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Chapter 1 — The Street That Isn’t There







Élise Moreau did not come to Annecy looking for anything that could not be photographed.




That was what she told herself as the train slid along the edge of the lake, the water pale and deliberate under a sky that had not yet decided what it would become. She had packed lightly—too lightly, perhaps, for someone intending to stay more than a few days—but she had learned, in the last year, to travel that way. Fewer choices. Fewer attachments. Fewer reasons to feel foolish for wanting more than she could name.




The station was smaller than she expected, or perhaps quieter. Annecy had the reputation of a place that knew how to welcome visitors—postcards proved as much—but the air that met her when she stepped onto the platform was restrained, almost courteous. Even the sound of her rolling suitcase seemed to apologize as it echoed briefly and then faded.




She paused just beyond the doors, letting the morning arrange itself around her. Bicycles passed. A couple argued softly in Italian. Somewhere, church bells counted the hour without insistence. The town did not rush to introduce itself. It waited.




Élise adjusted the strap of her bag against her shoulder and reminded herself why she was here. Not for healing. Not for reinvention. Certainly not for answers. She was here because her sister had said, You need somewhere beautiful that doesn’t ask questions, and Annecy had seemed like the sort of place that would oblige.




She walked.




The old town revealed itself gradually, as if it had learned long ago that those who hurried were rarely paying attention anyway. Cobblestones smoothed by centuries of footsteps curved between buildings the color of bread crust and old paper. Shutters leaned open at uneven angles, confident they would not be corrected. Flower boxes spilled geraniums and ivy with the casual abundance of people who had never considered scarcity a threat.




Tourists clustered where the canals were widest, lifting phones in practiced arcs. Élise skirted them without effort, turning where streets narrowed, where the crowds thinned, where the town seemed to exhale.




She had no map open on her phone. She had learned, again in the last year, that maps suggested a certainty she no longer trusted. Instead, she followed smaller instincts: shade, quiet, the promise of somewhere that might not care whether she stayed or left.




It was then that she noticed the alley.




At first it registered only as an absence. A gap between two buildings where her eye had expected a shopfront, a café, something announcing itself with confidence. Instead there was a narrow lane paved in darker stone, its entrance partly obscured by a wrought-iron lamp that had not been lit in daylight for reasons she could not yet explain.




She walked past it.




She made it perhaps ten steps before she stopped.




There was nothing remarkable about the alley. That, she would later understand, was the problem. Annecy was full of narrow streets and unexpected turns, and yet this one felt…unclaimed. Not secret, exactly. Simply overlooked, as if attention slid off it without resistance.




She turned back.




The lane was barely wide enough for two people to walk abreast, and even that would require negotiation. The buildings on either side leaned inward slightly, not enough to threaten collapse, but enough to create the impression of a held breath. The stones underfoot were older than the surrounding streets, darker, worn smooth in a way that spoke not of crowds but of repetition—many feet, over a long time, but never all at once.




At the mouth of the alley, a small metal plaque was affixed to the wall. It bore no name. No number. Only a faint engraving that might once have been decorative and had since surrendered to weather.




Élise frowned, glanced back toward the main street. The noise of voices and water and movement carried clearly. The alley did not close behind her. It did not dim. It did not beckon.




And yet.




She stepped into it.




The temperature shifted almost immediately—not colder, not warmer, just…steadier. The air smelled faintly of clean linen and something older, like wood that had been warmed by sun and then allowed to cool again. Her footsteps sounded different here, softer, as though the stones were listening.




Halfway down the lane, she stopped again.




There, set slightly back from the street, was a storefront.




It was small, narrower than it had any right to be, and she could not have said how it fit between the two taller buildings without borrowing space from somewhere else. The windows were tall and old-fashioned, their glass imperfect, catching the light in subtle distortions. Behind them, fabric hung in quiet abundance—no mannequins posed dramatically, no signs shouted sales or seasons. Dresses, coats, jackets, scarves: they rested as if waiting, not to be admired, but to be chosen.




A soft, golden light glowed from within.




Not bright. Not theatrical. The sort of light that suggested evening even in the middle of morning, the kind that made people lower their voices without being asked.




Above the door, a sign hung from an iron bracket. The wood was pale and worn smooth at the edges, the lettering simple.




Cess’s Boutique




That was all.




Élise stood for a long moment, her hand still looped through the handle of her suitcase. She had the sudden, unreasonable sensation that she was late. Not late in the ordinary sense—no appointment tugged at her—but late as one might be late to a conversation that had already begun without her.




She checked her phone, half-expecting a message from her sister, a calendar alert, anything that would explain the pressure in her chest. There was nothing. The time glowed back at her with the same indifference it always had.




The door to the boutique was closed.




She told herself she would look in the window and then continue on. That was reasonable. That was what people did when they encountered unfamiliar shops in unfamiliar towns. They looked, they appreciated, they moved on.




She stepped closer.




The glass did not reflect her as clearly as she expected. Her outline appeared, yes, but softened, as if the mirror had been smudged by a careless sleeve. For a moment, she thought she saw movement behind her reflection—someone passing deeper inside the shop—but when she leaned closer, there was only fabric, layered and patient.




One dress in particular caught her eye.




It was simple, knee-length, a pale blue that reminded her inexplicably of mornings before decisions were required. The cut was elegant without being severe, the fabric neither heavy nor sheer. It was not displayed prominently. It was not trying to be seen.




And yet she could not look away.




Her breath caught, just slightly.




She straightened, annoyed with herself. This was ridiculous. She had not come to Annecy to be undone by a dress in a shop she would forget by afternoon. She reached for the handle of her suitcase again, preparing to turn back toward the canal, toward lunch and museums and the manageable pleasures of travel.




The bell above the boutique door chimed.




Not sharply. Not insistently. Just once, a sound like glass brushing glass.




The door had opened.




Élise froze, her hand still suspended in mid-motion.




A woman stood in the doorway.




She was neither young nor old in any way that felt worth remarking upon. Her hair, dark with threads of silver, was pulled back loosely, as though she had paused midway through the act of tying it properly and decided it was unnecessary. She wore a simple black dress and a measuring tape draped around her neck, its ends resting at her waist like punctuation.




Her eyes were warm. Observant. Entirely unhurried.




“I’m sorry,” Élise said automatically, the apology leaping ahead of any clear reason for it. “I didn’t mean to—”




“That’s quite all right,” the woman replied. Her voice was soft, accented in a way Élise could not immediately place. Not local, not foreign enough to be exotic. Simply…elsewhere. “You’re welcome to come in, if you’d like.”




“I was just looking,” Élise said. She hated how defensive it sounded.




The woman smiled, not at all as if offended. “Of course you were.”




She stepped aside, holding the door open with one hand. The light inside spilled gently into the alley, warming the stone at Élise’s feet.




“My name is Cess,” the woman added, as though it were the most natural thing in the world to introduce oneself to a stranger on a threshold. “Take your time.”




Élise hesitated.




Somewhere behind her, the sounds of the town continued. Life moved forward with admirable consistency. She could turn back now. She could keep walking. Nothing would stop her.




But the quiet inside the boutique felt deliberate. Kind.




She crossed the threshold.




The bell chimed again as the door closed behind her, the sound settling into the space like a promise no one intended to explain just yet.




The door closed with a sound so soft it barely deserved the name. It was not a click, nor the decisive latch of something sealed. It was more like a thought being finished.




Élise stood just inside the boutique, her suitcase still at her side, suddenly unsure what to do with her hands. The air was warmer here, not by much, but enough that she became aware of the chill she must have been carrying in with her. It smelled faintly of clean cotton, lavender, and something older—cedar, perhaps, or the echo of cedar, as if memory itself had a scent.




“Please,” Cess said gently, already turning away, as though she trusted Élise to follow. “You can set that anywhere.”




Élise rolled the suitcase a few steps farther in and left it near the door, feeling oddly as though she were abandoning it rather than placing it down. The sound the wheels made against the floor was muted, absorbed by wood that had been polished by decades—no, centuries—of careful use.




The boutique was larger inside than it had appeared from the alley. Not impossibly so, not in a way that defied logic outright, but enough to unsettle the mind that insisted on measurements. The ceiling rose higher than expected, beams crossing overhead like the ribs of a ship turned upside down. Light spilled from wall sconces and shaded lamps, each casting its own quiet pool, so that the room felt composed of overlapping evenings.




Racks of clothing stood arranged not by size or color, but by something Élise could not immediately identify. Coats hung beside dresses that shared no era, no style, yet seemed to belong together as naturally as old friends. Shelves held folded scarves, gloves, and hats, each stacked with an attention that felt personal rather than professional.




Mirrors lined one wall—not in a row, but staggered, angled slightly differently from one another. None were ornate. Their frames were simple wood, darkened with age, smooth from hands that had touched them often and with intention.




Élise felt the urge to lower her voice, though no sign instructed her to do so.




“It’s beautiful,” she said, the words sounding inadequate even as she spoke them.




Cess inclined her head, as though acknowledging a compliment made not to her, but to the space itself. “It likes to be noticed,” she said. “Not admired. There’s a difference.”




Élise frowned slightly. “You speak as though—”




“As though the boutique were listening?” Cess finished, her eyes twinkling just enough to soften the strangeness of the suggestion. “Perhaps it is. Or perhaps that’s simply a habit of mine.”




She moved toward a counter near the back, its surface clear save for a small vase of dried flowers and a leather-bound book that lay closed, its spine cracked with age. She did not open it.




“You’re welcome to look around,” Cess said. “There’s no hurry.”




“I don’t usually—” Élise began, then stopped. She had been about to say shop, but that word felt oddly out of place here. Shopping implied intention, comparison, decision. This place asked for something else.




She drifted toward the racks instead, drawn without knowing why to a cluster of garments near the center of the room. Her fingers hovered just above the fabric before she allowed herself to touch it.




The sensation startled her.




The cloth was cool and warm at the same time, textured in a way that resisted immediate description. It did not cling or slip beneath her fingers as silk might, nor did it sit solidly like wool. It responded, subtly, as if acknowledging her presence.




She withdrew her hand.




Cess watched from a distance, not intrusively, but with an attentiveness that made Élise feel neither alone nor observed. Simply…held.




“Is everything handmade?” Élise asked, more to anchor herself than out of genuine curiosity.




“In a manner of speaking,” Cess replied. “Though not always by hands.”




That earned a small, startled laugh from Élise before she could stop herself. She glanced at Cess, expecting to see mischief, but the woman’s expression remained serene.




“I’m sorry,” Élise said. “I think I’m more tired than I realized.”




“Tired people often find us,” Cess said. “They don’t always know why.”




Us, Élise noted. Not me. She wondered briefly if there were others—assistants, partners—moving unseen in the back rooms. The thought did not frighten her. It felt…unlikely. As though the boutique did not require more than one steady presence to function.




She moved closer to the mirrors.




From a distance, they looked ordinary enough. Up close, she saw that the glass was imperfect, rippled in places where time had left its fingerprints. Her reflection appeared slightly delayed, her movements echoing themselves a heartbeat later, as though the mirror wanted to be certain before committing.




She tilted her head.




The woman in the glass looked like herself, certainly—dark hair pulled back too tightly, a crease between her brows she did not remember earning—but there was something else, too. A softness around the eyes she did not feel. A hint of possibility that made her uncomfortable.




She stepped back.




“I should probably go,” she said abruptly. “I have to check into my hotel.”




“Of course,” Cess said easily. “The door will open whenever you’re ready.”




Élise turned, only to find that she could not immediately see the door.




It was there—she was sure of it—but her eye slid past it, as it had slid past the alley. She took a few steps, then stopped, heat creeping up her neck.




“This is going to sound strange,” she said carefully.




Cess smiled. “Most honest things do.”




“I can’t seem to—”




“The door doesn’t like to be rushed,” Cess said gently. “It prefers intention.”




“I intend to leave,” Élise said, more sharply than she meant to.




“And you will,” Cess replied. “But perhaps you could breathe first.”




The irritation that flared in Élise’s chest surprised her with its intensity. She was not accustomed to being thwarted by inanimate objects, nor by soft-spoken shopkeepers with enigmatic smiles. And yet, beneath the irritation, there was relief. The sort that came from being told, without accusation, that it was acceptable to pause.




She inhaled.




The air filled her lungs slowly, as though measured. She exhaled.




Only then did she see the door clearly again, standing exactly where it had been all along.




“I’m not staying,” she said, more to herself than to Cess.




“No one ever does,” Cess replied.




Élise hesitated, then sighed. “All right. Five minutes.”




Cess’s smile widened, just slightly. “Take all the time you need.”




The words echoed oddly, not louder, but deeper, as though they had been spoken before and would be spoken again.




As Élise wandered farther into the boutique, she became aware of other details she had missed at first. A low table held a box of buttons, each mismatched, each worn smooth by use. A small stool near one mirror bore faint scuff marks, as though many feet had climbed upon it and then stepped down again.




From somewhere deeper in the shop came the faint sound of movement—not footsteps, but the whisper of fabric settling, adjusting itself.




“Do people come here often?” Élise asked.




“They come when they need to,” Cess said. “Which is not the same thing.”




“And what do they need?” Élise pressed.




Cess considered her for a moment. “Sometimes, they think they need to escape.”




“And?” Élise prompted.




“And sometimes,” Cess said, “they are right. But not in the way they expect.”




Before Élise could respond, the bell above the door chimed again.




She turned.




A woman stood in the doorway, her posture tense, her hands clasped together as though she had been rehearsing this moment and feared forgetting her lines. She was perhaps in her early forties, her hair pinned back with practical precision. She wore a sensible coat and shoes built for endurance rather than beauty.




She looked as though she had not planned to enter the boutique, only to pass by it and fail.




“Oh,” the woman said softly, as if surprised to find herself indoors. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize—”




“You’re just in time,” Cess said, her voice warm with recognition. “Please, come in.”




The woman stepped inside, glancing back over her shoulder as though expecting the alley to object. The door closed behind her, the bell sounding once, twice, then settling.




Élise watched with sudden interest.




The newcomer’s gaze darted from rack to rack, mirror to mirror, her breath shallow. When her eyes landed on Élise, relief flickered across her face, as though she were grateful not to be alone.




“I was just looking,” the woman said quickly. “I didn’t mean to—”




“Of course,” Cess said again, as though the phrase were a key that fit many locks. “You’re welcome.”




The woman’s shoulders lowered a fraction.




Élise stepped aside instinctively, making space, becoming an observer. Something in the air shifted—not dramatically, but with purpose. The boutique felt…attentive.




The woman drifted toward a rack near the window, her fingers brushing past garments without pausing. Then, abruptly, she stopped.




Élise followed her gaze.




It was the pale blue dress.




The woman reached for it with trembling hands.




“I had one like this once,” she said, her voice barely audible. “Or…no. I didn’t. I almost did.”




Cess moved closer, her steps soundless. “Would you like to try it on?”




The woman swallowed. “I shouldn’t.”




“Perhaps,” Cess said. “But you may.”




Élise’s heart began to beat faster, though she could not have said why. She felt, with a sudden certainty, that something was about to happen. Not in the theatrical sense—no thunder, no rush of wind—but in the quiet, irrevocable way of choices made too late and yet exactly on time.




The woman took the dress from the rack.




The fabric seemed to brighten in her hands, the color deepening, becoming more itself.




“This doesn’t make sense,” the woman whispered.




“Very few important things do,” Cess replied.




She gestured toward one of the mirrors. The woman stepped forward, dress clutched to her chest, her breath quickening.




Élise watched as the mirror’s surface shifted—not rippling, not glowing, but deepening, as though the glass were no longer content to be flat.




The woman slipped behind the curtain near the mirror.




For a moment, nothing happened.




Then the air changed.




Élise could not have explained how she knew, only that she did. The light softened. The scent of lavender gave way to something warmer, greener. Summer, perhaps. Or the idea of it.




Cess met Élise’s gaze across the room.




“You may watch,” she said quietly. “If you like.”




“Watch what?” Élise asked, though part of her already knew.




“What happens,” Cess replied, “when someone tells the truth.”




The curtain stirred.




And then the woman was gone.




Not vanished—not in the abrupt way stories preferred—but absent, as though she had stepped into another room and taken the room with her.




The mirror reflected only light.




Élise’s breath left her in a rush.




“What did you do?” she demanded, her voice sharp with something like fear.




Cess did not flinch. “Nothing she didn’t choose.”




“Where is she?”




“Elsewhere,” Cess said gently. “For a season.”




Élise stared at the empty space where the woman had stood, her mind scrambling for explanations that would not come. Trick mirrors. Hidden doors. Elaborate illusions. And yet none of them accounted for the way the boutique now felt—full, as though it were holding a breath it had been waiting to take.




“How long will she be gone?” Élise asked.




Cess’s eyes softened. “As long as the season lasts,” she said. “Or until her heart changes.”




The words settled into Élise with unexpected weight.




She looked down at her own hands, suddenly aware of how tightly she had curled them into fists.




Outside, the town of Annecy continued on, unaware that anything had shifted at all.




Inside Cess’s Boutique, something had begun.


Élise did not move for a long time.




She stood where she was, her body rigid, her thoughts racing in uneven circles that refused to close. The place where the woman had stood still felt occupied, as though absence itself had weight. Élise half-expected the air to ripple again, for the curtain to part, for the woman to step back out laughing and embarrassed, revealing the entire thing as a carefully staged performance.




Nothing happened.




The boutique did not hurry to reassure her.




“That’s not possible,” Élise said at last. The words sounded thin in the spacious quiet. “People don’t just…go somewhere else.”




Cess regarded her with the patience of someone accustomed to hearing this exact sentence. “They do,” she said. “Just not usually so literally.”




Élise dragged a hand through her hair. “I saw her. She was there. And then she wasn’t.”




“Yes.”




“And you expect me to believe that she—what? Walked into a mirror?”




Cess tilted her head slightly. “Do you believe she wanted to?”




The question caught Élise off guard. “That’s not the point.”




“It often is,” Cess replied gently.




Élise paced toward the mirrors, stopping just short of the one the woman had used. Up close, the glass appeared no different from before—cool, solid, reflecting her image with that same subtle delay. She raised a hand, hesitated, then pressed her palm flat against it.




Cold glass met warm skin.




Nothing more.




She exhaled shakily, unsure whether she was relieved or disappointed.




“This is some kind of trick,” she said, more to steady herself than to convince Cess. “A projection. A hidden door. People don’t disappear.”




“They do,” Cess said again, unbothered. “Every day. Usually more slowly.”




Élise turned sharply. “What does that mean?”




“It means,” Cess said, moving to stand beside her, “that most people leave their lives piece by piece. Regret by regret. Decision by decision. Here, we simply allow them to step fully into what they have been circling.”




“You’re talking as if it’s a kindness.”




Cess’s gaze did not waver. “It can be.”




“And when it isn’t?” Élise demanded.




“That,” Cess said, “is why the door always remains.”




Élise laughed then, a short, humorless sound. “You make it sound very tidy.”




“It isn’t,” Cess said quietly.




They stood in silence for a moment, the boutique humming softly around them. Élise became aware of sounds she hadn’t noticed before—the faint creak of wood settling, the whisper of fabric shifting along the racks, the almost-imperceptible ticking of a clock she could not see.




“Does she know how to come back?” Élise asked finally.




“Yes.”




“And if she doesn’t want to?”




Cess folded her hands loosely in front of her. “Then she won’t.”




The answer landed heavily between them.




“You let people abandon their lives?” Élise said, incredulous.




“I let people choose,” Cess replied. “There is a difference.”




Élise looked at the door, suddenly keenly aware of its presence again. “And what happens to the lives they leave behind?”




“They continue,” Cess said. “As lives do.”




“That’s…convenient.”




Cess smiled faintly. “Not always.”




Élise shook her head, overwhelmed. She felt as though she had stepped into a story mid-sentence, expected to accept rules that had been in place long before she arrived. And yet, beneath the disbelief, beneath the rational protests, there was something else—a pull she did not want to examine too closely.




“Who was she?” Élise asked.




“The woman who just went through?” Cess said. “Her name is Marianne.”




“You know her?”




“I know who she is here,” Cess said. “And who she hopes to be elsewhere.”




“And where did she go?” Élise pressed.




Cess considered her answer. “To a summer she nearly chose once. To a life shaped by a different decision.”




Élise swallowed. “You’re saying that dress—”




“—fits a truth,” Cess finished. “Nothing more.”




“And nothing less,” Élise murmured.




She glanced again at the pale blue dress’s empty place on the rack. The space it had occupied felt conspicuous, like a missing tooth.




“How long will she be gone?” Élise asked again, as though the repetition might yield a different answer.




“A season,” Cess said. “Summer, in her case. Or until her heart changes.”




“You keep saying that.”




“Because it matters.”




“To who?”




“To everyone,” Cess said simply.




Élise wrapped her arms around herself. The boutique felt warmer than before, but she had begun to shiver. “And what happens while she’s gone?”




Cess’s gaze drifted toward the mirrors. “She lives.”




“That’s not an answer.”




“It is the only honest one.”




Élise laughed softly, the sound edged with disbelief. “You expect me to just accept this.”




“I expect nothing,” Cess replied. “You may leave whenever you wish.”




“And if I don’t?”




“Then you may stay.”




The simplicity of it was infuriating.




Élise turned away, moving toward the counter at the back, needing distance from the mirrors, from the suggestion of choices she had spent years avoiding. Her gaze fell on the leather-bound book resting there.




“What’s that?” she asked.




Cess followed her line of sight. “A record.”




“Of what?”




“Of those who have come through,” Cess said. “And those who have returned.”




“And the others?”




Cess did not answer immediately.




Élise waited, her heartbeat loud in her ears.




“The others,” Cess said at last, “are recorded differently.”




“That sounds ominous.”




“It isn’t meant to,” Cess said. “It is simply…permanent.”




Élise took a step back. “You talk about permanence as though it’s neutral.”




“It can be,” Cess said. “Depending on what one is leaving behind.”




The weight of the words pressed down on Élise’s chest. She thought of her apartment in Lyon, half-packed boxes still stacked against one wall months after the divorce. Of the job she had taken because it was sensible, not because it stirred anything in her. Of mornings that arrived without anticipation and evenings that closed without regret—comfortable, numb, safe.




“Why Annecy?” she asked abruptly. “Why here?”




Cess smiled, as though she had been waiting for the question. “Because Annecy knows how to hold water.”




“That’s poetic,” Élise said dryly.




“It’s practical,” Cess replied. “Water remembers. It reflects. It moves on when it must.”




Élise exhaled slowly. “You make it sound like the town is in on this.”




“The town is tolerant,” Cess said. “It has learned not to look too closely at what does not trouble it.”




“And the people?” Élise asked. “Don’t they notice? People disappearing?”




“They notice,” Cess said. “They forget.”




“That’s convenient again.”




Cess’s gaze softened. “It is a mercy.”




Élise returned to the center of the boutique, her steps slower now, more deliberate. She reached out again, this time allowing her fingers to trail along a sleeve without withdrawing. The fabric warmed beneath her touch.




“What if someone lies?” she asked quietly.




Cess’s eyes sharpened, just slightly. “Then the garment will not hold.”




“Meaning?”




“Meaning the season will end quickly,” Cess said. “Or unpleasantly.”




Élise grimaced. “So there are consequences.”




“Always,” Cess said. “Just not punishments.”




Élise stopped in front of a mirror again, studying her reflection. She looked tired. Older than she felt. Or perhaps she felt older than she was.




“What about you?” she asked suddenly. “Do you ever go through?”




Cess’s expression did not change, but something behind her eyes shifted, like a curtain stirred by a draft.




“I have,” she said. “Long ago.”




“And?”




“And I came back,” Cess said.




“Why?”




Cess smiled, not sadly, but with something like acceptance. “Because the boutique needed me.”




“That’s not an answer,” Élise said softly.




“It is the truest one I have,” Cess replied.




Silence settled between them again, deeper this time. Élise became aware of how alone the boutique truly was—no music, no ticking register, no hum of electricity. And yet it did not feel empty. It felt attentive. Waiting.




The bell above the door chimed once more.




Élise flinched, turning sharply.




An elderly man stood in the doorway, hat in hand, his posture tentative. He looked around with mild curiosity rather than alarm.




“Ah,” he said. “So it’s here today.”




Cess’s face brightened. “It is. Welcome back.”




“Back?” Élise echoed.




The man smiled at her. “Don’t worry. I didn’t go far.”




He stepped inside, nodding politely to Élise before moving toward a rack of coats. He selected one without hesitation—a long, dark wool coat with a collar worn soft by use.




“I won’t be long,” he said to Cess.




“I know,” she replied.




The man slipped the coat on, adjusted it carefully, then turned toward the mirror. For a moment, his reflection showed him as he was—lined, stooped, familiar. Then the image shifted, subtly, like a photograph dissolving into another.




Élise caught a glimpse of broader shoulders, a straighter spine. A younger man, perhaps. Or simply a different one.




The mirror brightened.




And then the man was gone.




Élise staggered back a step, her breath catching painfully in her throat.




“You said—” she began, then stopped, unable to find the words.




Cess rested a hand lightly on her arm, grounding, steady. “He goes to walk a path he once loved,” she said. “He returns each year, when the leaves turn.”




“You let him go again?” Élise asked.




“He earns it,” Cess said. “He does not confuse return with escape.”




The distinction struck Élise with unexpected force.




“Why show me this?” she asked.




Cess met her gaze squarely. “Because you saw the street.”




“That’s hardly a qualification.”




“It is,” Cess said. “More than you know.”




Élise pulled away gently, her thoughts spinning. She felt as though the boutique were peeling back layers she had worked hard to maintain.




“I didn’t come here for this,” she said.




“No one ever does,” Cess replied. “They come because they are ready to notice.”




Élise laughed weakly. “I don’t feel ready for anything.”




Cess smiled. “That is usually when readiness arrives.”




Élise glanced at the pale blue dress’s empty space again, then at the mirrors, then finally at the door.




“I should go,” she said. “I need time to—process.”




“Of course,” Cess said. “The door will open when you intend it.”




Élise closed her eyes briefly, inhaled, exhaled. When she opened them, the door stood clear before her, the light from the alley spilling in like a benediction.




She retrieved her suitcase, her movements careful, as though sudden motion might disrupt the fragile reality she now occupied.




At the threshold, she hesitated.




“What happens when she comes back?” she asked softly, thinking of Marianne.




Cess’s voice was warm with certainty. “She will not be the same.”




Élise nodded. “Neither am I.”




Cess smiled. “That has already begun.”




Élise stepped into the alley.




The door closed behind her, the bell chiming once.




The alley felt narrower than before, or perhaps she was more aware of it now. The sounds of Annecy rushed back in, bright and insistent. Laughter. Water. Life proceeding exactly as it always had.




She turned at the end of the lane, half-expecting the boutique to be gone.




It remained, quiet and patient.




Élise walked away slowly, her steps unsteady, her mind alight with questions she was not ready to ask.




Behind her, Cess returned to the center of the shop, straightening a sleeve that had shifted, smoothing a fold of fabric that had grown restless.




The boutique settled.




It had been a good beginning.
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Chapter 2 — The Woman Who Almost Turned Back







Élise told herself she would not think about the boutique.




She repeated this silently as she walked back toward the canal, as she checked into her small hotel near the old town, as she unpacked her clothes with deliberate care. She folded each item neatly, as though order might quiet the restlessness that had taken up residence somewhere beneath her ribs.




It did not work.




The image of the pale blue dress returned unbidden, hovering at the edges of her thoughts. The way the mirror had deepened. The way the air had changed. The way Cess had spoken of choice as though it were something tangible, something one could reach out and touch if one were honest enough.




Honesty, Élise reflected sourly, had never been her problem. She had been honest when she married Philippe, honest when she admitted—years later—that love had slowly become habit and habit had hardened into something unrecognizable. She had been honest when she said she was fine with the quiet, with the safety, with the absence of longing.




What she had not been was brave.




She closed her suitcase and sat on the edge of the bed, listening to the muffled sounds of the street below. A couple laughed. Someone wheeled a cart across stone. Life, continuing. It irritated her how easily the world went on.




She showered, letting the hot water pound against her shoulders, as if it might wash away the lingering sense that she had stepped sideways out of her life for a moment and had not quite returned. When she dressed again, she chose neutral colors, practical shoes. Clothing that announced nothing.




Still, when she stepped back outside, she found herself turning not toward the lake, but toward the smaller streets.




She stopped short, annoyed with herself.




“This is ridiculous,” she muttered, earning a curious glance from a passerby.




She changed direction deliberately, following signs for the château, for the well-trodden paths that required no decision-making. She even smiled at a street musician, dropped a coin into his open case, allowed herself to be momentarily distracted by the sound of a violin bending a familiar tune into something wistful.




And yet.




At the first narrow turn, she slowed.




At the second, she stopped altogether.




The alley was there.




Or perhaps it had always been there, waiting for her to notice again.




Élise stood at its mouth, her heart thudding harder than the situation warranted. In daylight, it looked even less remarkable than before. Just a narrow lane, shadowed, quiet. No sign announced it as special. No instinct screamed danger.




She took one step forward, then halted.




A woman stood a few paces ahead of her, facing the alley, her back to Élise. She was dressed neatly, sensibly, her hair pinned with care. She looked as though she had been standing there for some time.




“Excuse me,” Élise said, uncertain why she felt the need to announce herself.




The woman startled slightly, turning around. Her eyes were bright with something like embarrassment.




“Oh—sorry,” she said quickly. “I didn’t hear you.”




“That’s all right,” Élise replied. “I was just—”




She stopped.




It was the same woman.




Not Marianne—this was different, subtler—but unmistakably someone who had been in the boutique before. Élise recognized the tension in her shoulders, the careful way she held herself as though bracing against disappointment.




“You were inside earlier,” Élise said before she could stop herself.




The woman’s expression flickered. “I don’t think so.”




“Yes,” Élise said gently. “You were. You…tried on a dress.”




The woman’s lips parted, then pressed together. For a moment, she looked as though she might deny it again. Instead, she exhaled slowly.




“I almost did,” she said.




Élise frowned. “Almost?”




“I came in,” the woman said, her gaze drifting toward the alley. “I looked around. And then I left.”




“You didn’t disappear,” Élise said, more a statement than a question.




“No,” the woman said softly. “I turned back.”




Something about the way she said it made Élise’s chest tighten.




“I’m Élise,” she said, offering her name as a small kindness.




“Claire,” the woman replied. “Claire Dubois.”




They stood there awkwardly, two strangers connected by a thing neither quite knew how to name.




“I thought I imagined it,” Claire said after a moment. “The shop, I mean. I walked away, and then I couldn’t find it again. I convinced myself I’d mistaken the street.”




“And now?” Élise prompted.




“And now I’m standing here like an idiot,” Claire said with a self-conscious laugh. “Wondering if it will…let me in again.”




Élise glanced down the alley. The boutique door was closed, its windows darkened by the angle of the sun. It did not beckon.




“I don’t think it works like that,” Élise said carefully.




Claire looked at her sharply. “You know something.”




“I know very little,” Élise replied honestly. “Only that it doesn’t like to be rushed.”




Claire absorbed this, nodding slowly. “Figures.”




They waited.




Minutes passed. People walked by on the main street, their footsteps loud, their voices bright. None of them glanced down the alley.




“I didn’t plan to go in,” Claire said suddenly. “I wasn’t even looking for anything. I just—”




She gestured helplessly.




“I know,” Élise said.




Claire studied her. “Do you?”




Élise hesitated. “I think so.”




Claire let out a shaky breath. “I stood inside for ten minutes. I told myself I was being ridiculous. I told myself I didn’t deserve to want more than I already had.”




“What do you have?” Élise asked quietly.




Claire smiled faintly. “A good life. A safe one. A husband who tries very hard. Children who don’t ask for much. A job that pays the bills.”




“And?”




“And a sense that somewhere along the way,” Claire said, her voice dropping, “I misplaced myself.”




The words resonated painfully.




“Why did you leave?” Élise asked.




Claire looked away. “Because I was afraid that if I stayed, I wouldn’t come back.”




“And now?”




“And now,” Claire said, “I’m afraid that if I don’t, I’ll regret it forever.”




The silence that followed felt heavy, but not uncomfortable. It was the silence of recognition.




The bell chimed.




Both women startled.




The boutique door had opened.




Warm light spilled into the alley, transforming it from something overlooked into something intimate. The space felt held again, as though the world had leaned in.




Cess stood in the doorway, her expression unsurprised.




“I wondered when you might return,” she said, her gaze resting on Claire.




Claire swallowed hard. “I didn’t know if I could.”




“You still may choose not to,” Cess said calmly. “The door opens. It does not pull.”




Claire glanced at Élise, uncertainty written plainly across her face.




“I’ll wait,” Élise said without thinking. “If you want.”




Cess’s eyes flicked to Élise, something like approval—or perhaps amusement—passing briefly across her features.




“Come in,” she said.




Claire hesitated one last time, then stepped forward.




The bell chimed again.




Inside, the boutique felt different than before—not altered, exactly, but tuned. The air held a faint tension, as though the space itself were attentive to Claire in a way it had not been to Élise.




Claire moved slowly, deliberately, her gaze scanning the racks until it landed on a dress Élise had not noticed before.




It was not blue.




It was a soft, muted green, the color of early spring leaves. Simple, elegant, unassuming.




Claire’s breath caught.




“That’s…” She stopped, shaking her head. “No.”




Cess approached her, unhurried. “You may look,” she said. “You may touch. You may leave.”




Claire reached out, her fingers brushing the sleeve.




The fabric responded.




Claire gasped softly, her hand flying back as though burned. “It’s warm.”




“It remembers,” Cess said.




“Remembers what?” Claire asked.




“Who you were,” Cess replied. “Before you learned to be careful.”




Élise watched, her heart pounding. She felt, with sudden clarity, that this was the moment Claire had turned away from before.




“I can’t,” Claire whispered. “I shouldn’t.”




“You may,” Cess said gently. “That is all.”




Claire turned to Élise, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “What if I don’t like who I become?”




Élise thought of the mirror, of the way her own reflection had softened without her permission.




“Then you can come back,” she said. “Liking isn’t the same as needing.”




Claire laughed weakly. “You make it sound simple.”




“It isn’t,” Élise said. “But neither is staying where you are.”




Cess stepped back, granting space. The boutique seemed to lean inward.




Claire lifted the dress from the rack.




The mirrors waited.


Claire stood very still, the dress hanging from her hands as though it might move on its own if she loosened her grip.




Up close, the fabric revealed details Élise hadn’t noticed before—fine stitching along the seams, deliberate but unobtrusive, as if the dress had been made by someone who understood restraint as a form of care. The green was not uniform; it deepened and lightened subtly depending on how the light touched it, like leaves shifting in a breeze.




“I don’t wear green,” Claire said, almost apologetically.




Cess smiled. “You don’t wear many things,” she replied. “That doesn’t mean they wouldn’t wear you.”




Claire let out a nervous breath. “I’m not brave enough for this.”




“Bravery is rarely required,” Cess said. “Only honesty.”




Claire’s fingers tightened. “That’s worse.”




Élise felt that keenly. She moved a little closer—not intruding, but present. She sensed that Claire needed a witness more than encouragement.




“What happens,” Claire asked, “if I go through and realize I made a mistake?”




“Then you will have learned something true,” Cess replied. “Mistakes are not punished here.”




“And my family?” Claire pressed. “Do they know?”




“No,” Cess said gently. “They continue their days as they always have. Time here does not press upon time there.”




“That feels unfair,” Claire said.




“Perhaps,” Cess agreed. “But fairness is not the same as kindness.”




Claire closed her eyes. When she opened them again, something had shifted—not resolved, but steadied.




“Will you stay?” she asked Élise quietly.




Élise nodded. “As long as you need.”




Claire swallowed, then turned toward the mirror.




Up close, the glass appeared deeper than before, as though the reflection were no longer content to sit at the surface. Claire’s image wavered slightly, her posture straighter, her expression less guarded.




She stepped behind the curtain.




For a moment, the boutique held its breath.




Élise found herself counting—one, two, three—without knowing why. She half-expected Claire to reemerge immediately, embarrassed, shaking her head, dress still folded over her arm.




Instead, the light shifted.




It wasn’t dramatic. No flash, no wind. Just a gentle warming, as though the sun outside had moved into a better position. The air took on a faint scent of grass and something floral, not lavender this time but wildflowers—unpredictable, alive.




The mirror deepened.




Élise leaned forward despite herself, drawn by a sudden ache she couldn’t quite name. In the glass, she glimpsed movement—not a reflection, but a scene unfolding beyond it.




A garden.




Not manicured, not planned. A riot of green stretching toward a low stone wall, beyond which fields rolled softly under a pale sky. Claire stood there, younger somehow—not in years, but in bearing. Her shoulders were loose. Her hands were bare, dirt beneath her nails.




She laughed.




The sound carried faintly into the boutique, softened but unmistakable.




Élise’s breath caught.




“She’s—” she began.




“Yes,” Cess said quietly. “She is.”




“How long?” Élise whispered.




“Spring,” Cess replied. “Perhaps longer.”




“And she’ll come back?” Élise asked.




“That depends,” Cess said, “on what she learns.”




The mirror stilled, its surface returning to reflective calm. Claire was gone.




Élise pressed a hand to her chest, surprised by the intensity of her reaction. She felt as though she had just witnessed something intimate—too private to have been seen, and yet offered freely.




“She almost didn’t,” Élise said.




Cess nodded. “That is often the most important part.”




They stood together in silence for a long moment. The boutique felt fuller now, as though Claire’s presence lingered in the folds of fabric, in the warmed air.




“She was afraid,” Élise said.




“Yes,” Cess agreed. “But she was not wrong.”




Élise frowned. “You make it sound as though fear is…acceptable.”




“It is essential,” Cess replied. “Fear tells us where we are close to truth.”




Élise looked at the mirrors again, at the racks of garments that now felt less like clothing and more like doors waiting patiently to be noticed.




“How many?” she asked quietly.




“How many what?” Cess said.




“How many people have done this,” Élise said. “How many have stepped through?”




Cess considered. “Enough.”




“And the ones who don’t come back?”




“They are not lost,” Cess said. “They are woven.”




“Into what?” Élise asked.




Cess’s gaze drifted briefly toward the walls, the beams, the quiet corners of the boutique. “Into places that need tending.”




The answer unsettled Élise more than she expected.




“You speak as though this place is alive,” she said.




Cess smiled faintly. “It listens. That is not the same thing.”




Élise shook her head. “You say these things so calmly.”




“I have had practice,” Cess replied.




A question rose to Élise’s lips—How long have you been here?—but she did not ask it. She sensed, instinctively, that the answer would not fit easily into her understanding of time.




Instead, she asked, “What happens now?”




“Now,” Cess said, “we wait.”




“For what?”




“For Claire to live her season,” Cess replied. “And for you to decide whether you will return tomorrow.”




The words landed softly, but with precision.




“I don’t know if I will,” Élise said.




Cess nodded. “That is honest.”




Élise turned toward the door, her body heavy with the urge to leave and the equally strong pull to stay. She walked to the threshold, paused, then turned back.




“If she comes back while I’m not here,” Élise said, “will she remember?”




Cess’s expression softened. “She will remember what matters.”




“That doesn’t answer my question.”




“It does,” Cess said gently. “Just not in the way you want.”




Élise smiled despite herself. “You’re very good at that.”




Cess inclined her head. “It is a requirement of the work.”




Élise hesitated, then stepped out into the alley. The light there seemed sharper now, the sounds louder. She glanced back.




The boutique waited, unchanged, its windows glowing softly despite the afternoon sun.




As she walked away, Élise felt the curious sensation of being accompanied—not followed, exactly, but remembered. As though something behind her had taken note of her direction and would recall it later.




She spent the afternoon wandering without purpose, letting Annecy reveal itself to her in fragments: the shimmer of the canal, the cool shadow beneath stone bridges, the echo of footsteps in narrow streets. And all the while, she thought of Claire in her garden, of soil under fingernails, of laughter that did not ask permission.




That evening, she sat at a small café near the water, a glass of wine untouched before her. She watched couples drift past, families linger, tourists take photographs they would later struggle to explain their attachment to.




She felt…unsettled.




Not unhappy. Not afraid. Simply aware of the shape of something she had been pretending not to see.




As dusk settled, she found herself standing again at the edge of the old town, her feet carrying her without conscious instruction.




The alley appeared as it had before.




She did not go in.




Instead, she stood there, hands in her pockets, heart racing, and allowed herself to acknowledge the truth she had been avoiding since that morning.




She wanted to know what the mirrors would show her.




She turned away before she could act on the thought.




Tomorrow, she told herself.




That night, she dreamed of doors.




Élise woke before dawn, the dream clinging to her like damp fabric.




She lay still, staring at the pale ceiling of her hotel room, listening to the muted sounds of the building settling around her. Somewhere down the hall, a door closed softly. Pipes whispered. The world resumed itself without asking her permission.




In the dream, she had stood before a row of doors, each painted a different color. Some were familiar—white, brown, the sensible shades of hallways and offices. Others were hues she could not name, colors that seemed to exist only in memory. Every door had been unlocked. Every handle had been warm beneath her palm.




She had opened none of them.




She sat up, rubbing her hands together as though to chase away the lingering sensation. Light crept through the thin curtains, gray and tentative. Morning in Annecy arrived without ceremony.




“Get a grip,” she murmured to herself.




She dressed slowly, deliberately choosing the same neutral clothes she had worn the day before. She told herself this was not a statement, merely habit. She left the hotel without breakfast, walking briskly as if momentum might carry her past indecision.




The alley appeared sooner than she expected.




She stopped short, irritation flaring. She had not been walking in this direction. Or so she told herself.




The street looked unchanged, and yet it felt subtly different—more present, perhaps, as though it had been waiting overnight and was pleased she had returned.




She did not go in.




Instead, she leaned against the opposite wall, arms crossed, and waited. She did not know for what.




Time passed. The light shifted. A shopkeeper on the main street rolled up a metal shutter with a clatter that echoed briefly down the alley. A woman walked by talking into her phone, her voice animated, her steps quick.




No one else noticed the narrow lane.




Élise checked her watch, then laughed quietly at herself. “I don’t even know why I’m here.”




“You came because you wanted to see whether it would open again.”




Élise startled, turning sharply.




Claire stood a few feet away, her posture relaxed in a way it had not been the day before. Her hair was loose now, falling around her shoulders. She wore simple jeans and a light sweater, her feet bare in sandals despite the cool morning air.




“You’re back,” Élise breathed.




Claire smiled, the expression unguarded, luminous. “I am.”




Élise’s heart thudded painfully. “You—already?”




“Time is strange there,” Claire said. “You were told that.”




“I didn’t know if—” Élise stopped, gesturing helplessly. “You look…”




“Different?” Claire supplied gently.




“Yes.”




Claire glanced down at herself, then back up. “So do you.”




Élise frowned. “I don’t feel different.”




“Neither did I,” Claire said. “At first.”




They stood together at the mouth of the alley, the quiet between them charged with things neither yet knew how to articulate.




“Did you—” Élise hesitated. “Did you stay?”




Claire nodded. “For a season.”




“And?”




Claire’s smile softened, becoming more complex. “And I came back.”




“Why?” Élise asked.




Claire did not answer immediately. She looked past Élise, toward the bustle of the street, the familiar rhythms of morning. “Because it was enough,” she said finally. “And because I realized I wasn’t trying to leave my life. I was trying to remember how to live it.”




Élise swallowed. “That sounds…simple.”




“It wasn’t,” Claire said. “It was painful. And joyful. And ordinary in ways I’d forgotten could still matter.”




“Did it change anything?” Élise asked.




“Yes,” Claire said. “Just not what I expected.”




She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small object—a smooth stone, veined with pale green. “I brought this back,” she said. “I don’t know why. It felt important.”




Élise studied it. It looked unremarkable. And yet she felt a tug of recognition, as though it belonged somewhere she had not yet been.




“Are you going back in?” Élise asked quietly.




Claire shook her head. “Not today. Maybe not ever. I don’t feel…unfinished.”




The word echoed painfully.




They stood there another moment, then Claire reached out and squeezed Élise’s hand. “Don’t rush,” she said softly. “That place has a way of waiting.”




She turned and walked away, merging seamlessly into the morning crowd.




Élise remained where she was, her hand still warm where Claire’s had been.




The alley waited.




She exhaled slowly and stepped forward.




The boutique door was closed, its windows reflecting the pale sky. For a heartbeat, doubt flared—perhaps it would not open for her again. Perhaps she had been given enough, and this was all there would be.




Then the bell chimed.




The door opened.




Cess stood in the doorway, her expression calm, unsurprised.




“Good morning,” she said. “You’re early.”




Élise huffed a short laugh. “I didn’t mean to be.”




“Few people do,” Cess replied, stepping aside. “Come in.”




The warmth enveloped Élise as she crossed the threshold, familiar now, almost welcome. The boutique looked as it had before, and yet she noticed new details immediately—a scarf folded slightly out of place, a coat whose sleeve hung lower than the other, as though it had been touched recently.




“Claire came back,” Élise said.




“Yes,” Cess said. “I felt it.”




Élise hesitated. “She seemed…at peace.”




Cess smiled. “That is one of the possible outcomes.”




“And the others?”




“They vary,” Cess said. “As people do.”




Élise moved toward the mirrors, stopping short of them. She did not look at her reflection this time. Instead, she stared at the glass itself, at the faint imperfections that hinted at depth.




“Why do you do this?” she asked suddenly.




Cess did not pretend to misunderstand. “Because someone must hold the door.”




“That’s not an answer.”




“It is,” Cess said gently. “Just not a complete one.”




Élise turned to face her. “You could stop. Close the shop. Let people…figure it out on their own.”




Cess’s gaze was steady. “Many do,” she said. “But some need a place where wanting is not treated as failure.”




The words struck with uncomfortable accuracy.




“What happens to those who stay?” Élise asked.




“They become part of the weave,” Cess replied. “They tend what they chose.”




“And you?” Élise pressed. “What did you choose?”




Cess considered her for a long moment. “I chose to return,” she said. “Again and again.”




“Until?”




“Until returning became the point,” Cess said.




Élise absorbed this in silence.




The boutique felt quiet, expectant, as though aware that something hovered just out of reach. Élise’s gaze drifted, unbidden, toward a rack near the back—one she had not noticed before.




A garment hung there, unassuming, its color difficult to name. Not gray, not blue, but something in between, like the sky just before rain.




Her breath caught.




“I didn’t see that yesterday,” she said.




“No,” Cess agreed. “You weren’t ready to.”




Élise took a tentative step closer, then stopped herself. Her heart pounded painfully. “I’m not trying anything on,” she said quickly.




Cess inclined her head. “Of course not.”




“But—” Élise’s voice wavered. “I want to know the rules.”




Cess smiled faintly. “You already know the most important one.”




“Which is?”




“You may stay as long as the season lasts,” Cess said, “or until your heart changes.”




“And the price?” Élise asked.




“Honesty,” Cess replied. “Nothing more.”




Élise laughed softly. “That’s quite a price.”




“It is the only currency that holds its value here,” Cess said.




Élise took another step toward the garment, then another, stopping just short of touching it. The air around it felt charged, attentive.




“I’m not ready,” she whispered.




Cess nodded. “Then don’t lie to yourself by pretending you are.”




Élise let out a shaky breath, relief and frustration tangled together. She stepped back, creating distance, and felt the boutique relax slightly, as though it approved of restraint as much as courage.




“I’ll come back,” she said.




“Yes,” Cess said. “You will.”




“How do you know?”




Cess’s smile was gentle, knowing. “Because you saw the street twice.”




Élise returned the smile, faint but genuine.




She turned toward the door, pausing at the threshold. “Thank you,” she said quietly.




Cess inclined her head. “For noticing.”




The bell chimed as Élise stepped back into the alley.




The light outside felt different now—not harsher, but clearer. The world seemed sharper at the edges, as though her vision had been adjusted slightly and could not quite be reset.




She walked away slowly, deliberately, letting Annecy receive her again.




Behind her, the boutique settled into its patient waiting.
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Chapter 3 — Fabric That Breathes



Morning arrived softly at Cess’s Boutique.


Not with customers or footsteps, but with light—thin at first, like a held breath, then fuller as the sun found its way down the narrow alley and pressed gently against the front windows. The glass accepted it without glare, diffusing it into a honeyed glow that slipped across the wooden floorboards and climbed the legs of mannequins standing patiently where they always had.


Cess moved through the space as one might move through a garden at dawn.


She did not rush. She did not check a clock. Time here announced itself through other means: the way fabric cooled or warmed beneath her fingers, the faint tightening in the air when a choice hovered nearby, the subtle hum that lived beneath silence when the boutique sensed it would be needed soon.


She paused beside a rack of dresses, lifting one sleeve between thumb and forefinger. The material responded—not dramatically, not in any way that would alarm an untrained eye—but enough. A quiet acknowledgment. As though it had been listening and was glad to be noticed.


“Easy,” she murmured.


The dress settled.


Cess smiled.


There had been a time, long ago, when she had tried to explain this to herself. Had reached for names—magic, enchantment, illusion—and found them all insufficient. What happened here was not trickery, nor was it power in the way stories liked to frame such things.


It was consent.


Fabric that breathed because it had been asked to remember.


She moved toward the mirrors next. There were seven of them in total, though most people noticed only three. They were arranged not symmetrically, but thoughtfully, each angled just enough to avoid easy reflection. None of them were original to the space, and yet none of them had ever belonged anywhere else.


Cess cleaned them carefully, though they never truly smudged. The act was less about maintenance and more about courtesy.


“You will have visitors today,” she said quietly.


The mirrors did not answer, but the depth behind the glass shifted, imperceptibly, like water responding to a change in weather.


Satisfied, Cess turned the sign on the door from Closed to Open and stepped behind the counter.


She did not wait long.


The bell chimed just once—hesitant, as though the door itself had needed convincing.


The woman who stepped inside looked surprised to find herself there.


She was in her early thirties, perhaps, with paint beneath her fingernails and a scarf looped around her neck despite the mild weather. Her eyes moved quickly, making inventory of the space with the reflexive caution of someone accustomed to disappointment.


“Oh,” she said. “Sorry—I thought this was a café.”


Cess smiled. “It used to be.”


The woman blinked. “Recently?”


“Relatively,” Cess replied.


The woman laughed uncertainly. “Of course it was.” She glanced behind her, then back in, as though expecting the shop to have rearranged itself in her absence. “I didn’t see a sign.”


“There rarely is one,” Cess said.


“That seems…inconvenient.”


“Only if you are looking for certainty.”


The woman considered this, then shrugged and stepped fully inside. The door closed behind her with a soft, decisive click.


“Well,” she said, exhaling. “Since I’m here.”


Cess nodded. “Since you are.”


The woman wandered slowly, fingers trailing just above the fabrics without touching them. Her pace was careful, reverent without quite knowing why.


“This place smells like…” She frowned, searching. “Like rain on old books.”


Cess’s smile deepened. “You have a good nose.”


“I’m a painter,” the woman said. “I notice textures.”


“And scents.”


“And absences,” the woman added quietly, surprising herself.


Cess watched her closely now. “What brings you to Annecy?”


The woman hesitated. “I ran out of walls.”


Cess did not laugh.


“I had a studio in Lyon,” the woman continued. “White walls. Big windows. Perfect light. And one day I realized I hadn’t painted anything new in almost a year.” She gestured vaguely. “I could still finish commissions. Still replicate. But nothing original would…stick.”


“And so you came here,” Cess said.


“Yes,” the woman said, then frowned. “No. I mean—yes, but not intentionally. I came for three days. To walk. To look at water.”


“And now you are here,” Cess said again.


The woman nodded slowly, her gaze caught by a jacket draped over a chair near the mirrors. It was unremarkable at first glance—linen, well-worn, its color softened by time.


“That wasn’t there before,” she said.


“It was,” Cess replied. “You were not.”


The woman approached it, lifting the hem between paint-stained fingers. “It feels…”


“Alive,” Cess said gently.


The woman startled, then laughed. “I was going to say ‘used.’”


“Those are not mutually exclusive,” Cess replied.


The woman hesitated. “Is this a costume shop?”


“No.”


“A vintage store?”


“Sometimes.”


The woman looked around again, this time more slowly. “I feel like I’m being—” She searched for the word. “Measured.”


Cess inclined her head. “By yourself.”


Silence settled between them, comfortable but charged. The mirrors leaned closer, metaphorically speaking. The fabrics waited.


The woman exhaled. “I don’t usually try things on.”


“Today is not usually,” Cess said.


The woman’s mouth curved despite herself. “You’re very calm about this.”


“I have learned not to rush people toward their own truths,” Cess replied.


“And if I don’t want a truth?” the woman asked lightly.


“Then you will find nothing here but well-made clothing,” Cess said. “And perhaps a cup of tea.”


The woman considered this, then slipped the jacket on.


It fit immediately—not snug, not loose, but familiar. As though it had known the shape of her shoulders long before she arrived.


“Oh,” she breathed.


The mirrors deepened.


The air shifted, carrying with it the scent of turpentine and salt, of wind moving through tall grasses near a distant sea. The woman’s reflection wavered—not changing her appearance, but altering her posture. Her spine straightened. Her eyes focused.


She took a step forward.


Then stopped.


“I can’t,” she said suddenly, panic flashing. “I don’t—I didn’t ask—”


“You may stop,” Cess said calmly. “At any time.”


The woman clutched the lapels. “What happens if I keep going?”


Cess met her gaze. “You will go somewhere you recognize.”


“But I’ve never been there,” the woman said.


Cess smiled. “That is rarely a barrier.”


The woman laughed shakily. “This is insane.”


“Yes,” Cess agreed. “In the original sense of the word.”


The woman took a breath, then another. Her fingers relaxed.


She stepped through the mirror.


The boutique exhaled.


Cess did not watch the scene unfold beyond the glass—not directly. She did not need to. She felt it instead: a coastline bathed in late afternoon light, a small studio with cracked windows and canvases stacked carelessly against the wall, a woman painting not for anyone else but because her hands remembered how.


A season, perhaps. Summer. Or the edge of it.


Cess turned away, granting privacy even across realities.


She busied herself straightening a rack that did not need straightening, humming softly under her breath. The tune had no name. It had been with her longer than language.


The bell chimed again.


This time, the visitor did not hesitate.


Élise stepped inside, her expression alert, as though she expected the room to rearrange itself just to test her.


“You’re open,” she said.


“I usually am,” Cess replied.


Élise glanced toward the mirrors, then away. “I wasn’t sure if today was a…good day.”


“There are no bad days here,” Cess said. “Only days that tell the truth quickly.”


Élise grimaced. “That’s not reassuring.”


Cess smiled. “You came anyway.”


“Yes,” Élise said. “And I don’t know why.”


“That is still an answer,” Cess said.


Élise noticed the empty space near the mirrors, the faint warmth lingering in the air. “Someone else?”


“Yes.”


“Did they go through?”


“Yes.”


Élise swallowed. “Do they always look like that beforehand?”


“Like what?”


“Like they’re standing on the edge of themselves,” Élise said.


Cess considered. “Often.”


Élise nodded slowly. “I think I understand something now.”


“And that is?”


“That it isn’t the clothes,” Élise said. “Not really.”


Cess’s eyes warmed. “No.”


“They’re just…permissions.”


“Yes.”


Élise admitted quietly, “That might be the most dangerous thing I’ve ever heard.”


“It can be,” Cess agreed. “Which is why the price is honesty.”


Élise laughed under her breath. “You keep saying that.”


“Because people keep trying to avoid it,” Cess replied.


Élise walked the length of the boutique, not touching anything, simply observing. “I used to think if I found the right place, the right job, the right—” She stopped. “I thought my life would begin.”


“And now?” Cess prompted.


“And now I wonder if it already did,” Élise said, “and I just wasn’t paying attention.”


Cess said nothing.


They stood together in companionable silence, the boutique holding them both.


Somewhere beyond the mirror, a woman painted until her hands ached pleasantly and the light shifted without asking her permission to do so.


Cess felt the fabric breathe.


Élise stayed longer than she meant to.


It began as minutes—polite, observational minutes—but soon dissolved into something softer and less measurable. She sat on a low wooden bench near the back of the boutique, her hands folded loosely in her lap, watching the light move across the floor as if it had purpose. The mirrors were quiet now, their depths settled, holding another’s season gently beyond reach.


Cess poured tea without asking.


The cups were mismatched, their rims worn smooth by time and touch. Steam curled upward, carrying a faint scent of bergamot and something earthier beneath it—sage, perhaps, or memory.


“I don’t usually drink tea,” Élise said.


“You are today,” Cess replied, setting the cup before her.


Élise smiled despite herself and took a careful sip. It tasted like warmth rather than flavor, as though it had been brewed with intention more than leaves.


They sat without speaking for a while. Outside, footsteps passed the alley without pause. Somewhere nearby, water moved steadily through stone.


“How do you know,” Élise asked eventually, “which garment does what?”


Cess tilted her head slightly. “They tell me.”


“That’s not helpful,” Élise said, though her tone was mild.


“It is accurate,” Cess replied.


Élise sighed. “Do they ever lie?”


“No,” Cess said. “But they do withhold.”


“Why?”


“Because not every truth needs to be lived,” Cess said. “Some are meant only to be acknowledged.”


Élise turned this over slowly. “And the people who go through—do they always get what they want?”


Cess’s smile was faint. “They get what they asked for. Those are not always the same thing.”


Élise’s gaze drifted toward the mirrors again. “The painter,” she said. “Will she come back?”


“Yes,” Cess replied.


“How do you know?”


“She is curious,” Cess said. “But she is not running.”


Élise nodded. “Claire wasn’t either.”


“No,” Cess agreed. “She was remembering.”


Élise hesitated, then asked the question that had been pressing against her ribs all morning. “What am I doing here, Cess?”


Cess did not answer immediately. She lifted her cup, sipped, then set it down carefully. “What do you think you are doing here?”


Élise frowned. “That’s not fair.”


“No,” Cess said. “But it is kind.”


Élise leaned back against the wall, closing her eyes briefly. Images surfaced unbidden—airports, packed boxes, a job she had left without ceremony, a life that had felt paused rather than ended.


“I think,” she said slowly, “that I’m circling something.”


“Yes,” Cess said.


“And if I stop?” Élise asked.


“Then you will choose,” Cess replied.


Élise opened her eyes. “You make it sound inevitable.”


“It is optional,” Cess said gently. “But it is available.”


The bell chimed again, sharper this time.


A man entered, his posture rigid, his coat still buttoned despite the warmth inside. He looked
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