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Lingering Touch

Chapter 1 – Aftermath of Quiet
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The silence didn’t arrive all at once.

It settled in layers—first in the pauses between words, then in the spaces where laughter used to land, and finally in the way three people could sit in the same room without truly occupying it together.

Rhia noticed it before she admitted it to herself.

Francis was at the kitchen counter, pretending the coffee machine required more attention than it did. Maria stood near the window, watching nothing in particular outside, her arms folded loosely as if she was holding herself together without needing anyone else to see it. And Rhia... Rhia stayed where she had been for the last ten minutes, seated at the edge of the sofa, fingers wrapped around a cooling mug she hadn’t actually been drinking from.

They were together.

That was still technically true.

But it no longer felt like belonging.

Rhia lowered her gaze to the surface of her coffee. A faint film had formed on top. She wondered when exactly it had stopped being fresh—how long she had been sitting there pretending to sip something she didn’t want, just to avoid moving first.

Francis finally stirred the silence.

“Did anyone sleep?” he asked, too casually.

Maria didn’t turn from the window. “A bit.”

Rhia hesitated. “Not really.”

Francis nodded like he had expected all three answers to be different versions of the same truth. He turned back to the machine, though the coffee had already finished brewing.

Another silence followed, but this one was heavier. It wasn’t empty anymore. It was filled with things no one wanted to name.

Rhia watched Francis’s hands. He kept adjusting the cup, even though it didn’t need adjusting. She knew that habit. It meant he was thinking too much, trying to organize something internal that refused to line up neatly.

Maria finally moved away from the window. Slow steps, deliberate. She didn’t sit. She never fully settled these days unless she was certain she wouldn’t have to move again too soon.

Rhia felt it then—the subtle shift in air when Maria came closer to the center of the room. Not physically threatening. Just emotionally present in a way that made everything sharper.

Francis looked up as Maria approached. For a fraction of a second, something passed between them—understanding, maybe, or caution disguised as calm.

Rhia saw it.

And she hated how easily she saw it.

Not because it meant something obvious, but because it didn’t. Because meaning had become slippery between them, like trying to hold water in cupped hands.

Maria finally spoke. “We can’t keep doing this.”

Francis didn’t answer immediately.

Rhia felt her chest tighten, not at the words themselves, but at the way Maria said them—quiet, controlled, like she had already rehearsed every possible response and decided none of them would matter.

Francis leaned back against the counter. “Doing what?”

Maria gave him a look that was almost tired enough to be soft. “Pretending nothing changed.”

Rhia’s fingers tightened around the mug.

There it was. The thing no one had wanted to touch directly.

Francis exhaled slowly. “I’m not pretending.”

Maria’s eyes flicked briefly toward him. “No,” she said. “You’re managing.”

That landed differently.

Rhia felt it like a small internal shift—something tilting just slightly out of place. Managing. Not loving. Not choosing. Managing.

Francis looked away first.

Rhia noticed that too.

Maria crossed her arms again, tighter this time. “There’s a difference.”

The room fell into another pause, but this one wasn’t passive. It was loaded, waiting.

Rhia finally stood.

Both of them looked at her at the same time, and she hated how that alone felt like pressure.

“I don’t think either of you are being fair to yourselves,” she said carefully.

Maria’s expression softened just slightly. “Rhia—”

“No,” Rhia interrupted, quieter than she intended. Then she steadied herself. “I mean it. This isn’t just... one person failing to keep things together.”

Francis watched her now, fully. Not defensive. Not distant. Just attentive in a way that made her suddenly aware of how rarely she felt fully seen lately.

Rhia continued. “We all changed. That’s the part we keep avoiding.”

Maria’s gaze dropped for a second, as if something in that sentence had landed too close.

Francis pushed a hand through his hair. “Changing isn’t the problem.”

“What is?” Rhia asked.

No one answered immediately.

That was the real answer.

The problem wasn’t change.

It was what came after it—uncertainty, imbalance, the quiet recalculations of who stood where in the emotional structure they had built together without ever fully agreeing on its shape.

Maria walked a few steps closer to the table but didn’t sit. She looked at Rhia now instead of Francis.

“I feel like I’m always adjusting,” Maria said. “Like I walk into a space and have to figure out where I fit every single time.”

Rhia felt something tighten in her chest again, but this time it wasn’t defensive. It was recognition.

Francis opened his mouth, then closed it again.

Maria continued anyway. “And I don’t know if I’m supposed to say that out loud or just... deal with it quietly.”

Rhia’s voice softened. “You’re supposed to say it.”

Maria gave a small, humorless breath. “I am saying it.”

That, too, was true.

Francis finally spoke, quieter now. “I didn’t realize it felt like that.”

Maria looked at him. “That’s part of it.”

Silence returned—but this one was different. Less like absence. More like exposure.

Rhia stepped closer to the table, setting her mug down carefully. The sound of ceramic against wood felt too loud.

“I think we’re all afraid of upsetting the balance,” she said. “But I don’t think there is one anymore. Not the way we keep trying to imagine it.”

Francis’s eyes held hers. “Then what is there?”

Rhia didn’t answer immediately.

Because the honest answer felt too large to say quickly.

What was there?

Desire, yes. Still present, still persistent in ways that confused and pulled them together even when everything else fractured.

Attachment.

Memory.

Jealousy that didn’t dissolve just because they acknowledged it.

And underneath all of that, something quieter—something almost tender in its stubbornness.

“We’re still here,” Rhia said finally.

Maria looked at her. “Is that enough?”

It was a simple question.

It shouldn’t have felt like it carried weight.

But it did.

Rhia looked between them—Francis standing too still, Maria holding herself too tightly, both of them waiting for an answer she wasn’t sure anyone had taught them how to give.

“No,” Rhia admitted softly.

The word landed without drama. Just truth.

Francis didn’t react outwardly, but something in his posture shifted, as if he had expected honesty but still wasn’t fully prepared for it.

Maria nodded slowly, like she respected the answer even if it hurt.

Rhia continued before doubt could interrupt her. “But that doesn’t mean we’re done.”

That time, the silence that followed wasn’t empty either.

It was listening.

Francis stepped away from the counter, finally leaving the coffee untouched. He moved closer—not all the way, but enough that the space between them stopped feeling like separate territories.

Maria didn’t step back.

Rhia noticed that too.

A small thing. But nothing about them was small anymore.

Francis looked at both of them, then spoke carefully. “We need to stop guessing what the rules are.”

Maria gave a faint nod. “We need to actually talk before things build up like this.”

Rhia exhaled slowly, something loosening in her chest that she hadn’t realized was clenched.

“Then we start there,” she said.

Not a resolution.

Not a repair.

Just a beginning that didn’t pretend it was anything else.

For the first time that morning, Francis reached out—not decisively, not dramatically, just enough to rest his hand briefly on the table between them.

Maria’s gaze flicked to it.

Rhia saw the hesitation in both of them. Saw how something as simple as a hand’s placement could still carry weight in a relationship built on shared touch and fractured meaning.

Slowly, almost cautiously, Rhia placed her hand near his.

Not on him.

Not yet.

Just close enough that warmth became possible again without demanding it.

Maria watched.

Then, after a pause that felt longer than it was, she moved her hand too—stopping just short of contact, mirroring Rhia on the other side of Francis’s.

Three hands.

Three distances.

One shared space that no longer knew what it was supposed to be.

But for the first time in a long while, none of them pulled away.

And in that fragile, unspoken agreement, the quiet began to change shape.

Not ending.

Just... lingering differently.
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Chapter 2 – Shared Space, Separate Thoughts
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The apartment had begun to feel like a stage set that refused to change between scenes.

Same sofa. Same kitchen counter. Same faint hum of the refrigerator that none of them had ever bothered to fix. Even the light felt unchanged—late morning slipping into afternoon with a softness that should have been comforting, but now only made everything feel suspended.

Rhia moved through it first.

She wasn’t sure when she started doing that—entering rooms like she was testing the air before committing her weight to it. Today, she stood near the kitchen doorway for a moment longer than necessary, watching Francis rinse a mug he had already washed twice, as if repetition could smooth out whatever tension still clung to him.

Maria sat at the table with a book open in front of her, though Rhia doubted she had turned a page in the last ten minutes.

They were all here.

And yet, Rhia felt strangely like the only one who had arrived.

Francis finally set the mug down with a quiet clink. “I’ll fix the shelf today,” he said, almost absently.

No one had asked about the shelf.

Maria didn’t look up. “You said that last week.”

There was no accusation in her voice. That was what made it sharper.

Francis paused. “I know.”

Rhia leaned against the counter, arms loosely folded. She watched the exchange carefully, not because she wanted to intervene, but because she was beginning to realize she didn’t understand the rhythm between them anymore. Or maybe she never had.

Maria turned a page.

She didn’t read it.

Rhia could tell.

Francis moved toward the living room, then stopped halfway as if unsure whether movement itself was the right choice. He picked up a cushion, adjusted it slightly, then set it back down again.

“Coffee?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” Maria replied without looking up.

Rhia hesitated. “Later, maybe.”

Francis nodded once, like that was a solution to something.

Silence returned immediately, but it was no longer the same silence from yesterday. Yesterday had been heavy with confrontation. Today felt thinner, stretched too far, like something trying not to break by avoiding pressure altogether.

Rhia crossed the room and sat at the edge of the sofa. Not in the center. Not fully settled. She noticed she had started doing that too—never occupying space as if she belonged in it completely.

Francis finally sat opposite her, but not too close. Maria remained at the table, though her attention had drifted somewhere between the page and the wall beyond it.

They had become careful.

Careful in the way people are after they realize something fragile has already cracked but hasn’t yet collapsed.

Francis spoke first. “We should probably talk about schedules.”

Maria’s eyes lifted slightly. “Schedules?”

“For work,” he clarified. “For... us. So we don’t end up missing each other.”

Rhia almost smiled at that. Not because it was funny, but because it was painfully practical—like trying to organize emotion into appointments.

Maria closed the book gently. “You want to schedule us.”

Francis exhaled. “That sounds worse than I meant it.”

“It usually does,” Maria said.

Rhia watched Francis’s face tighten just slightly. Not hurt. Not exactly. More like strain—like he was constantly translating himself into something that wouldn’t trigger a reaction.

“I just mean structure,” he said more carefully. “So no one feels—”

“Left out?” Maria offered.

Francis hesitated.

That hesitation was answer enough.

Rhia looked down at her hands.

Left out.

The words landed differently depending on who said them. For Maria, it sounded like frustration held back just beneath the surface. For Francis, it sounded like a problem he was trying to solve. For Rhia...

For Rhia, it sounded like a question she was afraid to ask directly.

Am I still part of this in the same way?

She swallowed the thought before it could fully form.

Maria stood up slowly. “I’m going to make tea.”

No one responded immediately.

It wasn’t an invitation.

It wasn’t a withdrawal.

It was just movement—controlled, deliberate, safer than staying still.

Rhia watched her go into the kitchen. Francis’s gaze followed briefly before dropping back down to the floor.

When Maria was out of earshot, Francis spoke again, quieter. “She’s angry.”

Rhia tilted her head slightly. “Is she?”

“She is,” he said. Not uncertain.

Rhia considered that. Maria didn’t look angry. She looked... contained. That was different.
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