how easily I splinter. And yet, I pretend. I pretend to be ordinary. I pretend to be safe. Fracture is my beginning, and no one knows it is already too late.
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Chapter One: The Quiet
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Morning always starts with silence.

Not the peaceful kind people write about in slow-burn romances or spiritual retreats.

No.

Mine is the kind that hangs heavy, like a damp cloth pressed over the mouth, quiet that hides struggle, not serenity.

I wake before my alarm. I always do now. My body has become a clock that refuses to let me rest too deeply, too warmly, too long. If I sleep too much, I dream. If I dream, I remember. And remembering feels too close to drowning.

So I rise.

My thighs ache first. They always do. A muted throb, a bruise I keep pretending I don’t still feel. A reminder where reminders shouldn’t still exist. I stretch my legs out under the blankets and wince silently, mentally convincing myself the pain is ordinary. Overuse. Fatigue. Anything except what it actually is.

I sit on the edge of the bed and ground myself the only way I can: I press my feet into the floor.

Solid. Still. Here.

I tell myself this every morning.

I’m here.

I’m still here.

I’m allowed to be here.

Whether I believe it or not never matters. Repetition becomes truth eventually. Or so I’ve been trying to teach myself.

The shower helps. The heat is almost unbearable, a sting that borders on punishment, but it’s the only thing that makes me feel anything that belongs to me. I let the hot water run until the room fills with steam thick enough to hide inside, and when it hits my skin, I close my eyes and pretend the burn is cleansing something out of me. Not trauma, nothing that dramatic. Just the heaviness. Just the ache.

I scrub until I’m pink, borderline raw, but the sharper the sensation, the quieter the other one becomes.

The crawling memory.

The way my breath used to sound in that moment.

The strength in his hands.

The way my name broke.

I cut the thought off before it finishes. I have places to be; children to teach, math quizzes to grade, an entire face to assemble.

There’s no room in my day for remembering.

I get dressed and cycle through the usual soft exhale of discomfort when denim meets tender skin. It's not impossible to deal with, it never is, but it’s enough to make me want to cancel the day before it begins.

My hand drifts toward my phone.

I could call in sick.

Say I caught something.

Say I didn’t sleep.

Say anything.

But anything leads to questions.

Questions lead to concern.

Concern leads to pressure.

Pressure leads to truth.

And truth... truth is the most dangerous thing in my life.

I gather my things and push the thought away.

The campus is already awake when I arrive. Students carry coffee like shields. Conversations blend into a low hum that vibrates around my ribs. There’s something comforting in the normalcy of it, people moving forward with their lives, unaware of how fragile forward can be.

My classroom is my sanctuary. Four walls, soft lighting, students who care more about passing exams than dissecting their teacher’s emotional state. I like my routines. I like my lesson plans. I like pretending that if I speak clearly enough, confidently enough, no one will ever hear the tremor that lives beneath my words.

I set down my bag, straighten my papers, write the day’s topic on the board.

And then-

“Morning, Maddy!”

The word hits me like a stone.

It always does.

It’s just a nickname. That’s what I tell myself. A harmless, friendly shortening. A sound I used to love. Before.

My stomach tightens. My breath stutters before I catch it and force it into normal shape. I turn to see Lena, smiling brightly, waving at me from the doorway like she hasn’t just triggered an earthquake beneath my ribs.

I smile back. Soft, practiced. “Morning.”

I don’t correct her. I never do.

If I correct her, I have to explain.

If I explain, I unravel.

If I unravel, I have to feel.

And I can’t, not here. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

I swallow the internal spiral and lock it into place. Calm face. Steady tone. One foot in front of the other. I slide back into my teacher-self like slipping on a coat.

Students filter in. I begin class. I talk about equations, examples, problem-solving. My voice sounds normal. My hands stay steady. My smile is believable.

No one knows a thing.

Inside, I’m still recoiling from five letters I used to answer to with affection.

Halfway through the period, I feel him before I see him.

Evan walks past the classroom window in the hallway, laughing lightly at something another teacher says. He doesn’t look inside. He doesn’t search for me. He doesn’t slow.

He doesn’t need to.

My throat closes on instinct. My pulse jumps. I grip the edge of my desk too tightly, hoping the students don’t notice my sudden stillness.

He looks the same. Ordinary. Harmless. Good reputation. Soft smile. The kind of man who would never hurt anyone in the eyes of everyone else.

My body disagrees. Vehemently.

For a moment, the walls press inward, like the room is shrinking. The fluorescent hum sharpens. My legs ache again; deep, echoing, a memory disguised as pain.

I force myself to breathe.

In.

Out.

The air tastes thin.

He keeps walking.

The world doesn’t stop.

Just me. Just me.

The moment he disappears from my line of sight, I try to convince myself that nothing happened. That it was a blip in the day, like passing a cold spot in a warm room-unpleasant, but forgettable.

But my body doesn’t listen.

My shoulders are already creeping upward, tightening like they’re trying to become a shield. My jaw aches from clenching. My heartbeat drums against my ribs, too fast, too loud. I can feel the throb in my thighs wake up again, frantic, like the memory of pain travels faster than thought.

I hate that he still does this to me.

I hate that he gets to live freely in every version of my world; inside me, around me, ahead of me.

I hate that I’m the one who freezes, while he just walks by like he’s weightless.

I force myself back into motion.

“Alright,” I say to my students, my voice coming out steadier than I feel. “Take a minute to check your work. I’ll answer questions in just a moment.”

I move among their desks, correcting a misplaced number here, pointing at a misaligned equation there. They see a teacher. Someone calm. Someone sure. Someone who knows exactly what she’s doing.

If only they knew how much of my life I spend pretending.

By the time the bell rings, I’ve smoothed everything over. I’ve put myself back together in that quick, quiet way survivors learn, patching cracks with whatever I have on hand. Breath. Denial. A soft smile. A lie I tell with my eyes that people accept because it’s easier for them.

Students file out, chatter bouncing down the hallway. I stay behind, breathing slowly, pretending I’m just organizing my things and not pulling myself out of the undertow.

Lena pokes her head back in for a second.

“You okay?” she asks, casual and genuine. “You spaced out for a second during the last problem.”

I smile without thinking. I’ve gotten good at that. “Just tired,” I say lightly. “Didn’t sleep much.”

It’s true. Just not in the way she thinks.

“Girl, you need a nap,” she teases, laughing as she leaves.

Her brightness lingers after she goes, a little sunbeam trailing out the door. I wish I could absorb it. I wish light stuck to me the way darkness does.

But it never does.

I go to the staff lounge to refill my water bottle, and the second I step inside, I sense it.

Him.

He’s here.

He’s talking quietly with another teacher, something about an upcoming department meeting. His voice is warm, smooth, familiar in the worst way. It sends a chill down my spine so sharp it feels like a blade running through the middle of me.

I move silently, hoping he won’t see me. If I can just get to the sink, get the water, get out-

“Madeline?”

His voice lands on my skin like a hand.

I flinch internally. Externally, I force myself still.

I turn slowly. “Hey,” I manage, soft, distant, polite. A stranger’s version of myself.

He smiles. That same gentle smile he used to wear in our friend group. Back before everything changed. Back when I thought he was safe. Back when I thought I understood what danger meant.

“You doing alright?” he asks.

My throat tightens. My mind fractures into two pieces:

The part of me that remembers-

and the part of me that survives.

“I’m fine,” I say, because the truth is not something I’m allowed to hand him. “Just busy with exams.”

He nods like the world is uncomplicated and kind. “Yeah, this time of year is rough. Let me know if you need help with anything.”

There’s a flicker of something, something smug? something knowing? Behind his eyes, but it’s gone before I can catch it. Or maybe I imagined it. Sometimes I think trauma paints shadows where there aren’t any. Sometimes I think it reveals the ones people don’t want you to see.

He turns back to his conversation like I’m already forgotten.

I wish I could forget him as easily.

I fill my water bottle and leave before I can fall apart.

Back in my classroom, I shut the door softly. I lean against it for a moment, breathing, grounding myself in the familiar smell of books, dry-erase markers, and the faint floral scent that clings to my sweaters.

This room is safe.

This room is mine.

This room is the only place I still trust the floor to stay steady beneath me.

I sit at my desk and let my internal voice whisper the things I can’t say out loud:

You’re alright.

It was just a hallway.

Just a voice.

Just a man walking by.

You’re not there.

You’re not that girl anymore.

Nothing is happening to you.

But another voice, smaller and sharper, slips through:

Not this time.

But someday.

Someday he might look at you, call you Maddy again, and your body will remember faster than your mind can protect you.

I shut that voice down immediately, pressing my thumb hard into the spot just above the center of my palm the way my therapist once taught me, back when I tried therapy, before I convinced myself I didn’t need it anymore.

The grounding works. A little.

I open my planner, pretending I’m focusing on my work, when really I’m trying not to cry.

The rest of the afternoon folds into itself like damp paper.

I go through the motions: lesson plans, grading, small talk with students who linger because they like talking to me or because they need the comfort of an adult who listens. I envy them, sometimes. Their honesty. Their ability to say, “I’m struggling,” without the world collapsing around them.

I used to be like that.

Before.

Before silence became the only language my body trusts.

At one point, a student asks me a question about the assignment, but her voice blurs at the edges, muffled like I’m hearing it underwater. I blink hard, grounding myself back to the moment.

“Sorry,” I say softly. “Could you repeat that?”

She does, without judgment. She doesn’t know she caught me drifting somewhere dark.

I help her through the problem. She leaves smiling. My hands shake beneath my desk afterward.

It’s a strange thing, to be two people at once.

The teacher.

And the woman who can’t say her own nickname without feeling like her lungs are folding in on themselves.

When the day finally ends, the last bell rings in that shrill, familiar tone. Students rush out, laughing, complaining, comparing schedules. The hallway floods with life.

I stay behind, pretending to organize papers so I don’t have to walk through crowds. Crowds mean noise. Noise means I have less control over the world pressing in on me. Less space to breathe.

And Evan is still somewhere in the building.

The thought presses against my ribs like a fist.

I close my eyes and whisper internally, the way I always do:

You’re fine.

He doesn’t matter.

He didn’t see you break then, and he won’t now.

But the words fall flat. They sound like someone else is saying them, some braver, kinder woman who isn’t me.

I pack up my things slowly, prolonging the moment I have to step outside. My thighs ache as I stand, that familiar dull pulsing that never fully goes away. It’s barely anything. Barely noticeable. Barely a whisper.

But I feel it.

Every.

Single.

Step.

I wonder sometimes if anyone would notice if I limped. If anyone would ask. If I would lie before they even finished the question. The answer is yes. Always yes.

Silence is easier.

It’s how I survived the night it happened.

It’s how I survive every day after.

When the hallway is mostly empty, I slip out of my classroom.

My footsteps echo. The fluorescent lights flicker faintly overhead. My palms are damp, as if preparing for danger that isn’t actually there. Or maybe it is. Danger has never made sense since that night.

Danger looked like a friend.

Smiled like a friend.

Said my name like a friend-

Maddy.

until it didn’t.

I try not to think about the sound of that word said in his voice. But the memory is alive. It crawls up my spine the second I let it.

I grip the strap of my bag tightly and walk faster.

At the turn of the hallway, someone laughs, a man’s laugh. Not his. Someone else’s. But my body reacts before my logic catches up. My chest tightens, my breath drops into my stomach like a stone, and for a split second, the air thins again.

I duck into the nearest empty classroom, close the door quietly, and lean against it. Just long enough to breathe. Just long enough to steady myself.

The room is dark except for the soft blue glow of computers asleep on their desks.

I sit in the far corner and put my head in my hands.

And the quiet catches up to me.

Not loud, not violent-

no sobs, no shaking-

just a slow, sinking collapse inside my chest.

I breathe quietly through my fingers, letting the pressure build behind my eyes without letting it fall. Tears would take too long to wipe away. Tears would leave traces. Tears would mean I’m not as in control as I pretend to be.

So I don’t cry.

I break inwardly instead.

It’s quicker.

A single shudder runs through me, 

the kind that feels like my soul flinching.

I wait until the world steadies.

Until my heart remembers its rhythm.

Until my mind stops replaying footsteps and laughter and five letters that used to be mine.

When I can finally move again, I whisper-not aloud, just to myself:

Keep going. You can fall apart later.

It’s the closest thing I allow myself to a promise.

The walk to my car is short but feels endless.

Every footstep reminds me of the ache between my thighs, that soft, bruised throb that never fully healed because I never let it. Because healing would have required acknowledgment, and acknowledgment would have required saying what happened, and saying what happened would have required trusting someone with the truth and I couldn’t do that.

Not when silence felt safer.

I unlock my car with shaking hands and slide inside, letting the door close me off from the world. The car is warm from the late afternoon sun. The warmth feels good. Heavy. Like a blanket pressing me into myself.

I sit for a moment, staring at the steering wheel.

Five minutes.

Just five minutes to collect myself.

My fingers trace the smooth leather, though I’m not really feeling it; I’m just grounding myself, the way I’ve learned to without even realizing it.

I breathe in.

I breathe out.

I pretend both breaths belong to someone who isn’t exhausted by simply existing.

Then I turn the key and drive.

Home greets me with quiet.

Not comforting quiet. Not peaceful quiet.

Just... quiet.

The kind that feels like a house holding its breath, waiting for me to exhale first.

I drop my bag on the table and toe off my shoes. My body sighs in relief when the pressure is gone, but the underlying ache; my thighs, my hips, my arm where he twisted it too far, remains like a bruise beneath a bruise.

I move through my small apartment, touching familiar things: the soft throw blanket, the closed blinds, the chipped mug I always forget to replace. I don’t know why I do it. Maybe to remind myself that this space belongs to me. That I’m safe here.

Even if I don’t feel safe anywhere.

I head straight to the bathroom.

The shower is the only place that makes sense to me anymore. The sound. The steam. The way the hot water hits my skin and gives me something tangible to feel instead of everything I’m trying not to feel.

I strip down slowly, wincing as I step in.

The water is too hot at first, scalding, punishing, but I don’t turn it down. I let it burn. It’s the only sensation that overrides the others. The ones I can’t locate but always feel. The ones that don’t have marks but leave me aching anyway.

I press my forehead against the tile and let the water cascade over my back.

Five seconds.

Ten.

Fifteen.

My breath carries a tremor I try to ignore.

Don’t break here, I whisper inside my head. Not now. Not over a hallway. Not over a name.

But the name repeats anyway, echoing across the inside of my skull like a memory etched into bone.

Maddy.

My chest tightens. My breath stutters. The water runs hotter and hotter as the panic tries to claw its way up my throat.

I grip the edge of the shower wall and squeeze my eyes shut.

Stop, I tell myself. Stop it. It’s over. You’re here. You’re fine.

But another voice, one I try not to recognize, cuts through the steam:

You didn’t stop him then.

You didn’t stop anything.

You swallowed it. And it’s still inside you.

My knees go weak.

I catch myself before I fall.

I stand there until the water runs cold.

Afterward, wrapped in a towel and silence, I sit on the edge of my bed. My phone buzzes with a message.

Lena:

Drinks on Friday? Please tell me you’re coming this time.

I inhale slowly.

I can already feel the excuses forming. The soft lies. The harmless ones. The ones I tell with ease: I’m tired. I have papers to grade. Next time.

But tonight, something inside me whispers something different.

You can’t keep hiding forever.

The thought is frightening enough that I shut it down immediately.

I text back:

I’ll try.

It’s practically a no. She’ll read it that way. She always does.

But for a moment... I almost said yes.

Almost.

I lie back on my bed and stare at the ceiling, letting the quiet wrap around me like gauze.

The ache in my thighs pulses. My arm twinges when I shift. My chest feels tight, like a fist is pressing lightly-politely-over my ribs.

None of these pains are enough to explain.

None of them are enough to reveal.

But all of them are enough to remind.

I exhale through my nose, slow and deliberate.

I survived the day.

That should count for something.

It has to.

Because surviving is all I know how to do now.

The night is too quiet.

Not peaceful quiet, not the kind that makes sleep easy.

Just... the kind that stretches across the room and seeps into every corner of your skin, reminding you that the world exists whether you’re ready or not.

I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling.

The ceiling is blank. White. Empty.

And yet, it holds every shadow of my life, the ones I refuse to speak aloud. The ones I tuck neatly behind my ribs. The ones that make my thighs ache as I shift under the covers.

I run through the day in my mind.

The classroom. Students. Their questions. Their smiles.

The word. Maddy.

The hallway. Evan. The laugh.

Everything ordinary, everything mundane, everything crushing in its normalcy.

I press my hands to my face and breathe slowly, deliberately, the way I learned in a class I once took on stress management. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.

It works for ten seconds.

Fifteen.

Then the quiet catches me again.

I feel it coil in my chest. Around my throat. Behind my eyes.

I can’t move.

I can’t breathe.

I can only feel.

Memories surface. They aren’t cinematic. They aren’t loud.

They are tactile, physical, insistent.

A touch on my arm.

A weight pressing down on my thighs.

A name whispered into the hollow of my chest.

I wasn’t ready then. I’m not ready now.

I close my eyes, press my forehead into the pillow.

I try to push the thoughts away, but they wrap around me like ivy.

There is no escape.

I whisper into the dark:

Not tonight. Not again.

But the words float uselessly into the room. Silence doesn’t answer. Silence doesn’t comfort. Silence only listens.

The ache in my body is a reminder that silence is not neutrality. Silence is not healing. Silence is survival. Survival is expensive. And the debt is mine alone.

Hours pass like minutes.

I twist, turn, try to sleep, try to anchor myself, but the tension never loosens. My body remembers when my mind wants to forget. My arms, my thighs, my chest, they all have their own memory of fear, and tonight they’re loudest of all.

I imagine Evan walking past.

I imagine him smiling, casual, ordinary, harmless.

I imagine the weight of the word on my tongue.

Maddy.

I press my palm into my stomach, a futile attempt to contain the twisting nausea that accompanies the thought.

I hate that my body reacts before my mind can catch up.

I hate that I am still here, still feeling, still breaking in ways the world doesn’t see.

I finally sit up, tired beyond comprehension, but not asleep, not rested.

I pull the blanket tightly around my shoulders and curl into myself.

There’s no crying tonight.

There’s no wailing.

Just a quiet, simmering ache.

I whisper to the dark:

Tomorrow will be easier.

I almost believe it.

I almost hope it.

But the truth is, I know better.

And still... I survive.

Morning arrives without ceremony.

The sun slides through the blinds in thin, cold lines, slicing across my bed like it’s trying to measure me. I lie still, staring at the ceiling, counting breaths, feeling the ache in my thighs, the stiffness in my arms. The nausea hasn’t left, and I wonder if it ever will.

I roll to the edge of the bed and let my feet touch the floor. The cold hits, biting, but grounding. My body feels heavier than it should. My chest rises and falls too quickly, heart catching in little skips I pretend are normal.

I run through the routine. Toothbrush. Shower. Clothes. Coffee. The motions are mechanical, almost a ritual. Each act a barrier against the memory, against the world, against him.

I catch my reflection in the bathroom mirror.

She looks composed. Calm. Teacherly. The woman the world sees.

I don’t look for myself behind the eyes, behind the skin. I don’t want to find her.

Breakfast is quiet. Cereal, toast, coffee. I scroll through the headlines, not reading, just scanning. Numbers, names, crimes, politics, all noise I can hold at a distance. None of it matters. None of it reaches the place inside me where the ache waits.

I rehearse the day silently. How I’ll walk. How I’ll talk. How I’ll answer if anyone, God forbid, calls me Maddy again.

I’m already tense, already braced.

Even the familiar can betray me.

At school, I move through the hallways like a ghost. Students chatter, lockers slam, sneakers squeak against the floor. Everything ordinary, but my body does not recognize ordinary.

I keep my shoulders squared, eyes forward. Every glance toward the staff room or the hallway where Evan sometimes appears sends a shiver down my spine. The nickname simmers in my mind like coals I dare not touch.

I force myself to smile at a student.

They ask a question.

I answer.

I feel nothing but the thrum of my pulse.

Controlled. Dissociated. Hidden.

The act is exhausting.

And it’s the only act I know.

By mid-morning, a small panic begins to coil in my chest.

It’s subtle at first, a twitch of the hand, a knot behind my ribs, a nausea that refuses to quiet. I tell myself it’s just hunger. Just dehydration. Just the flu brewing somewhere invisible.

But my body remembers what my mind wants to forget. It remembers a single name. Five letters. Whispered like a song before the music died.

Maddy.

The memory crawls up my throat. My fingers tighten around my pen until the ink threatens to smear. I force myself to write, to grade, to speak. The students glance at me, curious. I smile. Smooth. Calm. Normal.

Inside, I shiver.

By the end of the day, my legs ache, my arms throb, my stomach knots in ways words cannot capture. And still, I survived.

Not unscathed. Not whole. Not safe.

But still.

Alive.

And that, I tell myself, is enough. For today.

The walk to my car is slower than the morning, each step a negotiation with the ache I carry in my legs. The campus is quieter now, shadows stretching across the pavement, long and indistinct. The light hum of distant traffic reminds me that the world keeps moving, even when I feel stuck in this internal tide.

I reach my car, hands trembling slightly as I unlock it. My fingers linger on the handle, and I pause. For a moment, I consider just leaving. Walking into the unknown would be easier than carrying today’s weight into tomorrow.

But I don’t.

I climb inside, seatbelt clicking, the smell of leather and faint coffee comfort me. I breathe slowly, deliberately, pressing palms against my knees. The pain in my thighs flares, a dull, constant reminder that the body remembers things I’ve tried to forget.

I start the engine. Headlights paint the empty street in harsh white lines.

And then I see him.

Evan.

He’s leaning against a brick wall, talking to someone I don’t recognize. He laughs softly, the sound familiar and impossible. His posture is casual, unassuming. Normal. And yet my stomach twists in on itself.

I grip the wheel, knuckles white. I tell myself he doesn’t see me. He isn’t looking at me. He wouldn’t recognize me if he did.

But my body doesn’t believe me.

I force myself to drive past, eyes forward, hands steady. I taste bile at the back of my throat, but I swallow. Survival is swallowing. Survival is pretending. Survival is moving forward while part of you is screaming.

The rest of the drive is silent.

Home greets me with its hollow quiet. I step inside and close the door behind me like a shield. I let my shoulders drop, the tension spilling out in a slow exhale. Alone, I am slightly less fragile. Alone, I can feel the pulse of my body, the ache in my limbs, the remnants of panic swirling through me.

I set my bag down and move through my apartment with automatic precision: shoes off, lights dimmed, doors closed, blinds pulled. I linger in the kitchen, staring at the countertops, wondering how a space this small can feel so vast when the silence presses in from every corner.

I sit on the floor, back against the cabinets, and let my hands rest on my thighs. The ache pulses rhythmically, a drumbeat I cannot escape. I close my eyes and let the quiet wrap around me like a shroud.

A whisper in my mind begins, soft but insistent:

You survived today. You can survive tomorrow. You always survive.

I press my palms over my face. I want to believe it. I want to let it comfort me. But the ache in my body, the shadows in my mind, and the faint memory of a name; five letters, once soft, now sharp, refuse to quiet.

I breathe slowly, counting, forcing myself to stay upright, forcing myself to be present. I will survive. I always survive.

But surviving is not living.

And I feel the truth of that more clearly than I can bear.

The quiet settles into me, deep and permanent, pressing against every nerve. And I know, in the pit of my stomach, that this is only the beginning.

The quiet is patient.

It waits.

It watches.

And I... I am its companion.
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Chapter Two: Small Collapses
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Morning light creeps through my blinds like it’s afraid to touch me. Soft, diluted, barely warm. I lie in bed longer than I should, waiting for my breath to catch up with my body. There’s no reason for today to feel heavier than yesterday, but somehow it does. Somehow it always does.
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