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She hadn't seen the slap coming.

It was always like that. Even after months, even after she had learned to read the signs, the glass set down too hard on the table, the silence that shifts in texture, the jaw that clenches imperceptibly, even after all of that, she never truly saw them coming. Perhaps because she herself still refused to believe it. Perhaps because hope is the last thing to die.

The slap had sent her into the wall. Not a metaphorical wall. The real one, cold plaster against her shoulder, the photo frame shuddering on its hook, that photo of the two of them smiling by the sea two summers earlier, before. She had slid down the wall, caught herself with one hand, and stayed on her knees for a moment on the hardwood floor, hair falling across her face, her right ear ringing like a distant alarm.

Julien had already turned away.

He had gone back to the sofa with that nonchalance that terrified her more than the blows themselves. That way he had of returning immediately to normal, television, beer, slouched position, as though hitting his pregnant partner was as unremarkable as changing the channel. As though she were nothing more than a minor detail in his own living room.

"Nothing to say?"

He hadn't even turned his head.

She had clenched her teeth until her jaw ached. Had swallowed the words, the tears, everything. She had learned that, swallowing. Swallowing without drowning, starting over the next day.

"No," she whispered. "I have nothing to say."

And she had walked toward the bathroom with the gait she had spent months perfecting. Not too fast, that would look like flight, it would irritate him. Not too slow, that would look like provocation, it would irritate him too. That perfectly calibrated pace between submission and invisibility. The walk of a woman who has learned to take up as little space as possible in her own life.

She had locked the door behind her. Gently. Without a sound.

And only there, in that square metre of white tiles, had she let her body do as it wished.

She had collapsed against the bathtub, legs folded to one side, her belly no longer allowed her to draw them to her chest as she once had, in another life, when she would curl into herself and disappear. Now there was Liam between her and the world. Between her and the pain. That round belly that changed even the way she could cry.

The tears had come without a sound. She had that discipline now, that absurd and sorrowful self-mastery, sobbing without noise, weeping without being heard, suffering in silence as though even that she had to do discreetly, so as not to disturb him.

The tiles were cold beneath her thighs. She had stared at them for a long time, those small white squares slightly yellowed at the grout lines, she knew them by heart. She had spent so many nights there, in that same position.

Her hand had moved naturally to her belly.

Liam.

Four months. In four months he would be there, real, breathing, with his little clenched fists and his newborn smell. She had seen so many infants in her work, she knew exactly what he would look like, the down on his skull, the mouth searching, the still-unfocused eyes trying to make sense of a world they did not yet understand.

Would that world be waiting for him?

The question had cut through her chest like something sharp.

Would he hear it, that crack, that silence that follows, those footsteps in the hallway? Would he learn to read the signs, to calibrate his gestures, to make himself smaller? Would he grow up carrying that thing in his gut, that permanent vigilance, that exhaustion of always monitoring the atmosphere the way one monitors the weather, of always knowing instinctively when the storm is coming?

She had placed both hands on her belly.

No.

Not him. Not Liam.

She had raised her eyes.

Her gaze had fallen on the medicine cabinet.

She hadn't opened it. She didn't need to, she knew exactly what was behind that white door. Every bottle arranged with precision, every syringe in its sterile packaging, every dosage she knew the way others know the words to a song. She had memorised them over the weeks, apparently distracted, in reality perfectly focused. A nurse putting away her supplies. Nothing more ordinary.

But in her mind, she had calculated everything.

The concentration required. The exact quantity. The most accessible vein on a sleeping man. The effects, their timeline. She had spent nights thinking about it, not with horror, not with guilt, but with that clinical precision she brought to her patients. A medical problem called for a medical solution. She had simply turned the prism around.

That plan she had imagined a hundred times, a thousand times, the way one mentally rehearses a journey never taken but whose every turn is known. In her car between patients. In the shower. At night when his breathing kept her from sleeping.

And tonight, for the first time, the plan no longer felt like a fantasy.

It felt like a way out.

Something had settled inside her, a calm she had never known before. Not resignation. Not anger. Something colder, cleaner. A decision made so deeply it no longer needed to be thought through.

She had wiped her tears with the back of her hand.

Had stood up.

Tonight.

She had looked at herself in the mirror for a long moment.

Her right cheek still red, almost bruised where Julien's fingers had left their mark. Her eye slightly swollen. A strand of hair stuck to her temple by tears. She had run cold water over her face, not to erase the marks, simply to let her skin become neutral again, her eyes readable again, her expression return to the mask he expected.

That mask, she wore it so well now that she no longer always knew where it ended and where she began.

She had taken a deep breath. Smoothed her hair. Looked one last time at that woman in the mirror, that woman with marked cheeks and dry eyes, and had made her a silent promise.

Never again.

She had come out of the bathroom.

Julien hadn't moved. Slouched on the sofa, feet on the coffee table, a new beer open. The television was showing a programme he wasn't really watching, canned laughter in an over-lit apartment. He had that face he wore afterwards, relaxed, almost kind, as though the storm had purged something from him and he could now be the charming man he showed to the rest of the world.

Sophie had approached slowly. Had knelt beside the sofa.

That gesture, she hated it. That position, on her knees, at his level when he was seated, slightly below him, which he had demanded of her in the early days and which she had eventually done spontaneously because it was simpler than facing what happened when she didn't. That surrender turned habit.

For the last time.

She had placed her hand on his knee.

"I shouldn't have spoken to you like that. You were right. It was my fault."

He had given that smile. That smile of a man satisfied at having won a battle he should never have needed to fight. Magnanimous. Slightly weary.

"Don't worry about it, come sit beside me please."

She had let the words wash over her without letting them in. She had rested her head against his shoulder, felt the warmth of his skin, the smell of beer and that cheap cologne he wore too much of, that smell she would forever associate with fear and now with something else.

She had closed her eyes.

And she had waited.

His breathing had changed by degrees.

First slower, with those small catches that bodies make when they still resist sleep. Then deeper, heavier, losing that surface tension that waking people hold without realising. Julien fell asleep quickly, he always fell asleep quickly, with the unconsciousness of people who don't spend their nights on guard.

Sophie had waited still. Ten minutes. Fifteen. She had counted her own breaths to pass the time, steady, controlled, an exercise she had taught herself for moments when panic wanted to take over.

Then she had detached herself from him with extreme slowness.

Her movements in the bathroom were of surgical precision. She hadn't turned on the main light, the sliver of light from the hallway was enough, and besides her hands knew the way. She had opened the cabinet without a sound, taken out what she needed with economical, professional movements. This was no longer Sophie trembling against a tiled wall. These were the nurse's hands, the ones that set up drips at five in the morning in barely-lit rooms, that find a vein on the first try on an elderly patient's arm, that never tremble because trembling serves no purpose.

She had prepared the syringe with care. Had checked the dose one last time, not out of hesitation, but out of professional rigour. An air bubble expelled with a flick, the automatic gesture, the learned gesture.

She had returned to the living room.

Julien was sleeping with his mouth slightly open, his head tilted to the right shoulder, an uncomfortable position that didn't bother him. The television was still on, the volume low, distant voices, unreal.

Sophie had knelt beside him.

She had gently rolled up the hem of his jogging bottoms, exposing the hollow behind his knee, a thin, accessible area that no one would think to examine. Her fingers had felt the surface for a few seconds, locating what they were looking for with that quiet precision she had taken years to develop.

She had positioned the syringe.

And it was perhaps the brush of the needle, or some animal instinct that sleep had not entirely extinguished, Julien had opened his eyes.

Time had suspended itself.

Their gazes had met in the dim light of the living room, a few centimetres apart. She had watched in his eyes the exact journey of understanding. Confusion first, that floating of the first seconds between dream and waking, then something trying to come into focus, and then.

And then he had understood.

Not halfway. Completely, instantly, with that cruel clarity that certain moments bring. He had seen the syringe. He had seen her face. He had seen in her eyes something he had never seen before, not fear, not anger, not hesitation.

Calm.

He had tried to speak. His mouth had formed something, her name perhaps, or a word, any word to break what was happening. He had tried to move, his hand had twitched on the sofa.

But Sophie had not withdrawn the syringe.

The potassium chloride had entered his vein with an almost gentle discretion. First the burning at the injection site, sharp, immediate, a pain that travelled up the limb like a line of fire. She had watched his eyes widen under its effect. Then something else, a sensation he had never known, that a person only knows once. His heart missing a beat. Then two. Then searching for its rhythm and no longer finding it, like a clock whose central mechanism has been thrown off.

He hadn't screamed. He hadn't had the time, or the strength. Just that breath, short, surprised, and his eyes never leaving hers, perhaps still searching for an explanation, a mistake, something that would make this impossible.

She had held his gaze until the end.

Cold. Methodical. Certain.

Her free hand had slipped to her belly, not theatrically, not to show him, simply because the gesture had come on its own, natural, obvious. An explanation that needed no words.

Liam.

Julien's eyes had closed.

His body had sagged slightly on the sofa, his mouth still half-open, his features releasing all at once into something that resembled peace. The irony was almost unbearable.

Sophie had stayed kneeling for a long moment without moving.

The silence had returned, dense, different from the silence before. The television continued to talk to itself, a commercial now, bright colours and a cheerful voice praising something absurd. She had looked at Julien without any particular emotion. No triumph. No remorse either, not yet, perhaps later, perhaps never, she didn't yet know what she was going to feel and she didn't have time to look for it now.

She had stood up. Had gone back to the bathroom, put the syringe away in what she had prepared for it. Had run her hands under cold water. Had looked at herself one last time in the mirror.

The same woman as before, on the surface.

She had picked up her phone.

Her voice, when she had dialled emergency services, was exactly what it needed to be, trembling, breathless, with the panic of someone who doesn't understand what is happening, who has no reason to understand what is happening.

"My partner... I think he's not breathing. I think his heart... I don't know, he was sleeping and I... please, come quickly, I'm pregnant, I..."

Her voice had broken at the right moment.

She had hung up. Had sat on the edge of the sofa, beside Julien, and had waited for the emergency services with the expression expected of a pregnant woman, terrified.

Liam's first real kicks came three hours later, those sharp, deliberate movements she had been waiting for for weeks, which chose that precise moment to finally exist, as the paramedics were packing away their equipment and a doctor was speaking to her with words wrapped in cotton wool.

Sophie had placed her hand on her belly.

And for the first time in a very long time, she had let the tears come, real tears this time, that no one could have told apart from the others.
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CHAPTER 1 — Before
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There are childhoods that prepare you for the worst.

Sophie's was not one of them.

She had grown up in a house that smelled good in the morning, coffee, toast, and that faintly sweet perfume Michèle wore from the moment she woke up, as though the day deserved to be greeted dressed and scented. A house where the radio was always on in the kitchen, where voices mingled with the clatter of cutlery, where you never had to go looking for people because they were simply there, in that quiet self-evidence of happy families who don't always know that they are.

Michèle Varel was one of those women who fill a room without effort. Not through volume, though volume certainly played its part, undeniably, but through that particular energy some people carry, that way of making everything immediately alive around them. She knew her neighbours' lives better than they did themselves, gathered confidences the way others collect stamps, and redistributed information with a sense of detail and timing that would have made her an excellent journalist had she chosen that path. She hadn't chosen it. She had chosen her family, and she had chosen it with everything she was, loud, generous, overflowing, incapable of letting a silence last more than thirty seconds without filling it with something.

Henri was made of different stuff.

He spoke little. Not out of coldness, anyone who might have thought him cold had only to watch him look at his children to understand their mistake. Henri Varel had that deep and steady gaze, the gaze of people who truly observe where others merely see. When his eyes rested on Sophie, she had always had the feeling he was reading something in her that she didn't yet know herself. Not in an unsettling way, in a reassuring one. As though someone, somewhere, knew exactly who she was and found it good.

He didn't need many words to say what mattered. A look was enough. A hand placed on a shoulder. That particular silence he kept, full and warm, unlike any other silence.

Between these two, Sophie had grown up.

Thomas was three years older than her, which in the arithmetic of siblings represents a considerable gulf during childhood and gradually becomes nothing at all with time. But during the years that count, those in which one takes shape in the eyes of another, Thomas had exercised over Sophie that gentle and absolute tyranny of older brothers who believe themselves entrusted with a mission.

He could steal her snack, occupy the bathroom for an hour before she needed it, change the channel at the precise moment her programme became interesting, and land embarrassing nicknames on her in front of her friends with the smile of someone who knows exactly what he is doing. He could do all of that and more, with a consistency and creativity that almost commanded admiration.

But let anyone else dare to upset his little sister, a classmate who pushed too far, a neighbour who had said one wrong word, anyone at all, and Thomas became a different version of himself. Not threatening, not violent. Simply present, with that way he had of placing himself slightly in front of her, imperceptibly, like a shield that doesn't announce itself.

It had taken Sophie years to realise that was a form of love. At the time, it was mostly infuriating.

"You don't have to defend me, I'm not a baby."

"I know. I do it for myself."

He had always had that way of turning arguments back on her that drove her mad.

She loved him deeply, obviously, with that slightly irritating self-evidence that blood ties have when they work well. Thomas was the first person she turned to when something was wrong, and simultaneously the last person she wanted to give that satisfaction. Classic fraternal paradox, universal, unsolvable.

School had been what it had been, neither brilliant nor catastrophic, somewhere in that lukewarm middle ground where one passes through without leaving a memorable trace but without standing out for the wrong reasons either. Sophie learned what interested her with disconcerting ease, and the rest with polite but firm resistance. Her teachers found her pleasant. Her reports carried comments along the lines of "could do better" and "results below her potential," the standard phrases for saying that one doesn't understand why this particular pupil doesn't try harder.

The truth was that Sophie hadn't yet found what was worth trying hard for.

Until nursing school.

Something had lit up inside her from the very first anatomy classes, from the first hours of placement in hospital corridors. Not the medical aspect alone, even though she had a remarkable memory for protocols, dosages, contraindications, everything her classmates revised with difficulty and which she seemed to absorb naturally. It was something else. Something more intimate, harder to name.

Contact.

She had discovered in those early placements a truth about herself she wouldn't have been able to put into words before, she loved the human body. Not in an abstract, theoretical, clinical way. In a concrete way, almost tactile. The skin of elderly patients, thin as tissue paper, crossed by blue veins she was learning to read like a map. The shoulders of a man that pain had hunched, whom the simple repositioning of her hands could relieve. The arm of a woman terrified of having her blood drawn, whom Sophie held with a gentle firmness until she felt the muscles release beneath her fingers.

There was in that contact something she found nowhere else, a rare permission, almost sacred. People entrusted her with what they had that was most precious and most vulnerable. They let her enter an intimate space that even those close to them didn't always inhabit. And she took that seriously, with an acute awareness of what it represented.

She remained always perfectly professional in this regard, no one could have reproached her for anything. But there was in her gestures a particular quality of presence, an attention to another's body that went beyond technical care. Her patients felt it without being able to explain it. They asked for her. They trusted her instinctively, with that animal intuition suffering people have for recognising those who are truly present.

There were also, she rarely admitted this to herself, never aloud, those particular moments when a patient had that face. Those men in their forties, still solid despite illness, with something in their gaze or their bearing that crossed, despite her, the boundary of care. A chest she uncovered to place electrodes. A hand she held a moment too long without realising it. That silence that sometimes settles between two people without anyone having sought it.

She chased those thoughts away with the same professional efficiency she brought to everything else. They never lasted, a fraction of a second, a fleeting image, nothing worth dwelling on. She would never have crossed that line, out of ethics as much as personal pride. Care was care. What she sometimes felt belonged only to her, stayed locked inside her head for the space of a heartbeat, and disappeared as quickly as it had come.

But those moments had taught her something about herself, that she was a woman who looked at men with all her senses, even when she pretended to have none. That behind the professional calm she projected existed something alive, curious, sometimes impatient.

She had finished her studies with good marks and the quiet conviction of having found her path. Not just a profession. Something that resembled her deeply, in what she had that was best as much as in what she didn't yet know about herself.

She didn't talk about the hazing often.

Not out of shame, more because it was an ambiguous memory, one of those that reveals something about oneself that one hadn't necessarily sought to know. Nursing cohorts had their traditions, their rites of passage, that slightly murky complicity that bonds groups through shared ordeal. Sophie had been hazed like everyone else, a few ritually measured humiliations, scenarios that sometimes flirted with the risqué, those adult games still hiding behind adolescent laughter.

She had blushed. She had played along. And sometimes, honestly, she had enjoyed it, that collective transgression, that temporary permission to step beyond the usual lines under the cover of tradition. There was in those moments a strange freedom, almost intoxicating, that of no longer being quite oneself while discovering oneself more.

The following year, on the other side of it, she discovered she was even better at organising it than enduring it. She had a natural sense of staging, a way of pushing exactly as far as needed without ever going too far, or almost. Her classmates followed her with enthusiasm. She held the threads without letting it show too much.

She hadn't thought too hard about what that said about her.

The period that followed was light, a little frivolous, full of that particular freedom of the first years of independence. The noisy flat-shares, the evenings that end at dawn, the mornings after that disappoint slightly but not too much. She had had relationships, real ones, lasting a few weeks or a few months, in which she believed very strongly at the time before realising they weren't what she was looking for. And then nights with no tomorrow, chosen, assumed, which she carried without any guilt. She was young, she lived in her body with a freedom she found natural, and the gaze of others on that had never truly interested her.

Sophie at twenty-three didn't burden herself with what wasn't worth burdening oneself with. She laughed easily, decided quickly, regretted little.

She hadn't yet learned that some decisions are made for you.

On New Year's Eve, she didn't want to go out.

It's a detail she would think back on often, later. That initial resistance, the exhaustion of a week of shifts, the vague desire to stay in pyjamas with a bottle of champagne and her closest friends rather than face a packed evening at the home of people she barely knew. It was Inès, her best friend since the first year of school, who finally convinced her with that irresistible end-of-year argument: "We'll regret it if we don't go."

Sophie put on her red dress.

The party was held in an apartment too small for the number of people it contained, which had the effect of creating that particular warmth of successful evenings, the impossibility of staying still, the necessity of drawing closer to be heard, the music imposing its rhythm on every body present. Sophie had drunk one glass, then another, had found familiar faces, laughed at things she wouldn't remember the next day.

And then she felt a gaze.

Not saw, felt. That sudden awareness of being watched, not in an uncomfortable way, rather like a light directed toward oneself. She had turned her head.

Julien was leaning against the far wall, a glass in hand, watching her with that half-smile of someone who makes no effort to conceal his interest. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark eyes, the kind of man one notices in a room without always knowing why. The kind of man who, in another life, in another hospital corridor, might perhaps have crossed her mind for a fraction of a second before she chased the thought away.

Here, there was no line not to cross.

She hadn't looked away immediately.

Neither had he.

He had crossed the room toward her with a quiet assurance, unhurried, as though time belonged to him. He had stopped at a good distance, not too close, which would have been arrogant, not too far, which would have been timid.

"My name is Julien."

"I don't know why you're telling me that."

"Because I wanted you to know."

It was a simple answer. Not particularly original. But in his mouth, that evening, it had sounded like something self-evident.

They had talked for hours, about everything, about nothing, about those things one shares when discovering someone and every detail seems important. He was funny, attentive, curious about her in a way that didn't resemble a technique. He asked questions and truly listened to the answers. He had that direct, open gaze that gives the feeling of being seen, truly seen, not merely looked at.

At midnight, in the noise, the embraces and the glasses raised toward a sky no one could see, he had said "happy new year" and looked at her as though she were the only person in the room.

She was twenty-four years old. She believed in princes charming with the quiet faith of someone who had not yet had reason to doubt. And something inside her, that evening, something deep, instinctive, perfectly sincere, had whispered that it was him.

That it was written.
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CHAPTER 2 — What We Choose Not to See
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The first two years with Julien had resembled everything she had always imagined without quite daring to believe in it.

He was there. Truly there, not in a spectacular way, not with grand gestures or theatrical declarations, but with that quiet constancy that is worth more than anything else. He came home in the evenings and asked how her day had gone, and he listened carefully to the answer. He remembered the small things, the name of the patient who had moved her, the conflict with a colleague she had mentioned in passing three weeks earlier, the way she liked her coffee on Sunday mornings. Those tiny details that people neglect when love begins to wear thin, and which he maintained with an attentiveness that touched her deeply.

He liked her family. Or rather, he knew how to behave around them, which amounted to the same thing at first. He listened to Michèle with a patient smile, answered Henri's questions with that measured respect fathers appreciate without always showing it, teased Thomas just enough. "He's a good one, your guy," Thomas had said one evening, with that economy of words that in him was worth a speech.

Sophie had beamed.

They had moved in together after eight months, the decision made on a Sunday afternoon on the sofa, almost by accident, as though it were the logical and natural continuation of something that could not have unfolded any other way. She had brought her things in box after box, her plants, her books, that organised disorder that was so like her, and he had made room without complaint, with a smile that was slightly mocking and tender all at once.

"Do you really need all this stuff?"

"Do you really need to ask?"

They laughed easily. That was perhaps the most beautiful thing, that lightness they had together, that way of moving through the small frictions of daily life without letting them take hold. Sophie had her friends, her patients, her own life that she continued to live without it causing any problem. She came home late sometimes, she went out on Friday evenings with Léa or Inès, she spent entire Sundays at her parents', and Julien said nothing, or almost nothing.

The almost, she had noticed without dwelling on it.

An eyebrow raised when she came home later than expected. A silence of a particular texture when she mentioned a male colleague. A question asked in a slightly too neutral tone, "where exactly were you?" after an evening out with friends. Small nothings she had attributed to love, to ordinary jealousy, to that fragility that strong men sometimes hide behind their attitudes. She found it almost touching.

She hadn't yet learned to read those signs for what they truly were.

There was also Léa.

Léa who fitted into no category, who had never tried to fit into one. They had known each other since secondary school, since that hazy and intense time when friendships form with a quiet violence, for life or for a few years, and one never knows in advance which ones will hold. That one had held. Twenty years of laughter, of secrets exchanged in the dark, of those three-in-the-morning conversations that only make sense in youth and that one never truly forgets.

Léa had chosen animals over men, or rather, she had chosen both, but animals first and men according to mood, which seemed to her the right order of things. A veterinary assistant at a stud farm about twenty kilometres outside the city, she smelled of hay and open air and had that particular freedom of people who work outdoors with their hands and make no apology for it. She had that quality about her, a little wild, very free, with a way of inhabiting her body and her life that compelled something between admiration and envy.

She was the one who had drawn Sophie into her most improbable evenings, those nights one returns from at dawn with shoes in hand and blurry but luminous memories, those last-minute escapes to places one doesn't know, those one-night encounters assumed with a lightness that Sophie had envied and sometimes imitated. Léa didn't judge. Léa never judged, and that was perhaps what Sophie loved most about her, that way of welcoming people and situations with a cheerful pragmatism that made everything possible.

She had regarded Julien with a neutral eye at first. Polite, reserved, which in Léa was already a signal, because Léa was never truly neutral about anything.

"He's good," she had said after the first time they had crossed paths. Just that. Without the enthusiasm she usually brought to her verdicts.

Sophie hadn't remarked on it.

The first slap had arrived on a Tuesday evening in November.

Not an evening of crisis, not an evening of a major argument, which was what had made it so incomprehensible. An ordinary discussion that had slightly derailed, words a little sharper than usual, the exhaustion of two people coming home late with none of the filters one puts on in the morning. Sophie had said something, she would never remember exactly what, an offhand remark about something he had forgotten to do, and his hand had moved.

The silence that followed was of a quality she had never known before.

She had brought her hand to her cheek, more by reflex than from pain. She looked at him. He looked at her. On his face, something that resembled surprise, as though he didn't understand himself what had just happened, as though his own hand had betrayed him.

"Sophie... I..."

She hadn't answered. She had gone to the bathroom, closed the door, looked at herself in the mirror. Her cheek red. Her eyes not understanding.

She had asked herself every question at once, and then, gradually, just one. Perhaps she had pushed him to his limit without realising it. Perhaps she had been too sharp, too insistent, too something. Couples hurt each other sometimes without meaning to. Perhaps it was an isolated mistake, a lost moment, a crack in a man who had no others.

He had knocked on the door with a broken voice. He had cried, really cried, with that way men have of crying that resembles something deep and rare. He had said it was unforgivable. That he didn't understand. That he would see someone, work on himself, that it would never happen again.

Sophie had opened the door.

She had taken him in her arms.

And she had chosen to believe it was true.

It wasn't true.

Two months later, a plate had flown against the wall, not at her, beside her, but the trajectory had been enough to knock the breath from her. Three months after that, a hand around her wrist, too tight, far too tight, with that look above it that said "I could" without ever speaking the words. And then the second slap, sharper than the first, followed by apologies that were quicker, less sincere, the protocol wearing itself in.

The violence hadn't arrived all at once. It had settled in gradually, with an almost methodical patience, like a tide that rises imperceptibly and whose extent one only realises when the water reaches one's knees. Sometimes spectacular and direct. Sometimes of a subtlety that drove her mad, a word slipped into an apparently ordinary sentence, a way of looking at her in front of people that meant careful, a hand on her back at a party pressing just a little too hard to signal something that no one else could see.

She had learned to live in that state of permanent vigilance that never left her, not even in her sleep. Monitoring his mood from the morning onwards, the tension in his shoulders as he drank his coffee, the tone in which he answered the phone, those infinitesimal indicators she decoded with a precision that exhausted her. Calculating her words before speaking them, anticipating his reactions, adjusting in real time to an interior weather that changed without warning.

But it wasn't only what she said that she had to watch. It was what she was. What she wore.

She had learned this gradually, through the accumulation of small painful lessons. That morning when she had put on a blouse with a slightly open neckline, nothing indecent, nothing she wouldn't have worn on any other day of her former life. He had looked at that neckline in a particular way, that gaze that evaluated, that weighed, that reached its verdict before she had even opened her mouth.

"You're going out dressed like that?"

"It's just a blouse, Julien."

"To see your patients. You need to show yourself like that to see your patients."

It wasn't a question. It was a verdict.

She had pulled the neckline closed with her fingers in a useless gesture, had searched for her words, had explained, and each explanation had been turned against her with an implacable logic, that way of building an argument from nothing until she found herself defending the indefensible. Why justify herself if she had done nothing wrong? Why that nervousness if her conscience was clear?

She had learned to stop justifying herself. It served no purpose.

She had also learned to look at her reflection in the mirror in the morning through eyes other than her own, through Julien's. Not do I feel good in what I'm wearing but will this provoke something. That slight neckline replaced with a closed collar. That slightly sheer blouse that let the lace of a bra show through, tucked to the back of the drawer. Those summer dresses worn with a cardigan in thirty-degree heat because the silhouette they created had once triggered something she didn't want to trigger again.

She dressed to defuse. To disappear even from her own eyes.

And when in spite of everything, through forgetfulness, through exhaustion, through that flicker of herself that sometimes refused to vanish entirely, something in what she wore or said crossed slightly over the invisible line he had drawn, there was that moment. That build she now recognised before it even arrived. And then the blow. And then that phrase, always the same, spoken with that calm that was worse than anything else.

"You see what you make me do to you."

Five words. Five words that shifted everything, that inverted everything, that made her the cause and him the consequence. Five words she had heard enough times that they had begun, insidiously, to take root somewhere inside her despite everything she knew.

That was perhaps the greatest crime he had committed against her.

Not the blows. The words that justified them.

The lies had come naturally, almost without her noticing.

Long sleeves in warm weather. Foundation applied carefully over a cheekbone. An explanation for Inès, "I walked into something, you know what I'm like, I've always been clumsy," said with that naturalness she had learned to summon for her patients, that ability to appear calm and convincing even when everything inside her was unravelling.

Her mother had given her that look once, at a family Sunday, that look of Michèle who sees everything, knows everything, catalogues everything. Sophie had smiled a little harder that day, talked a little more than usual, filled the air with an energy she didn't truly have. Her mother had said nothing. Her father had looked at her for a long time during dessert, with his deep gaze. Sophie had looked away.

Léa had waited too. Longer than Thomas perhaps, because she knew Sophie differently, not with a brother's eyes but with those of a woman who had watched the other navigate complicated situations and come through them. But there had been that spring evening when they had found themselves together, almost by chance, Sophie coming back from a home visit and Léa passing through the area. An impromptu coffee, a sunny terrace. Sophie was wearing a scarf tied low on her neck despite the heat.

Léa hadn't pretended not to see.

She hadn't asked a direct question either, she knew her too well for that. She had simply placed her hand over hers on the table, and held the silence for a moment. A Léa silence, full, warm, without judgement.

"I'm here. Whenever you want. For whatever you need."

Sophie had looked at her cup of coffee.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"I know."

They had stayed another half hour talking about other things, the stud farm, a foal born the previous week, an exhibition Léa wanted to see. Sophie had laughed two or three times, with a laugh that was almost normal. As they parted, Léa had held her a little longer than usual.

Sophie had felt her throat tighten.

She hadn't called Léa back for three weeks.

Thomas had understood before anyone else.

Not all at once, gradually, the way one pieces together a puzzle whose image one cannot yet see but whose pieces are beginning to assemble themselves despite you. He had noticed the long sleeves in summer. The foundation applied too carefully. That new way she had of looking at her phone when it rang, a fraction of a second of something that resembled fear before her face rearranged itself.

He had waited for the right moment. A Saturday in March when they had found themselves alone in their parents' kitchen while Michèle and Henri were in the garden, he had set down his cup of coffee and said simply:

"Sophie. Tell me what's going on."

Not a question. An invitation.

She had felt something contract in her chest. It wasn't surprise, she had known for some time that he was watching, that he was seeing, that Thomas with his big brother's eyes was impossible to truly deceive. It was something else. The panic of someone who is about to be found out.

"Nothing's going on. I'm tired, that's all."

"Sophie."

"What? I'm telling you everything is fine!"

He hadn't moved. He was looking at her with that calm he had inherited from their father, that patient silence that waited, that didn't yield. And it was precisely that calm that had set everything off, that certainty in his gaze that he knew, that he saw, that he wasn't fooled.

Something had broken inside her. Not into tears, into anger.

"You don't have the right to look at me like that. You don't have the right to interfere in my life."

"I'm not interfering in your life, I'm looking out for you. It's not the same thing."

"It's exactly the same thing. Julien and I are fine, our relationship is fine, and if you can't accept that then that's your problem not mine."

She had seen something cross his face. A brief wound, almost invisible.

She hadn't stopped.

"Maybe you'd be better off minding your own relationship instead of mine. Maybe yours could do with a little more attention, don't you think? Because from what I can see, it's not exactly perfect either."

The silence that followed was terrible.

Thomas had said nothing. He had simply set down his cup, slowly, with a precision that said everything about the effort it cost him. He had stood up. And he had left the kitchen without turning back, with that wounded dignity of people who have reached out a hand and been struck for it.

Sophie had remained alone, her hands flat on the table.

She knew she had gone too far. She had known it in the very moment the words came out, those words, chosen precisely to cause as much damage as possible, to reach the exact place where it hurts, so that he would step back and never venture onto that ground again. She was a nurse. She knew the anatomy of human beings, not just that of bodies.

She was ashamed. A deep, silent shame.

But beneath the shame, something else, a terrible and unutterable relief. No more questions. No more watching gaze. No more need to maintain a lie before the eyes of someone who had known her before she knew herself.

Thomas had kept his distance after that day. He continued to come to Sunday lunches, continued to kiss his sister on arrival and departure, continued to do exactly what one does in families that don't know how to get through certain things other than by pretending everything is fine.

But something had changed between them. A space had opened up, not coldness, something softer and sadder than that. The resignation of a man who had understood that he could not save someone who refused to be saved.

He would wait. Thomas knew how to wait.

The isolation had happened without upheaval, without any clear decision. It was the accumulation of small things, an evening declined, a message answered a day late, an invitation postponed until it expired on its own. Julien didn't forbid her from seeing her friends, not explicitly. He didn't need to. There was that way he had of commenting on her outings afterwards, nothing violent, just remarks slipped in, questions asked with a too-perfect innocence, a particular silence the next morning that cost more than any argument.

Sophie had calculated, without even realising it, that certain things weren't worth what they cost on the way back.

Léa had begun to space out her messages too. Not out of abandonment, Sophie knew that, she knew Léa, Léa never truly abandoned anyone. But because one cannot indefinitely reach out a hand toward someone who keeps withdrawing theirs. Because even the most solid loves need a minimum of reciprocity not to wear themselves out.

The silence between them had settled gently, like something sad and inevitable.

And Sophie, some mornings on her way to her patients, would sometimes pass the road that led to the stud farm. She never stopped. But she slowed down sometimes, almost imperceptibly.

As though to check that it still existed.

She still loved Julien. That was the most difficult thing to explain, to herself as much as to anyone else, and yet it was the truth. Not all the time, not in the same way as before, but there were mornings when he woke up with that smile he had worn on New Year's Eve, that lightness, that man who still existed somewhere inside him and who sometimes surfaced for entire days. Those periods, she clung to them like a promise. She told herself that was the real him, and that the other one, the one of the bad evenings, was an anomaly, something that could be healed with enough love and patience.

She had read things on the subject, late at night when he was sleeping, on her phone with the history cleared. The cycles of violence. Coercive control. Those words that described exactly what she was living with a clinical precision that made her head spin. She would close the pages and put her phone down.

She wasn't that case. Their story was more complex than that.

There were nights when she cried in the bathroom.

Not sobbing, she had learned not to make that sound. Just silent tears on the cold tiles, sitting on the floor in the dark or in the sliver of light that came under the door, with that particular exhaustion that is not of the body but of the soul. That exhaustion of constantly watching herself, of calculating every word, of anticipating every reaction, of living in a home as though in a minefield whose map she had memorised without ever being certain it was up to date.
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