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Friday’s light filters sideways through the linen curtains, spilling across the bed like watered silk. I lie there—neither fully horizontal, nor fully dressed. The air is thick with late-afternoon warmth, pooling in the hollows of my knees, the small of my back, the triangle of shade between window and wall. I haven’t left the room since breakfast. Perhaps not even then.

A magazine lies open across my thighs. I don’t remember opening it. The pages are glossy, almost luminous—odd, since nothing in this apartment ever is. My thumb rests between two ads: one for a serum I’ll never buy, the other for shoes no one should wear. I turn another page just to hear it—the whisper of paper against skin. Each sheet feels heavier than it should.

My small white vibrator lies tangled in the sheets beside me. I left it there—last night, or the night before. I haven’t put it away. Haven’t used it either.

My right foot traces a slow crescent over the edge of the comforter. My left hand rests on my stomach, fingers splayed, rising and falling with each breath. My nipples, pressed beneath the thin shirt, register the air more sharply than the rest of me. The cotton puckers over them like a second skin—ornamental, useless, but present.

The apartment has acquired its own silence now. Not the kind Pascal used to engineer—his was sharp, punishing: slammed doors, withheld answers, absences arranged like warnings. This silence is different. Wider. Like water. It doesn’t punish. It reveals.

Pascal had hated the rumpled sheets. “Like a teenager lives here,” he muttered once, stripping the bed while I watched, as if it were a lesson. He was the kind of man who refolded towels if the corners didn’t align. After he left, I bought new ones and left them in a heap.

They’re still there.

Three weeks since he moved out. Less, if you subtract the days he kept returning for things: chargers, a bottle opener, old running shoes he never wore but couldn’t let go. The apartment hasn’t adjusted. The air still holds the echo of his logic-bound arguments. Sometimes I expect to find his soap in the shower, a hair tie on the desk. But there’s only clean cotton now. And the salt of my own skin.

I could touch myself now. Nothing would stop me.

The vibrator is close, the magazine full of bodies shaped like marble and cream. But the idea drifts—hollow, untethered. I close my eyes and try to summon want—the slow, insistent kind I used to wake to as a teenager, knees pressed together, sheets clinging to the damp between my thighs. Now, it comes only as a ghost. My body stays quiet. Even the thought of reaching down feels like a chore—maintenance, not pleasure.

I shift slightly. The hem of my T-shirt rides up. Beneath it, I am bare. The air against my skin feels cool, impersonal. My thighs are parted just enough to register the absence—of fabric, of purpose. There’s a faint trace of my own scent in the air, musky and salt-warm, more memory than stimulus. I trail one finger along the crease where leg meets hip. The skin is warm, unresisting. There is a flicker—small, faint, then gone.

I think of Élise. Her voice. Her way of smiling without moving her mouth. Sometimes I imagine kissing her. Or letting her arrange me the way she does her flatware: with care, with rules I’m not allowed to know. The thought is lighter than air. It dissipates before it can land.

My stomach growls, sudden and wet. I wonder if there’s still cheese in the fridge. I wonder if there’s any reason to get up at all, or if I could simply stay here until nightfall and let the dusk arrange itself around me. I’m not ready to move, not even to want.

Then the phone rings. A jolt. A break in the fabric.

It is a violent sound—an artifact from another life. Its screen flashes white against the bedding, the name displayed in tight, black letters: Élise Valmont.

I don’t answer. Not right away. The vibration shakes a ripple through the mattress. I stare at the ceiling, count the cracks in the old plaster. The phone stops. Then starts again.

On the third ring, I pick up. My voice is unfamiliar, hoarse from disuse.

“Camille?”

There it is. Élise’s voice: composed, low, wrapped in the kind of calm that makes you notice how tense you really are. The skin at the back of my neck tightens, as if her voice had fingers. She never says hello, never asks if it’s a good time. She assumes it is, and in the space of that assumption, something always rearranges.

I sit up without meaning to. The magazine slides off my legs and lands with a hush on the wood floor.

My nipples are still hard—though the air feels no colder, as if something under the surface had shifted temperature.

“Hi,” I say, testing the room’s acoustics, testing myself. “I wasn’t expecting—”

“Are you free tomorrow?” she asks. Not brusque. Not unkind. Just clean—a sentence sharpened on glass. “I’d like to see you. Coffee, perhaps. Or something stronger.”

Her words cleave the afternoon—clean, surgical, without residue. I trace the edge of the phone with my thumb, feel the soft tap of my pulse beneath the skin—too fast, too visible.

“I can,” I say. “That would be nice.”

Silence follows, but not Pascal’s calcified hush. This pause feels measured, deliberate.

“Good,” Élise says. “Four o’clock, my place. Wear something you feel yourself in.”

She hangs up before I can answer. The room settles, but not quite; the silence is a different color now—slightly translucent, like water after a single drop of ink.

I look at the magazine on the floor, its pages frozen on a woman diving into a blue pool. I look at the vibrator, the towels, the soft heap of myself on the bed.

Tomorrow will come. I do not dread it. Not exactly. But something has shifted—subtle, irreversible, like the weight of a thought not yet had.
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I stay like that for a while, the phone still in my hand, Élise’s voice curled against the side of my head. My fingers loosen. I set the phone down. The silence that returns is different now—thicker, laced with something alive. Not absence. Not quite presence. Something in between.

In the kitchen, I eat a piece of cheese, drink from my hand. Water spills down my shirt. The floor is cool beneath my bare feet. I pause there—grounded, briefly, in the sensation. Across the courtyard, the neighbor’s cat leaps to its ledge, circles once, then disappears into shadow.

Jones misses you, Élise had said. He sleeps on that scarf you left.

I hadn’t realized it was still there. The thought lands quietly, tender as a memory of being touched.

Back in the bedroom, I lift the vibrator, turn it once in my hand, and place it in the drawer. The sheets I straighten—just enough to feel the difference.

The magazine stays where it fell.

Then I climb onto the bed. Evening gathers in the corners, hushed as breath held between thoughts.

How is your new independence?—as if it were something I’d chosen, something I could shrug on or off like a coat. I didn’t answer then. I don’t know the answer now. But the question lingers, like the taste of something unswallowed.

I picture Jones curled on the scarf, breathing me in. I wonder if Élise watches him sleep the way she watches everything—without judgment, but with total recall. The thought presses gently, then aches.

My body remembers her voice. I breathe—slow, steady. My shirt smells faintly of sweat and soap. A single hair clings to the side of my breast. I let it stay.

The apartment has shifted. The walls feel farther apart. The air is clearer. I run my hand along my thigh, feel the dull pull of a muscle long still. My toes flex against the sheets without thought.

Tomorrow. The word no longer floats. It pulls.

I stretch out across the bed, arms wide. The room expands around me. The silence is not empty. It hums.
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Two · Porcelain
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I walk the three blocks to Élise’s apartment at a pace designed to keep sweat at bay. The side streets are cooler. Every few steps, a breath of wind slips down the back of my top and lingers at the base of my neck. With nothing to carry, I have no excuse to fidget. I count cracks in the pavement. Watch my feet for the subtle rise where curb meets slope.

Her building is all marble and intent. The lobby tiled in quiet geometry, the air perfumed with something green and expensive. The concierge barely looks up as I pass. A nod, nothing more.

The elevator buttons are unlabeled. I press the one that feels right. The doors close with a whisper, catching a stretched, unsure version of myself in their mirrored surface.

My hair is already unraveling, loose strands curving around my cheeks like uneven parentheses. I smooth them back. Notice a small bruise on my jaw—a fading souvenir from the last time I collided with a doorframe in the dark.

The elevator dings. Once.

The hallway hushes. Carpet thick enough to erase my steps.

Her door is ajar.

I hesitate. Just a beat. Then knock—soft, uncertain—and let myself in.

She’s there, waiting just beyond the threshold.

Her shirt is a pale oyster shade, collar sharp, sleeves pushed neatly to the crook of her elbows. The effect is exact. Controlled.

Until I glance down—and see that she’s barefoot. Toes perfectly aligned on the parquet. Her nails painted a muted, deliberate tone. The skin at her heel faintly rough. Almost human.

The contrast jolts me. A small, private flaw in the precision. As if I’d glimpsed something unguarded—something not meant to be seen.

“Camille,” she says. “You’re right on time.”

Even this feels rehearsed. Her posture immaculate, weight evenly balanced, breath paced. But it’s the toes that stay with me.

The door clicks shut behind me. She does not kiss my cheek. Instead, she inclines her head—graceful, practiced—like a hostess in a hotel where everything has already been arranged.

“Come in.”

I slip off my shoes without comment and leave them by the door. The cool surface beneath my soles sharpens my senses. I’m barefoot now, like her. But where her soles are smooth and her nails look chosen—mine are just... feet. I glance down, amused. No contest. Still, the comparison makes me smile, as if I’d stumbled into a private joke I wasn’t meant to hear.

The living room opens in soft gradients. Light filters through high windows and sheer linen curtains, bending around the furniture. The walls are nearly bare, except for a band of gold leaf above the fireplace, and a large print of a winter tree—its branches so finely rendered they seem to tremble against the stillness.

There are tulips in a vase. Their scent mingles with beeswax and something cooler, metallic—her perfume, or perhaps the polish
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