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I woke before the light touched the sea.

The ceiling above me stretched wide and blank, the pale gray of a half-remembered dream. Dust had settled in the corners like fog that had nowhere else to go. I watched it collect in soft constellations above the bed, no moving. 

The only sound in the room was Graham’s breath, slow and steady, curling warm against the curve of my shoulder.

He stirred, barely. His hand grazed mine, the backs of our fingers brushing in that half-conscious way people in love are supposed to find comforting.

“Asmara,” he murmured, his voice low with sleep. Or maybe it was just a sound. Maybe he didn’t say anything at all.

I didn’t turn to look. I didn’t need to. I already knew what his eyes would say… concern, maybe. Or worse, that tired hopefulness I couldn’t bear to keep disappointing.

Instead, I counted the cracks in the ceiling. Four. Five. Six. I used to make up stories about them. Back when this house still felt like ours. Back when I thought the ache would pass. Back when silence still felt like peace instead of penance.

“I’ll be home early,” Graham whispered, words brushing the air between us. A pause. Then his fingers reached for mine again… tentative, careful, like touching glass.

I didn’t pull away. But I didn’t hold on either.

A kind of truce. 

A kind of goodbye.

The alarm clock hadn’t gone off yet. The world beyond the window was still holding its breath, waiting to decide whether it wanted to be morning or not. That strange hour, suspended between dreams and obligations. Between forgetting and remembering.

I closed my eyes, letting the quiet press into me.

At first, there was nothing but the thud of my heartbeat in my ears.

And then… I heard it.

Not here. Not real. But real enough.

Waves, crashing softly against a shore I hadn’t seen in a decade. The slow ache of a cello, its bow dragging long across the strings like someone calling my name without speaking. And layered beneath the music, a voice I hadn’t heard in ten years and couldn’t forget if I tried.

“Come back.”

I opened my eyes so fast I startled myself.

But it was just Graham. Just the ceiling. Just the slow blink of the bedroom lamp, unplugged but still flickering from time to time like it remembered something too.

Just this house. 

This life.

The stillness I’d trained myself to live inside. Only now, it didn’t feel still. It felt like something holding its breath.

Waiting to break.

Only now, it didn’t feel still.

It felt like something holding its breath.

Waiting to break.

I lay there for a while longer, pretending not to feel the crack forming in the silence. Graham had fallen back asleep, one hand curled near his chest like a child. He looked younger in sleep, softer… like the version of him from before we built a life of white walls and whispered apologies.

My body moved before my mind caught up. I slipped out from under the covers, feet hitting the cold wood floor with a quiet slap. No sound from him. Just the ticking of the hallway clock, slow and resentful. I didn’t bother with slippers.

Each step felt heavier than the last as I climbed the narrow staircase to the attic, avoiding the third step from the top… always creaking, always exposing me. The door groaned when I pushed it open, as if even the house knew I wasn’t supposed to be here yet.

But I couldn’t stay downstairs. Not after hearing that voice in the dark. Not after feeling it.

The attic smelled like old dreams.

Turpentine, dust, salt air. The window on the far wall was cracked open just enough for the sea to creep in, along with the pale suggestion of dawn. The light hadn’t fully arrived yet… just a quiet, aching blue that settled into the corners like memory.

My canvas stood exactly where I left it the day before. Still blank.

I picked up the brush. The old one. The one with the bent handle and the dried red paint near the bristles I could never fully clean off. I hadn’t used it in years, but it had stayed… waiting.

On instinct, I reached for gray. Not storm gray or slate, just something soft and dull, like the static between TV channels. I began with the sky, brushing light strokes across the top of the canvas. Then a horizon line. The sea. The kind of sea that doesn’t move, that doesn’t promise anything.

My hands moved automatically, muscle memory guiding me through motions my heart had long abandoned.

But then something shifted.

I paused mid-stroke, brush hovering, my breath catching.

There… on the canvas.

The beginning of a figure.

I hadn’t meant to paint anyone. It was supposed to be an empty seascape. Just water and sky and space. But my hand… it knew better.

The figure stood near the edge of a boat… small, barely more than a silhouette…. but unmistakably there. A shoulder turned. A hint of wind catching the edge of a coat. A slant of hair across the neck.

I dropped the brush.

It hit the floor with a dull thud, then rolled slowly toward the far wall.

I backed away, shaking. My heart pounding.

Because I knew that posture. I knew it the way I knew my own reflection… maybe better. I had traced it a thousand times in letters I never sent, in sketches I burned, in dreams I could never seem to escape.

Lior.

Even after ten years, my fingers remembered how to find him. My body remembered what it was to stand beside him. My heart… traitorous thing… remembered how it felt to beat for something that wasn’t safe.

Something that wasn’t real anymore.

I stepped closer to the canvas, trembling, unable to look away. The figure was faceless. But it didn’t need one.

Somehow, it was him.

Somehow, he had come back through my hands. And I didn’t know if that terrified me more than it comforted me.

I stepped closer to the canvas.

The brush had left a faint smear beneath the boat… like a ripple, or a shadow slipping under the surface. My breath fogged the cold air. Outside, the sea stretched in silence, but inside me something began to thunder.

I reached out and touched the paint.

Still wet. Still real.

A tremor passed through me, uninvited. The attic suddenly felt smaller, tighter. Like the walls were listening.

I closed my eyes.

And it was summer again.

Not this brittle, salt-bitten morning… but that other one. Ten years ago. Warm skin. Moonlight. Grass flattened under our backs. His cello case propped against the garden wall, unopened. Lior’s fingers smeared with ochre from painting my bare shoulder, my collarbone, the underside of my wrist. He hummed as he worked… not to impress, but to remember.

“I don’t write it down,” he whispered once, his voice low and sticky with wine. “If I do, it loses the truth. But if I play it from memory… it’s always you.”

That was the last time he ever touched me.

That was the last night I ever believed in the future. I opened my eyes and was back in the attic.

But it wasn’t empty.

Not anymore.

The figure on the boat remained motionless, faceless. But I could feel him now. A presence. Not just in the painting, but here. In this room. In me.

There was a pressure in my chest, rising like a scream I’d swallowed years ago. My fingertips pulsed with the need to finish the image… to give it a face. His face.

I took a step back.

No.

If I painted him, really painted him… it would mean he’d never left. That I had been waiting all along. That everything else… Graham, the house, the peace I pretended to feel… was only ever a placeholder.

My knees bent under me. I sank to the floor, dizzy. My breath came too fast.

Then… 

“Asmara?” Graham’s voice drifted up from below.

Muffled. Distant. Familiar.

But it hit me like cold water.

“Are you up already?” A pause. Then: “It’s early. You okay?”

I didn’t answer.

I couldn’t.

My throat was closed, locked around everything I couldn’t explain… not to him. Not to myself.

Silence.

Then his footsteps retreated… slowly, uncertain.

I stayed on the floor. Curled in on myself like a question with no answer. My hand reached blindly toward the canvas again, fingertips brushing the edge of that painted sky.

And that’s when I saw it.

A second figure.

Smaller. Behind the first.

A hand, reaching.

A shape I hadn’t drawn.

Still wet.

Still warm.
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Still wet.

Still warm.

I stared at the second hand on the canvas… its fingers just brushing the air behind Lior’s shoulder, suspended, incomplete. It was a soft outline, barely more than suggestion, but it hadn’t been there when I started painting.

And I hadn’t added it.

I backed away so slowly I felt each heartbeat in my throat.

It wasn’t the shape of Lior’s hand… this one was slender, with paint smudged across the wrist. It was mine.

Or something like mine.

Something reaching for him. Longing.

Or maybe trying to pull him back.

A floorboard creaked beneath my heel.

The light in the attic shifted. The early blue gave way to pale gold, and just for a moment, the face of the figure in the boat flickered… like the paint had caught a memory. For half a second, I swore I saw his expression.

Not the Lior of before, the boy with too-long fingers and eyes full of ideas.

But the man he might have become.

Older. Sadder. Still watching me.

I turned away from the canvas and pressed my fists to my chest like I could keep something inside… like I could hold it in before it bled through my ribs.

“Asmara?” Graham’s voice again. Closer now. On the stairs.

I froze.

“I’m heading out,” he called. “You want anything from the bakery?”

The silence swallowed me whole. I didn’t want croissants or tea or apologies wrapped in polite routine. I wanted… 

I didn’t even know what I wanted.

A sound came from the canvas. I turned too fast, stumbling over an empty frame on the floor. Nothing had changed. Not visibly.

But I could feel it.

The painting had shifted again. Not just the lines or the paint… but the weight of it. Like it had remembered something I hadn’t yet. Or worse… like it was still becoming.

I grabbed an old sheet from the corner and threw it over the easel.

Covered it. Silenced it.

Out of sight.

But not out of me.

Graham was still waiting downstairs.

I opened the attic door, and the hallway seemed longer than it should have. Shadows stretched strangely. The walls leaned a little. Maybe it was just my vision.

Maybe it wasn’t.

I reached the bottom of the stairs and found him by the coat rack, slipping on his shoes. His eyes met mine, and something flickered across his face. Worry, maybe. Or suspicion.

“You okay?” he asked, gently.

I nodded.

He waited a moment longer… too long… and then leaned forward to kiss my temple. I let him.

Then he left.

The door clicked shut behind him like punctuation. And I stood in the hallway, hollow. Above me, the attic groaned.

But the house didn’t settle.

It waited.

Just like me.

The hallway felt colder after Graham left. Like the absence of his body had left a vacuum in the air… one the house hadn’t quite figured out how to fill.

I stood there for a long time, coat unbuttoned, shoes forgotten, the silence pressing against my skin like humidity.

I could still feel it… that hand on the canvas.

Not Lior’s. Mine. Or something trying to be mine.

I walked slowly back to the base of the attic stairs. I didn’t climb. I just stood there, staring up into the dim slit of light that leaked from beneath the door.

The second figure hadn’t been part of the painting.

Not consciously.

But hadn’t that always been the danger? That Lior had become something more than memory… something that painted himself back into my life, no matter how tightly I shut the door?

I closed my eyes.

That hand… it wasn’t pleading. It wasn’t desperate. It was gentle. Steady. Not someone drowning.

Someone calling.

Was that what I’d been doing all along? Calling him back? I had told myself I was finished grieving.

That the silence he left behind had settled into something like peace. But what if it hadn’t? What if it had simply grown roots inside me, flowering quietly under the surface, waiting for the right hour, the right brushstroke, the right breath of air?

I thought of the dreams.

Of the music.

Of the way my hand had trembled, like it wasn’t mine anymore. What scared me wasn’t that I had painted Lior.

It was that I might have summoned him.

I turned away from the stairs, heart pounding harder than it should have. My fingers were cold.

I stared at my hands for a long time, like they might confess something. But they only looked back… still, pale, familiar.

I needed to get out.

Out of the house.

Out of my head.

Out of the memory.

The wind had picked up. Outside, the sky was clear but the clouds were moving fast, chased by something invisible. I threw on Graham’s scarf by accident, but I didn’t take it off.

At the door, I hesitated.

I told myself I was just going to pick up groceries. Milk. Fruit. Something Graham would expect when he came home.

But I wasn’t looking for food.

I was looking for silence that didn’t echo.  And for something… anything… that didn’t look back at me with Lior’s eyes.

I stepped out into the cold light of morning. The door shut behind me with a sound that felt like a question.

And somewhere… beneath the boards, behind the walls, or maybe just inside me… 

The painting waited.

The door shut behind me with a sound that felt like a question.

And somewhere… beneath the boards, behind the walls, or maybe just inside me… The painting waited.

I walked.

Down the cracked stone path Graham had promised to fix last spring. Past the gate that always leaned a little too far left, like it, too, had grown tired of pretending to stand straight.

The town was waking slowly. A dog barked somewhere behind a fence. 

A woman in a red coat watered her window box with one hand while smoking with the other. A child’s bicycle lay tipped over in a driveway, its front wheel still spinning.

It was all ordinary.

Painfully, aggressively ordinary.

But it felt wrong in my skin… like wearing someone else’s memory of a morning. I tucked Graham’s scarf tighter around my neck and kept walking.

The market wasn’t far. Just three blocks, past the old stone church and the bookstore that never opened before ten. I didn’t need a list… I only ever bought the same things. Milk. Eggs. Apples I rarely ate.

But when I stepped through the sliding glass doors of the grocery store, the scent of waxed floors and fluorescent lights hit me like a slap. Something about it felt too bright, too exposed. My heart sped up, though I had no reason to be afraid.

I pushed a cart slowly, letting the wheels rattle against the tile.

First: the produce aisle.

Then the cereal section.

And then… 

It happened.

It was faint at first. Barely audible over the hum of the lights and the occasional squeak of carts.

A melody.

Someone humming.

Low.

Slow.

Unmistakable.

I stopped moving. The sound wound through the aisles like fog, curling around me before I could run.

It wasn’t possible.

No one else would know that tune.

It had no name. Lior never gave it one. It was something he’d played once, half-formed, his fingers stuttering on the strings while I watched from across the garden, barefoot, breathless. He said it came to him in dreams. That it didn’t belong to the world yet.

“It’s yours,” he told me once. “But don’t ask me to finish it.”

And yet here it was.

Alive.

Moving through the store like it belonged to someone else now.

I abandoned the cart.

Didn’t even notice the apples rolling sideways. I moved toward the sound like it might vanish if I blinked.

But when I turned the corner into the bread aisle… it was gone.

The aisle was empty.

Just rows of stacked loaves. Some crumpled paper bags. And one man, halfway down, facing away. Dark coat. Head tilted slightly to one side, as if listening for something too.

I stood there, frozen.

Every nerve in my body screamed to move. To ask him. To call out. But my feet stayed rooted.

And then, just as he turned… just as the light caught the edge of his jaw… 

He disappeared behind the shelves.

Gone.

I lunged forward, nearly knocking over a display of bagels. But by the time I reached the next aisle, there was no one there.

Nothing but silence.

And somewhere inside that silence… I realized I had stopped breathing.
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