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She told herself it was for Damien, for the aesthetic, but the truth crept in: she needed the cigarettes now, the nicotine anchoring her through the loneliness of his absence.

	 


Gothic Smoke

	E



	lise noticed it first in the silences. Not the comfortable kind, where words weren’t needed, but the heavy, jagged ones that stretched too long. Damien used to fill those gaps with easy laughter or a teasing comment, his kind eyes catching hers across the room. Now, he barely looked up from his phone.

	Elise watched him from the kitchen island, her fingers twisting the stem of a wine glass. He hadn’t touched the dinner she’d made; roast chicken, his favourite. The plate sat cold on the coffee table, ignored.

	 “Damien?” Her voice felt small, testing the air.

	He grunted, not lifting his head.

	Elise swallowed, forcing a smile. “How was work?”

	 “Fine.” One syllable, clipped. His jaw tightened, and he shifted, angling his body slightly away.

	Elise felt the distance like a draft. She wanted to ask what was wrong, to bridge the gap, but the words stuck. Instead, she sipped her wine, the tang sharp on her tongue, and tried to ignore the ache in her chest.

	It wasn’t just the silences. Damien had stopped touching her. Not entirely, but the casual intimacy, like the way he’d sling an arm around her waist in the grocery store, or brush her hair behind her ear when they talked, was gone. 

	Last week, Elise had leaned into him on the couch, her head resting on his shoulder. He’d stiffened, then stood abruptly, muttering about needing to check emails. 

	Elise had sat there, frozen, her skin prickling with rejection. Even in bed, he kept to his side, his back a wall she couldn’t scale. She’d lie awake, listening to his steady breathing, wondering when she’d become invisible.

	His compliments had dried up, too. Damien used to call Elise beautiful, his voice warm with sincerity. He’d grin when she wore that red dress he loved, saying she could stop traffic. Now, she could walk out in anything; her best jeans, a new blouse, anything, and he wouldn’t notice. 

	Yesterday, Elise had spent an hour curling her dark hair, hoping for a spark in his eyes. He’d glanced up from his laptop, nodded vaguely, and gone back to typing. Elise had felt foolish, like a child playing dress-up for an audience that wasn’t watching.

	Elise tried to rationalise it. Work stress, maybe. Damien had been logging long hours at the tech startup, coming home late with tension etched into his face. But he used to share those frustrations with her, venting over takeout while Elise listened, her hand on his. Now, he deflected her questions with a shrug or a curt, “It’s just work.” Elise felt shut out, like a guest in their shared life.

	The worst was how Damien had stopped planning with her. They used to talk about the future: weekend getaways, a dog they’d adopt someday, even vague dreams of a house with a garden. Now, when Elise brought up a summer trip or a concert, he’d hum noncommittally, his eyes drifting elsewhere. 

	Last month, Elise had suggested a weekend in the mountains. He’d said, “Maybe,” but never followed up. Elise had booked the cabin anyway, hoping to surprise him. When she told him, he’d frowned, saying he couldn’t get the time off. The refund had stung less than his indifference.

	Elise watched him now, his profile sharp in the lamplight, and felt a pang of longing for the man who’d once made her feel seen. She set her wineglass down, the clink loud in the quiet.

	 “Damien, you okay? You seem… distant.”

	He sighed, finally looking up. His eyes were tired, but not warm. “I’m just busy, alright? Got a lot on my plate.” He stood, stretching, his shirt riding up to reveal the lean torso Elise used to trace with her fingertips. “Actually, I meant to tell you, I’m heading out in two days. Business trip. San Francisco.”

	Elise’s stomach dropped. “Oh. For how long?” 

	 “Week, maybe two or three.” He didn’t meet her gaze, already moving toward the bedroom. “Need to pack.”

	Elise followed, her bare feet cold on the hardwood. “You didn’t mention it before.” Her voice wavered, and she hated it.

	 “Didn’t I?” Damien opened the closet, pulling out a suitcase. 

	 “Must’ve slipped my mind.”

	Elise stood in the doorway, arms crossed, feeling like an afterthought. “I could come with you. Take a few days off, make it fun.”

	He paused, then shook his head. “It’s all meetings. You’d be bored.” He zipped the suitcase shut, the sound final. “I’m turning in. Early day tomorrow.”

	Elise lay awake that night, his words echoing. Slipped my mind. How could she slip his mind? She stared at the ceiling, her mind spiralling. Was it her? Had she changed? 

	Elise thought of her reflection; her dark hair, her curves, the freckles Damien had once kissed. She was still the woman he’d fallen for, wasn’t she? But doubt gnawed at her, sharp and relentless.

	The next night, Elise decided to try harder. She wanted to remind Damien of what they had, to pull him back before he left. She cooked his favourite pasta, lit candles, and played the jazz he liked. 

	He ate quickly, barely commenting, his phone buzzing beside his plate. Elise cleared the dishes, her throat tight, and made her move.

	In the bedroom, Elise changed into the lingerie she’d bought months ago; black lace, delicate and bold, the kind that made her feel powerful. 

	She’d saved it for a special night, and this felt like her last chance. Elise adjusted the straps, her heart racing, and stepped into the living room where Damien sat, scrolling again. 

	 “Damien?” Elise leaned against the wall, letting the candlelight catch the lace. “What do you think?”

	He looked up, his eyes flicking over her. For a moment, Elise thought she saw a flicker of the old Damien, the one who’d pull her close and whisper her name. But then he scoffed, a sound that cut deeper than any words.

	 “It’s late,” he said, standing. “Go to bed.”

	Elise’s cheeks burned, the lingerie suddenly feeling like a costume, ridiculous and exposed. She wanted to argue, to demand he see her, but her voice failed. She nodded, retreating to the bedroom, the lace scratching her skin. Elise crawled under the covers, tears stinging, and listened as Damien stayed in the living room, the TV’s murmur a barrier between them.

	When Elise woke the next morning, the bed was empty. She reached for Damien’s side, finding only cool sheets. Her heart sank. She padded to the living room, hoping to find him sipping coffee, maybe with a note explaining why he’d left early.

	But the apartment was silent, his suitcase gone. No note, no text, no goodbye. Just the faint scent of his cologne lingered in the air.

	Elise sank onto the couch, her fingers tracing the spot where Damien had sat last night. The rejection stung, but the silence was worse. He’d left without a word, as if she didn’t matter. 

	Elise thought of the lingerie, now crumpled in the laundry basket, and the dinner he’d barely touched. She thought of the silences, the untouched plates, the way his eyes slid past her. Each moment was a thread, unravelling the life they’d thought they’d share.

	Elise pulled her knees to her chest, her gaze drifting to the window. The city hummed below, indifferent. She wondered if Damien would call later, if he’d miss her in San Francisco.

	But deep down, Elise knew. The man who’d once held her close was slipping away, and she wasn’t sure she could pull him back, or if she should keep trying.

	She stared at the empty coffee table, where his untouched dinner plate had sat two nights ago, and felt a spark of determination. She wasn’t ready to let him slip away. Not yet. 

	If Damien were losing interest, she’d find out why and how to pull him back.

	She started with small acts, tidying the apartment to keep her hands busy while her mind churned. As she straightened his desk, her eyes fell on his home laptop, left open in his rush to leave. 

	Elise hesitated. She’d never snooped before; it felt like crossing a line. But the ache in her chest, the fear of losing him, pushed her forward. 

	She tapped the trackpad, waking the screen. His browser was open, the search history unguarded.

	Her breath caught as she scrolled. The searches were recent, from the past few weeks: goth fashion for women, smoking aesthetic, dark makeup tutorials, and cigarette-style photography. 

	There were links to forums discussing goth subculture, images of women in black lace and leather, their lips painted deep black or a rich red, cigarettes dangling with casual defiance. Elise’s stomach twisted. 

	This wasn’t Damien, or at least, not the Damien she knew. He’d never mentioned goths, never shown interest in women who smoked. He used to tease her about her floral dresses, saying they suited her warmth. Now, it seemed he was drawn to something colder and edgier.

	She clicked on a bookmarked site, a blog with moody photos of women in fishnets and heavy eyeliner, some with cigarettes trailing wisps of smoke. The comments were Damien’s username. She recognised it from his gaming profiles. 

	This vibe is everything, he’d written under one image. Real, raw energy. 

	Elise’s fingers froze on the keyboard. Was this what he wanted now? Someone unlike her, someone who embodied this dark, rebellious allure? 

	She turned off the laptop, her reflection faint in the dark screen. She felt like a stranger to his desires.

	Elise paced the living room, her mind racing. She tried to piece it together. When had this started? Damien had always been predictable, drawn to her softness and her laughter. They’d met at a friend’s barbecue, bonding over burnt marshmallows and bad puns. 

	He’d called her his sunshine, said her smile lit up rooms. Now, it seemed he craved shadows. She thought of the silences, the way he’d stopped touching her, the way his eyes slid past her efforts. Was this why? Had he been chasing this new fantasy, comparing her to women she’d never resembled?

	She needed to talk
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