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The Museum of Us


The silence in my apartment is a physical presence, a thick, suffocating dust that has settled on every surface. It is the silence of aftermath, the profound quiet that follows a storm you were not certain you would survive. Outside, the city breathes its endless, mechanical sigh—a distant siren, the groan of a bus’s air brakes—but in here, there is only the sound of my own blood moving through my veins and the ghost of your laughter caught in the static between heartbeats. This room has become a museum dedicated to a single, failed exhibition: us.


Each object is an artifact, a shard of a life we built and then shattered. There’s the chipped porcelain mug on the coffee table, the one with the faded picture of a puffin you bought on a whim during that weekend by the sea. I remember the salt on your lips, sharper and more real than the lukewarm tea now sitting cold within it. I trace the crack in the ceramic with my thumb, a fine, branching line like a river on a map, leading nowhere I want to go.


Your scent still clings to the grey cashmere throw draped over the armchair, a faint, spectral perfume of vanilla and old books. I tell myself I should wash it, exorcise this last, lingering trace of you from my home. But my hands will not obey. To erase your scent would be a final kind of amputation, a severance I am not yet strong enough to endure. It is a sweet poison I willingly inhale each evening, a reminder of the addiction I cannot break.


I hate you for that. I hate you for turning my home into a mausoleum, my memories into relics. I hate that every corner holds a story, every object whispers your name, turning my own space into a territory I no longer control. It is an occupation of the soul, and I am its weary, defeated citizen. And yet, I cannot bring myself to pack any of it away. This curated pain is all I have left of you, and I love you for that.


The heavy, velvet curtains are drawn, though it is only late afternoon. The light that filters through the thin gap where they meet is a single, accusatory blade, illuminating a swirling universe of dust motes. They dance in the beam, tiny, forgotten particles, each one a second of our shared past, suspended and aimless. I watch them, mesmerized, thinking of how we, too, were just particles, colliding briefly in the vast, indifferent cosmos, creating a fleeting, brilliant light before drifting apart into the darkness.


I rise from the sofa, the motion stiff, unfamiliar. My body feels like a poorly piloted machine, the connection between mind and muscle frayed and unreliable. I walk to the window and pull the curtains aside, not with a flourish, but with the tired resignation of a man opening a tomb. The city sprawls below, a grid of steel and glass, indifferent and sprawling. The autumn sky is the color of a bruise, a mottled canvas of purple and sullen grey. Rain has begun to fall.


The droplets trace erratic paths down the windowpane, merging, separating, like all the possible futures we once imagined for ourselves, now just distorted rivulets of water blurring the world outside. I remember you loved the rain. You would press your face to the cool glass, a childlike wonder in your eyes, and claim you could smell the ozone, the scent of clean electricity. You said it was the smell of the world being washed clean, a fresh start.


Now, all I smell is the damp rot of memory, the decay of what was. The rain is no longer a promise of renewal, but a confirmation of the gloom that has taken root inside me. It drums a funereal rhythm on the glass, a monotonous, hopeless sound that echoes the flatline of my own heart. I hate you for taking the rain from me, for tainting something so simple and pure with the bitter stain of your absence. My world is smaller now, its colors muted, its sounds muffled.


But as I watch the rivulets race, a memory, sharp and unwelcome, pierces through the fog. It was a day just like this, the sky weeping, and we were trapped in that tiny bookstore downtown, the one with the crooked floors and the cat that slept on the counter. The air was thick with the smell of aging paper and wet wool. You were tracing the spines of leather-bound classics with a fingertip, your head tilted in concentration, a stray curl of dark hair falling across your cheek.


You turned to me then, your eyes alight with a sudden, brilliant idea. You held up a worn copy of a poetry anthology, its cover soft as suede, and opened it to a random page. “Read to me,” you’d whispered, your voice a conspiracy in the hallowed quiet of the store. And so I did. The words were not my own, but they became mine in the telling, a bridge between my soul and yours, built in the hushed, sacred space between the shelves.


In that moment, cocooned by the storm outside and the scent of a thousand sleeping stories, the universe shrank to the space between us. Your gaze never left my face, and I felt seen, truly seen, perhaps for the first time in my life. The love I felt for you then was so immense, so overwhelming, it was a physical ache in my chest, a terrifying, beautiful pressure that threatened to unmake me. I love you for the memory of that ache. It is the ghost of a warmth I can still almost feel.


I press my forehead against the cold glass of the window, the chill of it a welcome shock, a grounding sensation in the dizzying spiral of my thoughts. The city lights are beginning to flicker on, one by one, a constellation of artificial stars in the deepening twilight. They are distant and cold, offering no warmth, no guidance. They are just lights, assertions of existence against the encroaching night. I feel a kinship with them, a solitary point of light in my own private darkness.


It is this constant, violent oscillation that undoes me. The pendulum of my heart swings from a searing, resentful hatred to a desperate, aching love, and it never, ever rests in the middle. One moment, I am cataloging your sins, every betrayal, every careless word, every promise you shattered like cheap glass. I build a fortress of my anger, stone by painful stone, and swear that I am better off without you, that I am free. My hatred is a clean, sharp thing, a blade I can hold.


But then, the next moment, a memory will ambush me—the exact shade of your eyes when you laughed, the way your hand felt in mine, the private, silly language we invented for ourselves. The fortress crumbles, the blade dissolves, and I am left defenseless, awash in a tidal wave of longing so profound it feels like drowning. This love is a sickness, a fever that has broken and re-broken a hundred times, leaving me weaker with each passing day. It is a phantom limb that still aches with an impossible, undeniable reality.


On the mahogany desk in the corner sits another artifact, perhaps the most potent of them all: a small, lacquered box. It is unassuming, its dark wood polished to a dull sheen, its clasp a simple brass hook. It is not locked, yet I approach it with the trepidation of a sapper approaching an unexploded bomb. Inside rests the entirety of our correspondence—the letters, the notes, the postcards, the silly, heartfelt nonsense we scribbled and exchanged over the years. We were hopelessly anachronistic, preferring ink and paper to the cold, ephemeral glow of a screen.


My hand hovers over the lid, a tremor running through my fingers. I have not opened it since the end. I know, with a certainty that chills me to the bone, that to do so would be an act of profound self-destruction. It would be to voluntarily walk back into the fire I have only just crawled out of. Each word, each sentence, would be a fresh brand on my skin, searing your presence back into me when all I want is to be numb.


And yet, my fingers find the brass clasp. The click it makes as it unlatches is obscenely loud in the quiet room, a gunshot announcing the start of a race I cannot hope to win. I lift the lid. The scent of old paper and dried ink rises to meet me, a dusty, nostalgic perfume that immediately transports me. On top of the pile is a postcard, a cheap, glossy image of a windswept lighthouse against a turbulent sea. I don’t need to turn it over. I know what it says.


*“Weather’s here, wish you were beautiful. No, wait. You’re beautiful, wish the weather was here. That’s not right either. I miss you. It’s as simple and as complicated as that. All my love, C.”* It was from a work trip she’d taken, a silly, hurried scrawl that had made me laugh out loud when I received it. The memory is so clear, so vivid, that for a horrifying second, I feel the laughter bubbling in my chest again, a ghost reflex from a happier life.


The sensation is so alien, so unwelcome, that I slam the lid shut, the wood cracking against wood with a sharp, percussive report. My breath catches in my throat, a ragged, painful gasp. The phantom laughter dies, replaced by a familiar, hollow ache. I hate you. I hate you for your wit, for your charm, for the easy way you could dismantle my defenses with a few, perfectly chosen words. I hate that even now, your ghost can make me feel something other than this crushing emptiness.


I back away from the desk as if it were radioactive, my heart hammering against my ribs. I need to get out. This room, this museum of curated sorrow, is shrinking, its walls closing in. The air is too thin, thick with the ghosts of a thousand shared intimacies. I grab my coat from the hook by the door, not bothering with a scarf against the raw October wind. I need the cold. I need the sting of it on my skin to remind me that I am still here, still alive, even if I do not feel like it.


The hallway of my building is a sterile, anonymous space, smelling faintly of lemon-scented cleaner and the cooked cabbage of a neighbor’s dinner. It is a blessed relief, a neutral territory devoid of memory. The elevator ride down is a slow, controlled descent, a physical analog for my own psychological freefall. I don’t look at my reflection in the polished steel doors. I am afraid of the stranger I might see looking back at me, his eyes hollowed out by a love he cannot conquer and a hate he cannot wield.


Outside, the rain is falling harder now, a relentless, driving downpour that plasters my hair to my scalp in seconds. The wind bites, cold and damp, cutting through the thin fabric of my coat. I welcome the assault. It is a cleansing, a punishment, a sensory overload that momentarily deafens the relentless inner monologue of you. The city is a watercolor painting left out in the storm, its sharp edges bleeding, its colors running into a messy, impressionistic blur.


I begin to walk, with no destination in mind. My feet carry me along the glistening, slick pavement, past glowing shop windows displaying lives I can no longer imagine living. I see couples huddled under a single umbrella, their heads bent together in shared conspiracy against the weather















































