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2 a.m. The bed is as soft as earth and with every turn of my tense, heavy body, I sink a little deeper. It’s damp and cold. The room is pitch-black. I bury myself beneath the dust and everything turns to darkness. Every night I vanish from the surface of the earth, spiralling down in thoughts I can’t control. 









1


Monday, 8.10 a.m. I’m late. And the giant, slug-like mass of people crawling towards the Métro exit in front of me isn’t helping. I thread my way through the ill-tempered crowd, eager to reach daylight as quickly as possible. Outside, the day is overcast. The clouds are low in the sky and the street is packed with scurrying people, their heads bowed against the cold.


I’m wearing a jumper that’s far too thick for the early autumn weather, and as I battle sweatily through the throng, the stress begins to get to me. I missed the first session deliberately, but if I don’t make it to this one, I’ll never work up the courage to go at all. Stuck in this mad morning rush, I begin to wonder whether it’s the days or the nights that are hardest for me. It’s a close-run thing. 


After an hour on the train and twenty minutes in the Métro, I’m half an hour late by the time I reach my destination: a modern building that matches the one I checked out on Google Maps. I spend another five minutes or so scanning the information board in the lobby to find the right floor. Then, three flights of stairs later, I finally enter the designated room – flushed, out of breath, and dripping with sweat, all hopes of looking even vaguely presentable dashed by the morning’s efforts. Hoping to go unnoticed, I make for one of the many empty chairs and am about to sit down when I catch a waft of disinfectant, and instantly feel sick. The cold glare of the neon lights, the beige linoleum, and the slowly rising sun behind the window remind me of those early morning lessons at school, when it always felt like such a struggle to stay awake. 


I study my fellow-sufferers warily. There are two of them. Only two – and both are female. One, wearing a sweater dress that’s cinched at the waist with a thick braided belt, exudes a timeless elegance I can only dream of. It’s hard to tell how old she is. Her misty grey hair is pulled up into a bun and her skin is marked by wrinkles, but her unusually bright eyes convey pure, child-like joy. I don’t see any signs of fatigue in that radiant face. 


The other woman couldn’t be more different. Young and thin with dark hair dyed blonde framing a face that’s as white as the neon lights, she looks at the end of her tether. Her cheeks are hollow and the circles under her eyes are enormous. 


This is hopeless, I think to myself. I was expecting a full room where I would be able to make myself inconspicuous in the back row. You can’t hide in a room where there are only three people sitting around a table. 


A woman with greying hair – the person organising the course, I assume – is painstakingly drawing something on the whiteboard. Short and rather plump, she is conservatively dressed in black. When she’s finished her diagram, she turns round, puts down her marker, and addresses me.


‘I’m Hélène, a sleep psychologist. I’ll be running the meetings,’ she explains. ‘You must be Claire?’ Her tone is polite rather than warm. 


Mine, despite my best efforts, is tense. ‘I thought there would be more of us,’ I say lamely.


‘There should be five of you if all goes to plan. But let me introduce Michèle and Lena to start with.’


The younger of the two, Lena, offers me a limp wave, but Michèle flashes me a warm, welcoming smile that instantly puts me at my ease. 


Hélène praises me for coming and assures me I will see results. I force a smile. I wish I could believe her, but, unfortunately, I’m pretty sceptical about this sort of thing. I’m only here because my husband went on and on at me to do something, and I finally gave in. Apparently, my insomnia has a negative impact on his sleep. As always, he had the last word and, as always, I let someone else make my decisions for me. 


Five people if all goes to plan … I’m definitely not going to be able to go unnoticed.


Hélène picks up her marker again and goes over the content of the first session. The theme was, apparently, ‘internal clocks’. Her voice gets louder as she warms to her subject – I can tell she takes it all very seriously.


‘This lock, hidden away in our brains, sets our circadian rhythm – our night–day cycle. It regulates all our bodily processes – setting their tempo, if you will, like a miniature orchestra conductor!’


‘I’ll give you my notes,’ whispers Michèle.


I wasn’t expecting a lecture – I could have bought a book if that’s what I wanted. Hélène turns to me again. ‘Before you arrived, I was explaining the different sleep stages. I’ll start again at the beginning. First, there’s non-REM sleep, which is itself made up of three stages. Stage 1 is the transition between waking consciousness and sleep. In Stage 2 you’re in a phase of light sleep where something like, say, a noise or bright light can wake you. When you reach Stage 3 you’re completely cut off from the outside world. You’re in a deep sleep, the most restorative form of sleep, and it’s difficult to wake you. Next comes REM sleep, where your mind experiences intense brain activity with long, elaborate dreams, but your body …’


I stop listening. As far as I’m concerned, this Stage 3 deep sleep I’ve heard so much about is totally unattainable. A dream. Pie in the sky. A mirage in the desert. I am tempted to ask if insomniacs ever actually manage to achieve it, but a totally misplaced sense of pride holds me back. Michèle looks at me, then asks the question herself, as if she has somehow guessed what I have been thinking.


‘It’s a little complicated,’ Hélène replies. ‘Let’s say that depression and other mood disorders can alter the structure of deep sleep. This anomaly leaves the patient feeling that their sleep is … disrupted. We’ll have a chance to revisit this another time. Recent studies have identified other reasons that may explain why you can wake up feeling unrested. In any case, after falling asleep you’re in a light sleep – Stages 1 and 2 – and then, after about twenty minutes, you find yourself in a deep sleep that lasts about …’


I’m losing focus. The wave of energy I felt as I walked in has evaporated in the heat of the room. I feel I am slipping back into that state between sleep and wakefulness that I know only too well. Lena takes a big spiral-bound notebook out of her backpack, which is torn to bits and held together by several safety pins. Her face disappears behind a curtain of hair. She starts taking notes. Michèle does the same, but first she tears out a few pages and hands them to me – unwittingly roping me in, whether I like it or not. I hadn’t asked for any paper, but I accept it to be polite, and as she holds out her slim hand, I notice there are three bracelets on her wrist. They seem to be engraved with names, but I can’t read them. 


Hélène is still droning on about sleep stages when the piercing screams of a young child suddenly cut her off. Her features darken. I pull myself out of my torpor.


‘Oh no, not again,’ she sighs. ‘I asked them to find us a new room for this session … I’m sorry, there’s a dental surgery on the other side of the wall. This happens all the time.’


The screeching gets louder and louder for several minutes, until a door slams and quick footsteps echo through the corridor. Silence. I make the most of the situation to suggest we find a space for our meetings that’s quieter, more welcoming. We’re talking about sleep, after all, not business matters. Michèle, her voice as cheerful as her eyes, suggests that perhaps things aren’t as bad as we think, and offers to bring mugs, teabags and a thermos of hot water to make us feel more at home. As if hearing her for the first time, Lena marvels at how correctly she speaks. 


‘No doubt due to my profession, my dear Lena. I used to teach literature for university crammer courses.’ 


‘Whenever I open my mouth my mum says I sound like a fishwife,’ Lena says. She has drawn up one of her knees towards her chest and is chewing on a strand of hair. ‘But who cares what room we’re in? It’s not like this is going to make any difference to our nights.’


‘Shall we continue?’ Hélène asks, slightly thrown by our having veered off-topic. ‘As I was saying, a single cycle includes a short period of wakefulness, non-REM sleep, and REM sleep.’


She is about to begin drawing a new diagram when the door opens to reveal an anxious-looking face. A man, taller than average and somewhere between forty and fifty years of age, steps in and timidly asks if he’s in the right place. ‘I’m sorry to be late. I had some problems on the Métro. As for the first session, I went to the other centre – the one in the suburbs. You know, they have the same name … Sorry, I’m Hervé,’ he says in a trembling voice. He has a disconcerting habit of nodding slightly as he speaks, which makes him look a bit odd.


Hélène ceremoniously crosses his name off the list and invites him to sit down. 


He’s thin as well as tall, which emphasises his height. His shoulders slump when he sits down, and he doesn’t even bother to take off his trench coat or put down his leather briefcase, which he clutches tightly to his stomach. He reminds me of a shy new student that’s turned up halfway through term. 


Hélène asks him to introduce himself briefly, but no sooner does the spindly man open his mouth than the screams ring out again. 


Hélène raises her voice so we can hear her. ‘Our time is up anyway. Sorry, Hervé. We’ll hear what you have to say next time. In two weeks. Make sure you write it down. The length of time between sessions will vary … Ah, I almost forgot … your sleep logs!’ 


‘I must confess, I had a few problems filling mine out,’ Michèle explains.


‘Don’t worry. We’ll talk more about them next time. What about yours, Claire?’


‘I haven’t got it,’ I reply dryly.


‘Please try to bring it with you every time. It’s the foundation of our work together. And the only way for us to get a clear picture of your nights. You’ll be surprised at the difference it makes. I promise to find a better room for our next session. And don’t forget: as long as you keep faith and don’t give up hope, you can find your way back to sleep.’


I stifle a nervous chuckle. I feel as if I’m at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. 


Lena stands up and hurries out of the room, muttering a quick goodbye over her shoulder and, for the first time, I notice how terribly skinny she is. I leave with Michèle and Hervé.


In the corridor we run into the hysterical child from next door. She’s with her helpless-looking mother and is still screaming. Michèle stops in front of her, kneels down and whispers something in her ear, whereupon the little girl immediately stops howling and begins to study the strange person before her with apparent fascination. She then smiles and calmly walks back into the torture chamber, leaving her mother dumbfounded – and, I imagine, everlastingly grateful. Hervé and I watch in disbelief. Pleased with her efforts, Michèle stands up, adjusts her bun, and takes me by the arm as if we were old friends. 


‘Children aren’t as difficult as we think,’ she explains matter-of-factly.


As we wait silently for the lift, which seems to be taking forever to arrive, Hervé clears his throat, pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose, and declares, ‘I’ve been an insomniac for twenty years. And you?’ 


Tuesday, 12.30 a.m. Michèle walks quickly to warm herself up against the cold. She’s watchful – wary even, although she’s taken the same route at the same time every night for years. The little church sits between two blocks of flats. Easy to miss in broad daylight, it is barely noticeable in the dark. Michèle walks past it without slowing down, then takes an alleyway down the side of the church. At the foot of a stairwell leading to the side entrance, she lifts a small stone to find the key.


Despite the darkness, she moves around confidently, as if she were in her own home. She takes off her coat and disappears into a closet, where she fiddles with the fuse box until a dim light fills the space. She grabs a bucketful of soapy water and a mop and, wearing a light blue smock that’s clearly not hers, makes her way towards the nave. Before getting down to work she takes a few coins out of her pocket and lights three candles. Then, hands tightly gripping the wooden mop handle, and shoulders hunched with a sense of purpose, she sets to with gusto. Come on, children, finish your tea. Antoine, didn’t you eat anything at the canteen? Stop bickering. How was school today? Don’t worry, Paula, fights never last long. How did you reply? My God, you children really can be so cruel to each other. 


After working on the central area, Michèle, still full of energy, moves on to the aisles on each side of the nave. She stops in front of a large bouquet of flowers lying on the floor in front of one of the side chapels. The glimmer from the candles and the wan glow of the streetlights through the stained-glass windows create a chiaroscuro that’s worthy of a Renaissance master, and Michèle sits down for a moment to take in the still life in front of her before getting back to work. In the total silence, every gesture, every sound – however small – reverberates around the church. Alexandre, how can you expect to pass your exams if you’re always studying with your headphones on? Go to your room, where it’s quiet. 


An hour later she takes off her smock, puts the bucket back where she found it, smooths a strand of white hair back into her bun, and puts on her watch and coat. Before leaving, she blows out the three candles. Goodnight, my little angels of the night. See you tomorrow. The key safely back in its hiding place, she takes the same route in the opposite direction, encountering only two or three people in the twenty minutes it takes her to get home. After a quick cup of herbal tea, which she drinks standing in the kitchen with her back against the counter, she undresses, puts on her thick, floor-length nightdress and slips into bed as quietly as she can, so as not to wake her husband. 


Wednesday, 4.30 a.m. Shit! That’s the first thought that pops into Lena’s head when she looks at her alarm clock every morning – or night, depending on how you look at it. For Lena 4.30 a.m. is always the start of her day. She’d gladly hurl the wretched clock across the room, but she’s afraid she’ll wake her little brother, who’s dreaming happily in the bunk above her. Lena extricates her long, skinny body from the covers, picks up the faded one-clawed stuffed toy crab off the floor and slips it under François’s arm. She heads for the bathroom, kicking out at the miaowing cat who wants to rub himself against her legs and sending him flying. Out of my way.


‘Is that you, Lena?’ asks a drowsy voice. ‘What in the world are you doing?’ 


‘Nothing, Mum. Go back to sleep.’


She studies her pale face in the mirror and adds a provocative shade of red to her full lips. Satisfied with the result, Lena returns to her bedroom to get dressed. A barely there pair of denim shorts over black tights. She hesitates for a moment, then opens the window. As an icy gust of wind bursts into the room, she changes her mind and swaps the shorts for skinny trousers with ripped knees. On her way out she grabs her coat and backpack. It’s still too early for the Métro, of course – train drivers, like everyone else, are still tucked up in bed. But she’s used to it, so she powerwalks to the café. At this hour, which is neither fully day nor night, strange characters appear out of the city’s woodwork. The party-goers have already gone home, and the early-morning shift workers aren’t up yet. Which only leaves a few haggard homeless people who regularly sleep in the streets. Though it’s not much of a sleep, disturbed as it is by noises, smells and the cold, and haunted by fear. Their faces, which can only be seen clearly when close up, look wild. Sometimes one of these figures will suddenly loom out of the shadows, bluntly demanding money or a light. But Lena is never afraid. For her, this snatch of time before the orderly world wakes up offers a welcome distraction from her problems. 


She arrives at the café at exactly 5 a.m., just as the red neon sign comes on, its letters reflected on the wet pavement. 


Lena says hello to Franck, the café owner, whose appearance never changes. His tattooed arms, bursting out of a skintight T-shirt, are permanently on display whatever the weather, and he always has a silver chain around his neck. She sets up the chairs, none of which match, while he takes care of all the important stuff. She runs her hand over a grimy-looking table and turns up her lip in disgust. 


‘The night shift team doesn’t do any cleaning then?’ she asks wryly.


Without a word, Franck throws her a damp paper towel. Lena mutters under her breath as she wipes away the crumbs from the night before, then settles in at the bar with her elbows on the counter. Franck waves a basket of warm croissants under her nose, but Lena immediately pushes them away.


‘You’ll fade away if you’re not careful,’ he warns.


‘Just a cup of coffee, please.’


Franck sighs as he tries in vain to find a radio station with good reception. Nothing but static. Lena watches him with an amused expression on her face.


‘Good morning, everyone!’


It’s Amar, the only other person who regularly calls in this early. He’s drowning in an oversized leather jacket, his faded jeans practically falling off.


‘You all right, Amar?’ asks Lena.


‘I’m all right. Slept good.’ 


‘It’s “slept well”, Amar. “Slept good” isn’t how you say it.’ 


‘Come on, lay off him,’ Franck intervenes. 


Amar has lived in France for twenty years, in a little room above the café, which Franck lets out to him at a rent that’s below the market rate. Lena likes him, maybe because of his accent and grammatical mistakes. They remind her of the ones her paternal grandparents make, although she hasn’t seen them for five years. Not since they stopped making the trip to see her and François. They’re too old and frail now. She’d like to visit them, but her mother can never afford the plane ticket. She finishes her coffee in silence, then steps behind the bar to find something better on the radio. Returning to her stool, she pulls her course notes out of her bag and begins to study them. At six-thirty, the bin men turn up, quiet time over. This is when she goes home to see François off to school before she heads off to her class. Every morning she goes out of her way to make him a breakfast fit for a king. 


Thursday, 10.18 p.m. Hervé closes his book and turns out the light. He’s exhausted and, despite previous experience to the contrary, at this moment he still believes it’s perfectly possible that he will fall asleep as soon as his head hits the pillow. Surely, tiredness has to get the better of him at some point? And perhaps tonight is the night. But tonight is never the night, and after a period of hope during which he feels close to victory, his thoughts catch up with him. Nothing extraordinary – just what he did earlier, what he has to do tomorrow, and how he has the yearly accounting to finish, with the whole agency relying on him to get it done on time. The meeting is in six weeks, which will go by quickly. He stops to reflect on how pointless it is to worry, then starts worrying again. Christmas will soon be here, and with it the annual dinner he has with his son. How old is he again? Twenty-five? Twenty-six? His birthday is in December – of that much Hervé is certain, but he always has to think for a while before he can pinpoint the exact date. And that in itself speaks volumes. What should he buy him? He must improve on the pathetic attempts he’s made for the past few years. Hervé wants his son to see him as a proper father, rather than the shell of a man he feels he is at the moment. He doesn’t want to let down the agency either. The people there have always been kind to him, even though he has nothing in common with them. There they are, elegant and successful, in their fashionable outfits. Always knowing how to make people laugh and ensure their voices are heard. Oh so at ease wherever they go. While he, by comparison, barely even exists. His conversations with them, which are few and far between, are reduced to basic information and barebones niceties. He eats his lunch at his desk and never even dares to go to the office canteen, but brings a flask of coffee from home instead. 


Hervé knows that behind those smiling faces, that relaxed demeanour and all those compliments on his work lies a steely inflexibility and he lives with this pressure all the time. He keeps coming back to that seemingly innocuous comment his boss made in the corridor one day. Trying to find the hint, the hidden meaning. ‘How are you, Hervé? You seem tired. Careful, we’re counting on you, you know!’ What did it mean? Was it a warning? That ‘careful’ filled him with dread. Given how much the agency has grown, he thinks, he could really use an intern to help out. This job is the only thing he knows how to do well, and now he’s starting to worry about the impact his lack of sleep is having on his work. It’s getting harder and harder to remember the simplest bits of information, and accomplishing even everyday tasks seems to take what feels like a superhuman effort. Things that used to be simple are no longer so. His pulse races and Hervé places his hand over his heart. He needs to think about something else. After all, there’s no reason to believe he’ll fail. So far, he’s always been able to manage his tiredness. And now he has the meetings – that’s why he signed up to them. Things will get better … 


11.10 p.m. He knows he shouldn’t, but he picks up his smartphone from the bedside table to check his inbox. He doesn’t have to do it, but he knows he would feel guilty if the agency were to send him an important email and he didn’t reply. He is aware that some of his colleagues stay late, often happily spending the night at the office. He sees them when he arrives in the mornings, parading their exhaustion, proud of their ability to put their lives on hold for their jobs. Their salaries are nothing like his, of course. Phew, no emails. Hervé breathes a sigh of relief. 


I’ll try a little bit longer, he thinks to himself, glancing at his alarm clock. It’s always around this time that he wonders how it is that a full day of work doesn’t lead, naturally and seamlessly, to restful sleep; to a night so revitalising that it will make a new man of him – a man ready to spring out of bed in the mornings, his head held high. Instead of which he has grown more feeble and tired with every passing year. 


He switches his attention to the sound of the leaky tap in the bathroom. Drip, drip, drip. Now he can’t block it out. Every drop of water sounds louder and louder as it hits the ceramic shower base. The flat’s ancient pipework regularly disturbs his sleep (and his mental health), but the very thought of calling the landlady – or rather her son – terrifies him so much that he prefers to suffer in silence. His tiny flat, comprising a narrow hallway, postage-stamp-sized kitchen, and a main room with a bed, dining table and sofa, belongs to an old woman. The floral wallpaper and thick velvet curtains are vestiges of her life here. Now that she’s in a retirement home, her son manages the flat. Well, ‘manages’ is putting it rather generously as he refuses to spend a penny to do the place up, but still raises the rent every year. The law is on Hervé’s side – he could demand that the wiring be brought up to standard so he doesn’t have to worry about electrocuting himself every time he touches a light switch – but the landlady’s son is so difficult that the very sound of his voice makes Hervé want to hide. Anyway, no one ever visits, so he does what he can himself, here and there, and somehow it all holds together. 


1.00 a.m. He knows he won’t fall asleep now, so he climbs out of bed. He takes off his worn old pyjamas and grabs his corduroy trousers, shapeless grey jumper and tweed jacket – all strewn carelessly on the floor at bedtime, back when he was still full of optimism. (It’s an empty optimism, admittedly, but one that is necessary for his survival.) When his thoughts really start to get the better of him, he goes outside to avoid the panic attack he knows is coming, the kind that leaves him feeling as if he’s going to die. A racing heart, shortness of breath, profuse sweating, numbness in his extremities … he gets all the symptoms. One night he decided he deserved to take back some control over his dismal nights. And once he’d made up his mind, he found he enjoyed strolling the streets aimlessly, letting the night take him where it pleased. Walking under the artificial glow of the streetlamps, he felt himself slipping into a soothing anonymity.


Friday, 1.30 a.m. All my senses are on full alert. I listen attentively to a distant howl. Somewhere between the worlds of dreaming and wakefulness, I’m not sure if I’ve imagined it. But my anxiety is certainly real.


‘Paul, can you hear that?’ I ask, frightened. ‘It sounds like a wolf.’


‘Yes. It’s nothing – probably just an owl. There aren’t any wolves here. Where do you think you are? Go back to sleep.’


Go back to sleep … I would have to have been asleep in the first place. The fact that he’s asleep annoys me. Other people sleeping has been getting to me for a while now. 


The perfectly round moon lights up the room like a film projector. I watch it, along with the dark canopy of trees, from my bed, my head propped up slightly on my pillow. Just thinking about the distance there is between me and that white sphere makes my head spin. But for the moment this sole source of light in a sky that is as black as it is bottomless has a hypnotic hold over me. The howling starts up again. Without sunlight the world outside becomes a hostile jungle full of unexpected dangers. A muffled creak pulls me out of the light sleep I’d fallen into. I leap out of bed. It’s coming from the attic. A load-bearing beam is about to give. The house is going to collapse around us … I think about waking Paul for a second time, but I know he won’t go and check it out. Then, just as I’m about to drift off again, another sound – quieter this time – pulls me back. I would give anything to be able to sleep alone – anything to not have to listen to this constant insidious snoring. I’ve lost count of the number of hours I have spent like this. Lying next to men who blissfully snore away, dead to the world, while I am wide awake on the other side of the bed, eyes jammed open and feeling spinelessly abandoned. And totally alone. At times like this, I have often dreamt of grabbing all my things and sneaking away. I might as well be on my own properly. If only I were brave enough … 


I remember having the same feeling of loneliness as a child – stuck in my bedroom in our family home, which was hidden in the middle of a huge garden that was so overgrown it looked like a jungle (my parents having neither the time nor the inclination to look after it). I can still see myself lying perfectly still in bed for hours, staring at the glow-in-the-dark stars that were stuck to my ceiling. My mother has often told me there never were any luminous stars in my room. (That said, she spent so little time there that it’s possible she simply failed to notice them.) And it’s true, I don’t have any memory of her or my father on a stepladder. So who put them up? My mother thinks I imagined them. Perhaps she’s right. My memories are so vague … 


My nights are like a child’s, full of unfounded fears and worrying shadows. And that’s despite all the thought and effort put into decorating and furnishing our bedroom. By day, the bed is a welcoming invitation to rest. It sits in the middle of a large bright room and is neither too wide nor too high, neither too hard nor too soft. It’s covered in cushions and blankets that are made of carefully selected natural fabrics. The furniture doesn’t take up too much space, and every mark of wear and tear tells a story. I searched for ages before deciding on the bedside lamps, which cast the perfect amount of light for reading in bed, without being too bright. I wanted to make my bedroom a warm and loving body to cuddle up against. But when night falls and the lights are out, the illusion disappears, and I might just as well be in a prison cell or quarantine room. 


4.30 a.m. The howling has stopped, but the silence is even worse. Nothing is happening now and all the attention I focused on the noises outside is zeroing in on me. I can feel my heartbeat speeding up to match my racing thoughts. I pick up my mobile from the bedside table. The home screen offers up a selection of headlines, sordid crimes and other serious and disturbing topics. I get lost here, in these pages that I don’t even have to turn. 


5.30 a.m. The treetops disappear in the mist that’s floating through the air at the far end of the garden. My thoughts calm down, my breathing eases, and my muscles relax. I finally fall asleep. 


7.30 a.m. The hot water is soothing. I’m sitting with my knees pulled tight against my chest. I don’t have the strength to stand. I’m running out of time, but I can’t bring myself to leave my warm bubble. I can’t move. I pass the shower head over my huddled body, alternating between my neck and my chest as I watch the streams of water trickle along the curves of my body and disappear into the folds of my skin. Seeing my body like this is a painful reminder of how a lack of physical affection has dried me out, like a dead branch. Turning off the tap demands a willpower I don’t have. The shivers that will torment me before I can get dried and dressed seem insurmountable. Paul’s deep voice calls out to me, firm and unyielding. I close my eyes, as if to block out the sound coming from the bottom of the stairs, but it grows louder and harsher. We’re going to be late. He has to go, and Thomas still isn’t ready. What on earth have I been doing in the bathroom for the last half hour? Do I think I’m the only person living in the house? Leave me alone, I want to scream at him. Just forget about me for one minute. Give me time to gather my thoughts before going out into the wild, heartless world. He knows perfectly well that I haven’t slept. I want to yell at him, but I keep quiet and stifle my anger. Don’t upset anyone, avoid conflict, do what’s expected of you. I know how to do that. I make a superhuman effort to get out of the shower and endure the shivering.


There’s a knock on the door. Not a knock, exactly, more of a gentle tap. As if from someone who doesn’t want to disturb. It’s Thomas who’s come to brush his teeth.
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