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Chapter 1: A Perfect Morning
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The house was already awake before anyone entered the kitchen.

Light came in from the east-facing windows in a clean, even sheet, touching the long marble counter, the bowls laid out in pairs, the folded newspaper near the coffee machine. Nothing in the room suggested urgency. The air carried the faint smell of toast and citrus peel. A kettle clicked once and went quiet.

Ridhei Moreau stood near the table, his chair pulled slightly back, his hands resting at his sides. He wore a plain gray sweater, clean, unwrinkled, the sleeves pushed once at the wrist. His hair was still damp from the shower. He did not check his phone. He looked toward the window, then toward the counter, then back to the table, as if confirming the placement of familiar objects.

Isabelle Moreau moved between the counter and the stove with practiced ease. She wore a robe loosely tied, slippers making no sound on the floor. She hummed something without melody—more breath than tune—while arranging plates. The movement of her hands was careful, almost ceremonial, as though breakfast required a certain degree of respect. She glanced toward Ridhei.

“You’re up early,” she said.

He nodded. It was a small motion, almost imperceptible, but she noticed it and smiled.

“Good,” she said. “I made enough.”

Laurent Moreau entered a moment later, already dressed, jacket folded over one arm. He placed his phone face down on the counter without looking at it, then leaned in to kiss Isabelle on the cheek. The gesture was unhurried. He took a mug from the cupboard himself.

“Morning,” he said, to no one in particular.

“Morning,” Isabelle said back.

Ridhei took his seat. The chair slid smoothly against the floor and stopped exactly where it always did. He placed his hands in his lap and waited. When Isabelle set a plate in front of him—toast, eggs, a cut orange—he thanked her quietly.

She touched his shoulder as she passed behind him. The contact lasted less than a second, but it was deliberate.

Camille arrived last, her hair still tangled from sleep, wearing an oversized shirt that belonged to no one in particular anymore. She crossed the room barefoot, leaned down to press a quick kiss against Ridhei’s temple, then dropped into her chair opposite him.

“You look too put together,” she said. “It’s suspicious.”

Ridhei lifted his shoulders slightly, a neutral response. Camille grinned and reached for a piece of toast from the center of the table.

Laurent sat down and unfolded the newspaper. He did not open it immediately. Instead, he looked around the table, as if taking inventory.

“Everyone here,” he said. “That’s rare.”

“It’s Saturday,” Isabelle said. “You’re the one who never sits.”

Laurent smiled and finally opened the paper. The pages made a brief, soft sound before settling. A photograph occupied the lower half of the front page—an image from a premiere the week before. Laurent did not look at it.

Camille poured herself coffee, added too much sugar, stirred until the spoon clicked against the mug.

“So,” she said, “what’s everyone doing today?”

Isabelle listed errands. A fitting in the afternoon. Dinner with a friend. Nothing urgent. Laurent mentioned a meeting later in the evening, but waved it off as minor. Camille talked about seeing someone from university, maybe, if she felt like leaving the house.

No one asked Ridhei directly. After a pause, Isabelle looked at him.

“And you?”

He chewed once before answering. He swallowed.

“I’ll study,” he said. “Maybe go for a walk.”

“That sounds nice,” Isabelle said. “It’s supposed to be clear all day.”

Ridhei nodded again. He cut his toast carefully, the knife moving in straight, efficient lines. He ate without haste. His posture remained upright, attentive, as though the meal were a formal occasion rather than routine.

Camille watched him for a moment, then looked away.

“You always say ‘maybe,’” she said. “About the walk.”

He looked up at her. His expression did not change.

“I might,” he said.

She laughed softly. “Fair enough.”

Laurent folded the newspaper and set it aside untouched. He reached for his coffee and took a measured sip. His eyes moved briefly to Ridhei, then away again, not lingering.

“You have that exam coming up,” Laurent said. “Next week?”

Ridhei nodded.

“You ready?”

“Yes.”

Laurent accepted this without comment. Isabelle reached for the fruit bowl and placed another orange slice onto Ridhei’s plate, though he had not asked for it.

“Eat,” she said, gently. “You’re thin.”

He did not respond verbally. He adjusted the orange slice so it aligned with the others and continued eating.

The room remained quiet for a while. The only sounds were utensils against plates, the low hum of the refrigerator, the distant noise of traffic beyond the hedges outside. Sunlight crept farther across the table, brightening the surface, catching on the rim of a glass.

Camille checked her phone and frowned at nothing in particular.

“I hate how quiet it is,” she said. “It feels fake.”

Isabelle glanced at her. “It’s just a morning.”

“I know. I mean—” Camille gestured vaguely. “Never mind.”

No one pressed her. The silence returned, unchanged.

Ridhei finished his meal at the same pace as the others, neither first nor last. When he was done, he folded his napkin neatly and placed it beside his plate. He waited until Isabelle noticed before standing.

“I’ll take this,” he said, reaching for his dish.

She shook her head. “I’ve got it.”

He withdrew his hand and sat back down, obedient, as though corrected.

Laurent stood and retrieved his jacket. He kissed Isabelle again, this time lingering a fraction longer. He rested his hand briefly on Camille’s shoulder, then on Ridhei’s.

“See you tonight,” he said.

Ridhei looked up. “Okay.”

Laurent left. The front door closed with a soft, final sound.

Isabelle began clearing the table. Camille stood and stretched, arms above her head, then wandered toward the living room.

“I’m going back to bed,” she said. “Don’t judge me.”

“No judgment,” Isabelle said.

Camille glanced once more at Ridhei. “You sure you don’t want to come with me later? Get out of the house?”

“Maybe,” he said again.

She smiled, as if accepting something inevitable, and disappeared down the hall.

Ridhei remained seated. He did not move until Isabelle finished loading the dishwasher. She wiped the counter carefully, aligning objects as she went, restoring the kitchen to its earlier order. When she was done, she turned to him.

“You don’t have to rush,” she said. “Stay as long as you like.”

He nodded.

She touched his cheek lightly, then left the room.

Ridhei sat alone at the table. The sunlight had reached his place now, warming the edge of the plate, the surface beneath his hands. He did not react to it. He remained still, eyes open, breathing steady, surrounded by the quiet completion of the morning.

He remained at the table long after the kitchen had returned to its original state.

The dishwasher hummed softly behind its closed panel. The counter was bare again except for the coffee machine and a bowl of lemons arranged in a shallow arc. The chair across from him, Camille’s chair, was pushed back at a slight angle, the only sign that anyone else had been there recently. Ridhei did not adjust it.

Outside, a gardener moved along the hedges at the edge of the property. The sound of shears carried faintly through the glass, rhythmic and contained. The morning proceeded as scheduled, indifferent to observation.

Ridhei stood and carried his plate to the sink despite Isabelle’s earlier refusal. He rinsed it carefully, placed it in the dishwasher without rearranging anything inside, then dried his hands on the same towel folded over the handle of the oven. He folded it again when he was done.

He walked through the house without hurry. The hallway walls were lined with framed photographs—premieres, award ceremonies, distant beaches. In several of them, he appeared at the edge of the frame, younger, standing close to Camille or between his parents, his expression consistently neutral. The frames were evenly spaced. None were crooked.

In the living room, the curtains were half-open, admitting the same clean light as the kitchen. A book lay open on the low table, face down, a marker placed carefully between pages. Ridhei did not touch it. He stood for a moment near the sofa, then continued on.

His room was already orderly. The bed was made, corners squared. Books were stacked by height on the desk. His backpack rested against the chair, zipped, prepared. He sat on the edge of the bed and removed his watch, setting it beside his phone. He checked neither.

From down the hall came the muted sound of Camille’s door closing. Somewhere farther away, Isabelle spoke briefly on the phone, her voice calm, affectionate, indistinct. The house absorbed these sounds without echo.

Ridhei lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. The fan above him was still. A small crack ran from the corner of the molding toward the center, stopping abruptly. He had noticed it before. It had not changed.

After several minutes, he sat up again and stood. He put on his shoes, tying the laces with careful symmetry. He picked up his jacket from the hook by the door, paused, then set it back. He left without it.

Outside, the air was cool but mild. The driveway curved away from the house in a smooth, pale line. Ridhei walked down it at an even pace, neither fast nor slow. He did not look back.

Beyond the gate, the street was quiet. A few cars were parked along the curb, all clean, evenly spaced. A neighbor jogged past without acknowledgment. Ridhei continued toward the park at the end of the block, hands loose at his sides.

At the park entrance, a woman sat on a bench feeding crumbs to pigeons. The birds gathered and dispersed in small, cautious bursts. Ridhei passed them without slowing. He followed the path that looped once around the trees and returned to the street.

His phone vibrated in his pocket. He did not take it out.

The walk took exactly as long as it always did. When he returned home, the gardener was gone. The hedges were trimmed into their usual shape, precise and indistinguishable from the day before.

Inside, the house was quiet again. Isabelle had left. Camille had not come out of her room. Ridhei removed his shoes and placed them beside the door, toes aligned.

He returned to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water. He drank it standing up, then rinsed the glass and set it upside down on the drying rack, matching the others.

The morning had concluded. Nothing remained unfinished.

Ridhei stood for a moment longer, then turned off the light and left the room, moving deeper into the house, the quiet following him without resistance.

The rest of the day arranged itself without friction.

Ridhei spent the early afternoon at his desk. He opened a textbook, turned pages at measured intervals, underlined nothing. A notebook lay beside him, blank except for his name written once, centered at the top of the page. He did not add to it. When he finished a chapter, he closed the book and stacked it neatly with the others.

The house remained quiet. From time to time, a distant sound passed through—traffic shifting, a door opening somewhere nearby, the low mechanical sigh of an appliance beginning and ending its cycle. Each sound arrived and disappeared without leaving residue.

He moved from room to room without purpose that could be inferred. In the living room, he adjusted a cushion that had not been disturbed. In the hallway, he straightened a frame that was already level. In the bathroom, he washed his hands carefully, dried them, and left the light on before returning to turn it off.

Late in the afternoon, Isabelle returned. She entered carrying a garment bag and set it gently on the back of a chair. She looked tired in a precise way—makeup intact, posture composed.

“You’re home,” she said, seeing him in the hallway.

“Yes.”

She smiled. “Did you eat?”

“Yes.”

She nodded, satisfied, and moved past him. The familiar scent of her perfume lingered briefly in the air, then dissipated.

Camille emerged later, dressed now, hair pulled back. She leaned against the kitchen counter and scrolled through her phone.

“I might go out,” she said to no one in particular.

Isabelle acknowledged this from the other room. Camille glanced at Ridhei.

“You coming?”

He stood near the doorway, hands loose, expression unchanged.

“Maybe,” he said.

She watched him for a moment longer, as if waiting for an elaboration that did not come. Then she shrugged.

“Text me if you change your mind.”

“I will.”

She left. The door closed. The house returned to its earlier stillness.

As evening approached, the light shifted again, softer now, spreading thinly across the walls. Isabelle prepared dinner without speaking much. She moved with the same care as in the morning, arranging ingredients, wiping surfaces as she went. Ridhei set the table. He placed each item exactly where it belonged.

Laurent arrived just after dark. He greeted them warmly, asked brief questions, accepted brief answers. They ate together at the table, conversation light, unremarkable. No one lingered over any topic. No one interrupted.

Afterward, Laurent and Isabelle sat together on the sofa, speaking quietly. Their voices did not carry. Ridhei remained nearby, reading without turning pages. The clock on the wall marked the time with a soft, consistent sound.

Eventually, Isabelle stood and announced she was tired. Laurent agreed. They exchanged a look that required no explanation. They wished Ridhei goodnight.

“Goodnight,” he said.

He watched them disappear down the hallway, their door closing behind them.

The house settled into its nighttime arrangement. Lights went off in sequence. Shadows filled the spaces where light had been.

Ridhei stood alone in the living room. The room appeared unchanged from the morning, as though the day had passed through it without contact. He turned off the last lamp and stood in the dark for a moment, eyes open, posture relaxed.

Then he went to his room and closed the door.
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Chapter 2: Public Faces
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The venue was already crowded when they arrived.

Ridhei followed his parents through the side entrance, past a line of people pressed behind temporary barriers. The crowd’s noise was contained, managed—voices overlapping without urgency. Cameras lifted and lowered in practiced motion. Nothing surged. Nothing broke formation.

Inside, the air was cooler. The lighting was deliberate, flattering without appearing staged. Staff members moved efficiently, speaking in low tones, checking names, gesturing people forward and aside. Everyone seemed to know where to stand.

Laurent walked with an ease that suggested familiarity rather than confidence. Isabelle adjusted her posture slightly as they crossed into the main space, her expression shifting—not dramatically, just enough. Her smile appeared before anyone addressed her.

Ridhei stayed half a step behind them. No one directed him. No one ignored him either. Several people glanced at him with polite interest, then looked away, already satisfied.

A woman from the press approached, microphone angled carefully.

“Laurent, Isabelle—thank you for being here,” she said. “It’s wonderful to see you together again.”

Isabelle laughed softly. Laurent smiled.

“It’s good to be out,” Isabelle said. “We don’t do this often.”

The woman nodded as if this were meaningful. She asked a question about the project. Laurent answered smoothly, with just enough specificity to sound engaged. Isabelle added something warm, personal but vague. Their words moved easily, finding shape without effort.

Ridhei watched the exchange from the side. He noted the timing—how Isabelle’s smile held for exactly as long as the camera lingered, how Laurent’s tone shifted subtly when he spoke to the interviewer versus when he turned briefly to acknowledge someone passing behind them.

Someone else approached. Then another. The rhythm repeated.

“You must be so proud of your parents,” a man said to Ridhei, leaning down slightly to address him.

Ridhei nodded.

“They work hard,” he said.

The man smiled, satisfied, and moved on.

They progressed deeper into the room. Applause rose briefly near the stage, then faded. Glasses clinked. Music played at a volume designed to fill space without demanding attention.

Isabelle placed her hand lightly on Ridhei’s arm as they stopped near a group of familiar faces.

“You’re okay?” she asked, quietly.

“Yes.”

She squeezed once, then let go, already turning back toward the conversation.

Ridhei stood still. He did not look at his phone. He did not scan the room. He remained where he was placed.

Across the room, a large screen displayed images from past films—scenes of heightened emotion, faces caught in moments of anguish or joy. People paused to watch, nodding, murmuring appreciation. Ridhei looked at the images without reaction. They appeared distant, even when enlarged.

A woman approached Isabelle and embraced her. Their exchange was warm, brief, efficient. Compliments were offered and accepted without resistance.

“You’re glowing,” the woman said.

Isabelle laughed. “That’s generous.”

Ridhei watched as Isabelle’s expression softened, then reset. The shift was subtle but exact, like a practiced movement returning to neutral.

Laurent glanced toward Ridhei.

“You doing alright?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Good,” Laurent said. He returned to his conversation.

The event continued. Time passed without markers. People came and went. The same questions were asked in slightly different forms. The same answers were given, adjusted just enough to appear spontaneous.

Ridhei remained present, unnoticed in the way that suggested acceptance rather than neglect. When someone addressed him, he responded. When they did not, he waited.

At one point, applause rose again, louder this time. The room’s attention shifted toward the stage. Isabelle and Laurent turned in unison. Ridhei followed their gaze.

A speaker thanked them by name. The crowd applauded. Isabelle’s hand found Laurent’s. Their fingers intertwined briefly, then separated.

Ridhei watched the applause move through the room like a controlled wave. Faces brightened, softened, aligned. He noted how easily affection appeared, how smoothly it was shared.

When the noise subsided, conversation resumed at the same volume as before, as if nothing had interrupted it.

Ridhei remained where he was, calm, upright, intact, observing the room continue exactly as designed.

They moved again, drawn by a gesture from someone Ridhei did not recognize. Laurent inclined his head, Isabelle followed, and Ridhei adjusted his position accordingly. The room accommodated them without resistance, opening small paths that closed immediately after they passed.

Near the bar, a man spoke at length about distribution. Laurent listened with a focused expression, eyes steady, mouth relaxed. He interrupted once, politely, to clarify a number. The man accepted the correction with gratitude. Isabelle stood slightly to the side, smiling at intervals that appeared timed rather than felt.

Ridhei watched the bartender polish the same glass repeatedly, rotating it in precise increments. The motion did not change. The glass did not become visibly cleaner.

A photographer approached and asked for a photo. Laurent and Isabelle positioned themselves instinctively. Ridhei stepped aside, then was gently pulled back into frame by the photographer’s hand at his elbow.

“Family,” the photographer said.

They stood close together. Isabelle rested her hand on Ridhei’s shoulder. Laurent’s arm curved behind them both without pressure. The flash went off twice. The photographer nodded, satisfied.

When it was over, they separated slightly, returning to their previous distances. No one commented on the photograph.

A woman from a cultural magazine addressed Ridhei directly.

“Do you want to follow in their footsteps?” she asked, voice light, rehearsed.

Ridhei considered the question for a moment longer than necessary.

“I don’t know,” he said.

She laughed, as though he had made a joke.

“That’s honest,” she said. “Plenty of time.”

She turned away before he could respond further.

Isabelle glanced at him. Her expression was attentive, open.

“You’re doing great,” she said quietly.

He nodded.

The evening continued to unfold in segments that resembled one another closely enough to blur. At one point, Isabelle excused herself to the restroom. Laurent was pulled into a conversation near the stage. Ridhei remained alone for several minutes.

No one approached him. No one avoided him either. He stood near a pillar and observed the room from that fixed position. The music shifted to a slightly faster tempo. Laughter rose and fell. Glasses were refilled. Coats were checked and retrieved.

He noticed a woman crying softly near the edge of the room, her face turned toward the wall. A friend stood beside her, hand on her back, murmuring something inaudible. After a few moments, the woman straightened, wiped her eyes, and returned to the crowd. The transition was seamless.

Isabelle returned and took her place beside Ridhei again.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She studied his face briefly, as if checking for something specific, then seemed reassured.

“We won’t stay much longer,” she said. “I know these things can be tiring.”

He did not respond verbally. She interpreted the silence as agreement.

Later, as they prepared to leave, several people stopped them to say goodbye. Promises were exchanged. Dates were suggested without commitment. Compliments were repeated.

Outside, the night air was cool and dry. The crowd behind the barriers was thinner now, attention drifting elsewhere. A few voices called Isabelle’s name. She waved once, smiling.

The car door closed. The interior light came on, then went off again. The city moved past the windows in a controlled blur.

No one spoke for the first several minutes.

Laurent loosened his tie slightly. Isabelle rested her head back against the seat.

“Nice evening,” Laurent said finally.

“Yes,” Isabelle agreed.

Ridhei looked straight ahead. The reflection of his face in the glass was faint, partially obscured by passing lights. He did not adjust his position to see it more clearly.

The car continued forward, steady, contained, carrying them away from the venue without urgency.

They arrived home without ceremony.

The driveway lights activated automatically as the car turned in, illuminating the hedges and the front of the house in a uniform wash. The driver shut off the engine and stepped out to open the doors. Laurent thanked him. Isabelle smiled and nodded. Ridhei exited last.

Inside, the house absorbed them immediately. The air was cooler than outside, still. The quiet returned intact, as if it had been waiting.

Isabelle removed her shoes near the door and set them side by side. Laurent loosened his tie completely now, draping it over the back of a chair. Ridhei hung his jacket where it belonged.

“Well,” Isabelle said, exhaling. “That’s done.”

Laurent nodded. “Went smoothly.”

She glanced at Ridhei. “You held up.”

“Yes.”

She smiled at that, pleased in a restrained way, then turned toward the kitchen.

“I’m going to have some water,” she said. “Do you want anything?”

“No.”

Laurent declined as well and moved toward his study, already pulling his phone from his pocket. Isabelle paused in the kitchen doorway, watching him for a moment, then looked back at Ridhei.

“You can head to bed whenever you want,” she said. “It’s late.”

He nodded.

She hesitated, then crossed the space between them and kissed his forehead. The gesture was unhurried, deliberate. She lingered just long enough to feel like she might say something else, then didn’t.

“Goodnight,” she said.

“Goodnight.”

She left. Laurent’s door closed softly down the hall.

Ridhei stood alone in the entryway. The house had returned to its nighttime configuration—lights dimmed, doors closed, surfaces cleared. Nothing remained from the evening except a faint trace of Isabelle’s perfume and the memory of sound now gone.

He walked through the living room and turned on a single lamp. The photographs on the wall caught the light briefly. He stopped in front of one taken several years earlier: his parents on a red carpet, Camille between them, younger, smiling openly. He stood just outside the frame.

The image was clean, balanced, complete.

Ridhei turned off the lamp.

In his room, he removed his shoes and placed them beside the bed. He sat on the edge of the mattress and looked at his hands resting on his knees. They were steady. He flexed his fingers once, then stillness returned.

From somewhere outside, a car passed. Its headlights traced briefly across the ceiling, then disappeared. The room settled back into darkness.

Ridhei lay down without turning off the light, then reached up and switched it off after a moment. The darkness was immediate, total.

He remained awake, breathing evenly, listening to the house remain itself.

Nothing followed.
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Chapter 3: Camille Knows
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They sat on the floor of Camille’s room with their backs against the bed.

The window was open just enough to let in air without sound. Outside, the city existed at a distance that made it feel theoretical. The curtains moved slightly, then stilled. Camille had pushed the lamp away from the center of the room so the light fell unevenly, catching the edge of the dresser and leaving the corners untouched.

Ridhei sat with his legs drawn up, arms resting loosely across his knees. Camille leaned back on her hands, her posture relaxed but alert in the way that suggested intention.

They had been there for several minutes without speaking.

Camille broke the silence first.

“You’ve been quiet,” she said.

He did not respond immediately. He looked at the far wall, where a faint shadow from the curtain moved and then stopped.

“I’m always quiet,” he said.

She smiled slightly, but it did not reach her eyes.

“You know what I mean.”

He shifted his weight a fraction, adjusting the angle of his shoulder against the bed frame. The movement was small, functional.

“No,” he said.

Camille exhaled through her nose, a sound that suggested patience rather than frustration. She turned her head to look at him directly.

“Do you ever feel,” she said, then stopped. She searched for the rest of the sentence, then continued. “Do you ever feel like you’re not really here?”

Ridhei considered the question. His expression remained neutral, attentive.

“I’m here,” he said.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

She watched him for a moment longer, then looked away, fixing her gaze on the window.

“When we were kids,” she said, “you used to follow me everywhere. You remember that?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t do that anymore.”

He nodded. “I grew up.”

“That’s not it,” she said. She paused, then added, “You stopped wanting things.”

The room remained quiet after she said it. The lamp hummed faintly. Ridhei did not correct her.

Camille shifted, pulling one knee closer to her chest. She rested her chin on it.

“I worry about you,” she said. The statement was calm, unembellished.

“You don’t need to,” he said.

She smiled again, briefly. “That’s not how it works.”

He looked at her now. Her expression was open, expectant, but controlled. She was not asking out of urgency. She was asking because she had noticed something and could not unsee it.

“Are you happy?” she asked.

The question was direct. It landed without force.

Ridhei did not answer immediately. He did not look away. He searched for a response that matched the question without adding anything unnecessary.

“I don’t know what that feels like,” he said.

Camille laughed softly, reflexively, as if the answer had surprised her into treating it as a joke. The sound filled the room for a moment, then fell away.

“Okay,” she said. “That was dramatic.”

“It wasn’t,” he said.

She looked at him again, more carefully this time.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

He considered how to explain it, then didn’t.

“I mean I don’t recognize it,” he said. “If it’s there.”

Camille’s smile faded. Not abruptly. It thinned, then disappeared.

“That’s not normal,” she said.

He nodded. “I know.”

She studied his face, searching for something—sadness, fear, irony. She found none of it.

“You don’t seem upset about that,” she said.

“I’m not,” he said.

“That worries me,” she said, gently.

The room remained still. The curtain moved once more, then stopped.

Camille leaned back against the bed again, her gaze fixed on the ceiling now.

“Maybe you’re just overthinking it,” she said. “You’re like that. You always have been.”

“Maybe,” he said.

She accepted this too quickly, as if relieved by the possibility. She reached out and rested her hand on his arm. The contact was warm, grounding, intentional.

“You’re fine,” she said. “You really are.”

He did not move away. He did not lean into it either.

After a moment, she withdrew her hand.

“Do you want to watch something?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said.

She reached for the remote.

The screen lit up. Sound filled the room. The conversation ended without resolution, leaving the space between them unchanged.

They watched without selecting anything in particular.

Camille scrolled through options, pausing occasionally as if considering, then moving on. The images blurred into one another—faces frozen mid-expression, titles designed to suggest urgency or comfort. She settled on something familiar, a series they had watched before, and pressed play without comment.

The opening sequence unfolded. Music rose and fell. Characters spoke quickly, their exchanges shaped by tension that resolved itself on schedule. Camille shifted closer to the bed, folding one leg beneath her. Ridhei remained where he was, posture unchanged.

They watched in silence for several minutes.

Camille laughed once, briefly, at a line that was meant to be funny. She glanced at Ridhei afterward, checking for a response. He did not react.

“You don’t have to pretend you like it,” she said.

“I don’t dislike it,” he said.

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” he agreed.

She returned her attention to the screen. The light flickered across her face, alternating between brightness and shadow. Her expression followed the rhythm of the scene, reacting in small, practiced ways—an eyebrow raised, a smile appearing and fading.

Ridhei observed these changes without comment. He noticed how easily they arrived, how little effort they seemed to require.

Halfway through the episode, Camille muted the sound.

“Can I ask you something else?” she said.

“Yes.”

She hesitated. Her fingers rested lightly on the remote, thumb hovering without pressing anything.

“Do you ever feel sad?” she asked.

He considered the question with the same care as before.

“No,” he said.

“Angry?”

“No.”

“Scared?”

He paused slightly longer this time.

“No.”

Camille nodded slowly, absorbing each answer as if aligning them against something internal.

“So what do you feel?” she asked.

He searched for a response that would satisfy the structure of the question. None presented itself.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Normal.”

She smiled again, but this time the smile was careful.

“Normal isn’t a feeling,” she said.

He did not argue.

Camille leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees. She pressed her palms together, then apart.

“Sometimes I think,” she said, “that you’re just... watching your life instead of being in it.”

He did not respond immediately. He did not correct her.

“That might be true,” he said finally.

She turned to look at him fully now.

“Doesn’t that bother you?”

“No.”

She exhaled, louder this time. Not frustration. Something closer to resignation.

“I don’t get that,” she said. “I can’t imagine not wanting more. Or less. Or something.”

“I know,” he said.

They sat like that for a while, the muted screen continuing to play images without sound. A scene of heightened emotion unfolded silently—faces contorted, gestures exaggerated. Without the dialogue, it resembled something instructional rather than real.

Camille reached over and turned the volume back on. The voices returned, filling the room again.

“You don’t think something’s wrong with you?” she asked, eyes still on the screen.

“No,” he said.

She glanced at him sharply this time.

“Nothing at all?”

He met her gaze.

“No.”

She looked away first.

“That scares me,” she said quietly.

He did not respond.

The episode ended. The screen shifted automatically to the next. Camille did not stop it right away.

After a moment, she stood.

“I’m tired,” she said. “We can finish it later.”

“Okay.”

She turned off the screen. The room dimmed. The uneven light from the lamp returned, reclaiming the space.

Ridhei remained seated on the floor as Camille climbed onto the bed and lay back, staring at the ceiling.

“Promise me something,” she said.

He waited.

“If you ever feel... different,” she said, searching again for language, “you’ll tell me.”

“Yes,” he said.

She nodded, as if reassured, though nothing had changed.

“Good,” she said. “That’s all.”

They lay in silence again, the air between them calm, untroubled, and unresolved.

They did not speak again for a long time.

Camille lay on her back now, one arm bent behind her head, the other resting on her stomach. Her breathing slowed gradually, not into sleep but into something adjacent to it—a deliberate stillness, as if she were giving the room time to answer a question it had refused. Ridhei remained seated on the floor, his back still against the bed, his gaze fixed on a point near the baseboard where the light thinned and failed to reach.

The episode continued playing in his absence. Characters argued. Music swelled at moments designed to suggest importance. Camille did not react anymore. The sound filled the room without registering.

After several minutes, Camille reached out and turned the screen off again. The silence returned, heavier now for having been interrupted twice.

“Do you ever feel lonely?” she asked, not turning her head.

Ridhei considered this longer than the others. Not because the answer was complicated, but because the word itself seemed imprecise.

“No,” he said.

She frowned slightly, still staring at the ceiling.

“Not even when you’re alone?”

“I’m always alone,” he said. “It doesn’t change anything.”

That made her sit up.

“What do you mean, it doesn’t change anything?” she asked.

He shifted slightly, adjusting his position against the bed. The movement was careful, minimal.

“When you’re with people,” he said, “or not. It feels the same.”

Camille’s expression tightened—not in anger, but in concentration.

“That’s not how it’s supposed to feel,” she said.

He nodded. “I know.”

She watched him closely now, no longer trying to soften her concern.

“Does it ever get worse?” she asked. “I mean—does it ever feel heavier?”

“No.”

“Better?”

“No.”

She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, mirroring his posture without realizing it.

“So it’s just... flat,” she said.

“Yes.”

The word seemed to settle between them, accurate and insufficient.

Camille rubbed her hands together slowly.

“You don’t miss things,” she said. It was not phrased as a question.

“I remember them,” he said.

“That’s not the same.”

“No.”

She laughed quietly, but the sound broke almost immediately.

“When Mom hugs you,” she said, carefully, “do you feel anything?”

He did not hesitate.

“I understand that she loves me,” he said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

“No,” he said again.

Camille closed her eyes briefly, then opened them.

“And Dad?” she asked.

“The same.”

“And me?”

He looked at her directly now.

“You’re important to me,” he said.

She waited.

“But it doesn’t feel like what you mean,” he added.

Her mouth tightened, but she nodded.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay.”

She stood and crossed the room, opening the window a little wider. The air shifted, cooler now, carrying distant city noise—sirens far away, a voice rising and falling on the street below. She leaned against the frame for a moment, then turned back.

“You know what scares me?” she asked.

He waited.

“That nothing scares you,” she said.

He did not respond.

She walked back and sat on the bed, closer to him than before.

“People break for reasons,” she said. “Stress. Pain. Loss. Even boredom. But you—” She stopped, searching for language that would not accuse. “You’re not breaking.”

“No,” he said.

“You’re intact,” she said. “Too intact.”

He accepted this without reaction.

Camille’s voice softened again, the way it did when she was trying not to push.

“You don’t think you’ll wake up one day and want something?” she asked. “Anything?”

“I don’t think so.”

“And that doesn’t bother you.”

“No.”

She nodded slowly, as if committing this to memory rather than understanding it.
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