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I built a temple for you 

out of hours I could not afford.

Every prayer 

was the shape of your name,

every offering the sacrifice of my sleep, my breath, my will.

Devotion, I learned,

is a double-edged worship.

It is holy, yes-

but it is also hunger.

And hunger, when unanswered,

becomes desperation. 

- Makitia Thompson
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Act I: His Story
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This is where you learn how easy it is to listen.

The voice is calm. Thoughtful. It does not rush you. It does not demand your trust, it assumes it. The details arrive gently, arranged in a way that feels careful rather than curated.

Nothing asks to be questioned yet.

Affection looks like patience. Distance looks like restraint. Wanting looks excessive when it comes from the wrong place. You are given enough warmth to settle in, enough reason to stay.

If you feel safe here, it’s because you were meant to.
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Chapter One: She Wouldn’t Leave
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I don’t tell this story because I want sympathy.

I tell it because it happened, and because people tend to fill in the gaps when you don’t explain yourself.

There was a woman once who meant more to me than she should have. That’s the cleanest way to say it. Not because she asked for more than I could give, I don’t believe that’s ever fair, but because what existed between us grew heavier than either of us anticipated. Or maybe heavier than I was prepared to carry.

Her name was Esme.

I remember the first time she said mine like it mattered. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just carefully, as if she were trying to see how it felt in her mouth before deciding whether to keep it there. We were standing in the narrow space between the kitchen counter and the window in my old apartment, the one with the radiator that hissed all winter. It was late afternoon. October. I know that because the light was already thinning, the way it does when the season is deciding whether it’s done being gentle.

I didn’t think much of it then. I’ve always been attentive to people, occupational hazard, maybe. Architects notice how things settle, how weight distributes itself, how pressure changes shape over time. I noticed her, yes, but noticing isn’t the same as inviting.

People like to think obsession arrives all at once. That it announces itself with urgency or desperation. In my experience, it doesn’t. It accumulates. Quietly. Like condensation. You don’t realize how much has gathered until something slips.

At first, Esme was simply present. She listened closely, asked questions that surprised me with their precision. She had a way of remembering small things; preferences, habits, offhand comments I’d made without thinking. I took it as kindness. Thoughtfulness. It felt good to be seen that way, though I never asked for it.

She was intense, yes. I won’t pretend she wasn’t. There was an openness to her that could feel almost reverent, as if connection itself were something sacred. I admired that about her. I still do, in a way. The world doesn’t reward people like that very often.

What I didn’t see, what I couldn’t have seen then, was how quickly admiration can slide into something more consuming when it isn’t tempered by distance.

I tried to be kind. That’s important to say. I never raised my voice. Never mocked her feelings. I was careful with my words, deliberate even. If I hesitated, it was only because I didn’t want to promise something I couldn’t sustain. Restraint can look like rejection if you don’t know what it’s protecting.

She began reaching out more often. Checking in. Wanting to talk, to sit with me, to linger in moments I thought had already passed. None of it felt alarming at first. People grow attached at different speeds. That’s not a crime. I told myself patience was the responsible response.

Still, there were moments, small ones, when I felt the weight of her attention press closer than I was comfortable with. The way she watched me when I spoke, as if she were memorizing not just my words but the pauses between them. The way she’d reference conversations we’d had weeks earlier, recalling the exact phrasing I’d used, the tone, even the time of day. I remember thinking, briefly, that she paid attention the way some people pray.

I didn’t think of her as dangerous. I want to be clear about that. If I had, I would have handled things differently. I would have drawn firmer lines, stepped back sooner. But danger doesn’t announce itself wearing devotion. It arrives dressed as care, as interest, as something flattering enough to excuse.

When people talk about her now, they use words like unstable and fixated. Those words came later. At the time, she was just a woman who felt deeply, who wanted clarity in a world that rarely offers it. I can’t fault her for that.

What I can say is that there was a point, though it’s difficult to locate precisely, when her presence stopped feeling like a choice and started feeling like something I had to manage. I found myself measuring responses, pacing my availability, anticipating reactions before they happened. That kind of vigilance wears on you.

I survived her, in the end. That sounds harsher than I mean it to, but survival doesn’t always imply malice, sometimes it just means endurance. People warned me afterward, told me they’d noticed things I hadn’t, patterns I’d been too close to see. Maybe that’s true. Maybe hindsight sharpens everything.

All I know is that I never intended to be at the center of someone else’s unraveling. And I never imagined that something so quiet, so careful at the beginning, would leave the kind of mark it did.

This is simply how it started.

I’ve replayed those early months more times than I can count, not because I miss them, but because people always ask when it changed. As if there were a single moment I could point to and say, there-right there-that’s where it went wrong. The truth is more inconvenient than that. Nothing broke. It only bent. Slowly. Repeatedly. Until it didn’t return to its original shape.

Esme liked routines. She didn’t announce this as a preference, but it revealed itself in the way she aligned her life around small, shared rituals. Coffee at the same place every Tuesday. Texts sent at nearly identical times each night. The way she’d ask how my day went and then wait, actually wait, for the answer, even when it took me hours to respond.

I told myself this was consistency. Reliability. Things people say they want.

When she began to anticipate me, that was when I first felt the faintest tightening in my chest. She’d mention something I was about to bring up, finish a thought I hadn’t voiced yet. It was uncanny, but also flattering. You don’t often meet someone who seems to be listening even when you’re silent.

She once told me she liked how careful I was. The word lingered between us, heavier than she intended. I asked what she meant, and she smiled; soft, a little shy and said, “You don’t waste people.” I remember the exact phrasing because it struck me as unusually perceptive. Or maybe unusually invested.

I laughed it off. I didn’t want to encourage that kind of reverence. Still, I didn’t correct her.

I’ve been accused, since, of enjoying her attention. That accusation misses the point. Enjoyment implies indulgence. What I felt was something closer to responsibility. When someone looks at you as if you are a fixed point in their life, it’s difficult not to become careful with how you move. One wrong step and you risk pulling them with you.

So I slowed things down. Or I thought I did.

I took longer to reply. Kept my tone even. Avoided defining what we were, not out of avoidance, but honesty. Labels complicate things. They create expectations where there don’t need to be any yet. I believed-truly, that allowing things to remain undefined was the least harmful option.

Esme didn’t see it that way.

She never accused me outright. That’s the thing people don’t understand. She didn’t demand. She didn’t shout or cry or threaten. Instead, she asked questions that sounded reasonable on the surface but carried a quiet urgency underneath. Did I do something wrong? Were you upset earlier? I just want to understand.

Understanding became her language of closeness.

The more she reached for clarity, the more I felt myself pulling back, not from her, exactly, but from the expectations forming around us. I’d suggest space gently, frame it as healthy. She would nod, agree, and then find ways to remain close anyway. A message checking in. An excuse to stop by. A coincidence that placed her exactly where I was.

I never told her to stop coming around. That’s true. But I never invited it either.

There’s a difference.

What unsettled me most wasn’t the frequency of her presence, but the intensity of her focus. When she listened, it was with her whole body; leaning forward, eyes steady, breath syncing unconsciously with mine. She remembered not just what I said, but how I said it. Later, she’d repeat my phrasing back to me, almost reverently, as if language itself were a kind of proof.

It began to feel less like conversation and more like imprinting.

I want to be fair to her. I didn’t feel trapped. Not yet. But I did begin to feel observed in a way that stripped me of neutrality. Every gesture meant something. Every silence required interpretation. I could feel myself becoming a figure in a story she was already telling herself.

That’s when I started thinking about distance, not as punishment, but as preservation. Hers. Mine.

People often mistake restraint for cruelty. They assume that if you don’t give someone what they want, you must be withholding it deliberately. But sometimes restraint is the only ethical response when you sense someone leaning too hard on a connection that hasn’t earned that weight.

I believed that if I stayed calm, if I stayed reasonable, things would eventually settle into something manageable.

I didn’t realize then that calm can be misread as permission.

Or that patience, when offered to the wrong person, can feel like an invitation they never stop accepting.

And still, when I think back on it now, I can’t honestly say I knew where this was heading. If I had, I would’ve done more. Or less. Something different.

At the time, it all felt contained.

At the time, she was just a woman who didn’t seem to know when to leave.

And I was just trying not to hurt her.

There’s a particular kind of intimacy that doesn’t announce itself as such. It slips in quietly, through repetition, through familiarity, through the absence of resistance. You don’t notice it forming because nothing feels inappropriate in isolation. It’s only later, when you try to step back, that you realize how close someone has positioned themselves to your inner life.

Esme knew things about me I hadn’t consciously offered. Not secrets, exactly. Preferences. Patterns. The way I liked my windows cracked open even in winter. How I paused before answering questions I didn’t want to answer yet. Which silences meant I was thinking, and which meant I was finished.

She never bragged about knowing me. She just used the knowledge, gently, as if it were a shared language we’d developed without realizing it.

I should have interrupted that. I see that now. But at the time, it felt unkind to disrupt something she clearly valued. And there was no obvious line she had crossed, no single action I could point to and say, this is too much. Everything she did could be justified by affection. By interest. By care.

So I let it continue.

I’ve been told that allowing something is the same as encouraging it. That feels like an oversimplification. Silence isn’t always consent; sometimes it’s uncertainty. Sometimes it’s the hope that things will recalibrate on their own if you don’t interfere.

Esme began staying later when she visited. She never asked outright. She’d linger in doorways, sit back down after standing, ask one more question just as I reached for my keys. I noticed the pattern even as I pretended not to. It became easier to let the moment stretch than to confront it.

When she finally did ask; tentatively, almost apologetically, whether she could stay the night, I hesitated longer than necessary. That pause has been held against me, as if hesitation were the same as desire.

I agreed because it seemed simpler than refusal. Kinder. Less disruptive.

That was the first night things shifted in a way I couldn’t easily undo.

She was careful afterward. Almost reverent. As if closeness required gratitude. She watched me for cues, adjusted herself to my rhythms, mirrored my tone. I remember thinking that she treated intimacy like a responsibility rather than a pleasure. That should have concerned me more than it did.

Instead, I told myself she was sensitive.

After that, she began to speak as if something had been established between us. Not explicitly, she was never presumptuous, but in the way she referenced us without naming it. Shared jokes. Shared glances. A quiet assumption that what happened once existed now as context.

I didn’t correct her.

That omission has been interpreted as deception. I don’t see it that way. Correcting her would have required assigning meaning I wasn’t prepared to define. I wasn’t ready to decide what that night meant, and it didn’t feel right to strip it of significance either. So I let ambiguity do the work.

Ambiguity can be a mercy. It can also be a mirror.

She filled it quickly.

Esme began asking questions that circled closer to the center of things. What are we doing? she asked once, trying to sound casual and failing. I remember the exact moment, not because it mattered more than others, but because of how carefully she phrased it, as if the wrong emphasis might shatter something fragile.

I told her the truth, or what I understood to be the truth at the time. That I cared about her. That I wasn’t in a place to define anything. That I valued what we had, but didn’t want to rush it into something it wasn’t ready to be.

She nodded. She always nodded.

Later, she thanked me for being honest.

That’s the part that stays with me.

Because honesty should clarify things. It should create boundaries. Instead, it seemed to deepen her investment, as if my restraint were proof of something more serious forming beneath the surface. She began interpreting my caution as intention, my hesitations as depth.

I didn’t promise her anything. I want that to be clear. I never said I loved her. Never said we were exclusive. Never said this would last.

But I also never said it wouldn’t.

There’s a cruelty in absolutes I’ve always avoided. Saying no outright can feel unnecessarily final when you don’t know what the future holds. Life isn’t fixed; people change. I believed leaving room for possibility was more humane than closing a door prematurely.

Esme lived inside that possibility.

She adjusted herself around it, molded her expectations to fit the space I left undefined. When I pulled back, she leaned forward. When I went quiet, she listened harder. The more I tried to create neutrality, the more she seemed to read meaning into its shape.

I began to feel like the subject of a study I hadn’t agreed to participate in.

And yet when she smiled at me, when she reached for my hand as if it were instinct rather than choice, I felt the strange pull of being needed. Not loved. Needed. There’s a difference, though it took me longer than I’d like to admit to recognize it.

Needing someone can look like devotion.

It can also look like erasure.

I told myself she knew what this was. That she understood the limitations, the unspoken conditions. After all, I had been careful. Measured. Honest in the ways that mattered.

If she wanted more than I gave, that wasn’t something I had offered.

At least, that’s how it felt at the time.

Looking back now, I can see how easily silence becomes a canvas for hope. How restraint, when paired with intimacy, can read like something waiting to be claimed.

But then, hindsight always rearranges things into shapes that make sense.

While you’re living inside it, everything just feels... possible.

It’s strange how quickly concern can disguise itself as vigilance.

I didn’t wake up one morning feeling watched. There was no sharp moment of realization, no sudden fear. What settled in instead was a low, constant awareness, like the hum of electricity behind the walls. Easy to ignore if you don’t focus on it. Impossible to forget once you do.

Esme started appearing in places I hadn’t mentioned outright. A café near my office I’d referenced in passing. A bookstore I’d once described liking for its quiet. None of it was overt. She never said, I came because of you. She framed it as coincidence, curiosity, proximity. All reasonable explanations. All deniable.

I told myself it meant nothing.

Still, I began to notice how often those coincidences clustered around me.

When I brought it up-carefully, lightly, she flushed, embarrassed. Apologized immediately. Said she hadn’t meant for it to seem strange. That she just liked being near me. There was something disarming about how quickly she took responsibility, how ready she was to believe she’d done something wrong.

That should have reassured me. Instead, it complicated things.

Because once someone apologizes for behavior you haven’t named as a problem, you’re left holding a choice: either you accept it and let the moment pass, or you correct them and risk making something benign feel accusatory. I chose the former more often than not.

I didn’t want to make her feel ashamed for caring.

But I did begin to adjust myself around her presence. I stopped sharing certain details. Gave vaguer answers about my schedule. Shifted plans without explanation. These weren’t punishments, just small acts of self-containment. Boundaries don’t always announce themselves. Sometimes they’re simply quiet omissions.

She noticed anyway.

Her questions changed shape. Less direct. More cautious. She’d ask how my day was, then pause, as if weighing whether she was allowed to ask where I’d been. I could feel her trying to recalibrate, to become easier to be around. That effort, the visible self-editing, made me uneasy in a way I struggled to articulate.

It felt like watching someone rearrange themselves in real time.

People assume the one who pulls away holds the power. That isn’t always true. There’s a vulnerability in withdrawal, too-a kind of exposure that comes from knowing your absence will be felt. I became aware of how much my attention mattered to her, how the smallest shifts registered immediately.

I didn’t exploit that knowledge. I want to be clear about that. But I couldn’t unknow it once it was there.

There were moments when I considered ending things outright. Cleanly. But every time I imagined the conversation, I pictured her face; confused, wounded, trying to understand what she’d done wrong. The idea of being the cause of that expression made my chest tighten.

So I postponed. Framed my distance as temporary. Told myself things would resolve naturally if I remained consistent.

Consistency, in this case, meant remaining present without encouraging expectation. A delicate balance. One I believed I was maintaining.

Esme, meanwhile, seemed to grow more careful, more attuned. She’d mirror my tone unconsciously, lower her voice when mine softened, fall silent when I did. It was as if she were studying me for cues on how to exist correctly in my orbit.

That was when the language in my head shifted.

I stopped thinking of her behavior as affection and began thinking of it as something to be monitored. Not feared, just noted. Catalogued. Like you might track stress fractures in a structure you’re responsible for. Not because collapse is imminent, but because prevention requires awareness.

The first time she showed up somewhere I truly hadn’t expected her, I remember the exact sequence of thoughts that followed. Surprise, then irritation, then guilt for feeling irritated at all. She looked pleased to see me. Relieved. As if finding me there confirmed something she’d been holding onto.

I smiled back. Spoke kindly. Anyone watching would have seen nothing but familiarity.

Later, alone, I replayed the moment with more scrutiny. Tried to trace how she’d known. What I’d said. What I’d implied without meaning to. The fact that I could reconstruct the path so easily unsettled me more than the encounter itself.

That was the first time I wondered, not if she cared too much, but if she was beginning to live inside the spaces I left unguarded.

I still didn’t think of her as dangerous. I thought of her as misaligned. Too invested in something that hadn’t been defined clearly enough. If anything, I felt a mild sense of responsibility, for not having drawn firmer lines sooner.

It’s tempting, in moments like that, to rewrite the past into something cleaner. To pretend there were obvious warning signs, that the ending was always visible from the beginning.

But the truth is, nothing about Esme felt threatening in isolation. She was warm. Earnest. Devoted in a way that made other people speak softly about her, as if loud judgment might bruise her.

If I seemed cautious, it was only because I sensed how easily that devotion could tip into something heavier if left unchecked.

I believed awareness would be enough.

I believed kindness could coexist with distance.

I believed that as long as I remained calm, things would not escalate.

What I didn’t yet understand was that escalation doesn’t always come from intensity.

Sometimes it comes from proximity sustained too long without definition.

And sometimes, by the time you start paying attention, you’re already standing closer to the edge than you intended.

When I think about it now, what unsettles me most is how reasonable everything felt at the time.

That’s the problem with warning signs, they rarely announce themselves as such. They look like quirks. Like misunderstandings. Like moments that can be explained away if you’re willing to be generous. I was generous. I prided myself on that.

Esme’s presence became a constant, but a soft one. She didn’t force her way into my life; she fit herself into it. Adjusted her schedule to match mine. Learned which evenings I was more receptive, which days I needed quiet. If she sensed hesitation, she retreated just enough to seem considerate.

People later asked why I didn’t put a stop to it sooner. The answer is simple and unsatisfying: because there was nothing concrete to stop. No demand I could refuse. No boundary she crossed loudly enough to justify drawing one in return.

What there was, instead, was accumulation.

A message sent late at night, apologizing for nothing in particular. A look that lingered a second too long, then vanished when I noticed it. The way she’d phrase things as questions that were really confessions. I feel closest to you when we don’t talk for a while, she once said, as if that were reassurance rather than alarm.

I remember the date because I remember thinking how carefully she’d said it, how she’d tried to make her need sound like understanding.

That was the first time the word warning crossed my mind.

Not because of what she said, but because of how easily I accepted it. How ready I was to absorb her emotional weight without challenging its source. I told myself I was being patient. Mature. That reacting strongly would only escalate things unnecessarily.

So I reframed.

I began to see her devotion as something fragile, something that needed to be handled gently lest it fracture. That perspective allowed me to remain calm, composed, above it. It also placed her, quietly, unintentionally, in a position of instability.

If she was fragile, then my restraint was protection.

If she was intense, then my distance was balance.

If she was becoming too attached, then my role was to endure until it settled.

That logic comforted me more than I’d like to admit.

There were moments, of course, when her presence pressed too close. When I’d arrive home to find a message already waiting, responding to something I’d only just thought about telling her. When she’d reference plans I hadn’t confirmed, speak as if my availability were a given rather than a question.

Those moments made me uneasy. Not afraid, uneasy. The kind of unease that tells you to take note, to remember this later.

I did remember.

I catalogued them quietly, privately. Dates. Phrases. Tones. I didn’t confront her with them, because confrontation implies certainty, and I wasn’t certain yet. I just watched. Paid attention. Adjusted.

It’s been suggested that this attention was itself a form of investment. I disagree. Observation isn’t attachment; it’s assessment. When you sense something slipping out of alignment, you measure it. That’s how you prevent damage.

Still, I can see how it might look now. How my recollections; so precise, so detailed, could be mistaken for fixation rather than vigilance. But memory sharpens around discomfort. We remember what unsettles us more clearly than what reassures us.

By the time others began to comment-casually, offhandedly, it felt almost like confirmation. She seems very attached, someone said once, gently. You’re being very patient, another remarked. Those comments came later, but they validated something I’d already begun to sense.

I didn’t share everything with them. There was no need. I didn’t want to embarrass her, didn’t want to inflate a situation that might still resolve itself. But it helped to know that others saw hints of what I was managing.

I never told anyone I felt threatened. Because I didn’t.

I never thought of Esme as dangerous. I wouldn’t have used that word then, and I still hesitate to use it now. Danger implies intent. Malice. Something sharp and deliberate. What I experienced felt more like erosion, slow, persistent, wearing at the edges of things I’d assumed were solid.

When it finally became clear that something had to change, I was already tired. Worn down in the quiet way you get when you’ve been attentive for too long without relief. Endurance takes a toll, even when it’s voluntary.

I told myself I had done what I could. That I’d been kind. That I’d been careful. That if things had still escalated beyond what either of us intended, it wasn’t because I’d invited it.

Sometimes survival isn’t dramatic. Sometimes it looks like stepping back, slowly, from something that has wrapped itself too tightly around you.

This is how it began to feel to me, not like a romance gone wrong, but like something I had to outlast. Something that required calm, composure, and distance to endure.

People often ask how I got through it.

The truth is, I didn’t realize I was getting through anything at all.

Not until much later.

Not until I was already telling the story as something that had happened to me.

It’s only afterward that survival acquires a narrative.

While you’re inside something, you don’t think in terms of beginnings and endings. You think in adjustments. In what can be tolerated. In what feels easier than confrontation. You tell yourself that if you remain steady long enough, whatever imbalance exists will correct itself.

That belief carried me further than it should have.

By the time I recognized how central I’d become to Esme’s emotional landscape, it felt irreversible, not because I wanted that role, but because removing myself from it suddenly seemed cruel. She oriented herself around my responses, my silences, my availability. The idea of disrupting that felt less like honesty and more like harm.

So I stayed measured.

I spoke carefully. I chose words that couldn’t be misunderstood or so I thought. I avoided absolutes. Avoided promises. Avoided language that would tether her to something I wasn’t offering. If she inferred more than I intended, that was not something I could control.

At least, that’s how I justified it to myself.

There’s a peculiar exhaustion that comes from being regarded too closely. From knowing that every gesture you make will be studied for meaning, every pause interpreted as intention. I began to feel as though I existed slightly ahead of myself, anticipating how my actions would be received before I’d even taken them.

I didn’t resent her for that. Resentment feels too sharp a word. What I felt was a steady, quiet pressure, an awareness that my presence had become heavier than I’d ever meant it to be.

When I finally did pull back in a way that couldn’t be ignored, she didn’t react the way people expect obsession to look. There was no explosion. No accusation. Just confusion, carefully contained. She asked if she’d misunderstood something. If she’d imagined closeness where there hadn’t been any.

I told her she hadn’t imagined anything.

That was true.

I also didn’t tell her what those things meant to me.

That was true, too.

It’s easy, in retrospect, to assign intention where there was only inertia. To believe that if someone doesn’t stop something, they must want it to continue. But wanting is an active thing. What I felt was closer to reluctance, to end something that hadn’t announced itself as wrong loudly enough to justify the damage of ending it.

Esme took my restraint as reassurance. I can see that now. Where I thought I was creating space, she felt continuity. Where I believed I was preventing escalation, she believed we were simply being careful.

The distance between those interpretations widened quietly.

People often want stories like this to resolve cleanly. They want a villain who knows he’s one, or a victim who recognizes herself immediately. They want clarity, confrontation, a moment where everything is named and contained.

That isn’t how it happened.

What happened was subtler. Slower. A mutual misunderstanding sustained long enough to become something else entirely. By the time I understood that my calm had been mistaken for invitation, that my patience had been read as promise, I was already being described by others, eventually, as someone who had endured something difficult.

I didn’t correct them.

Not because I wanted their sympathy, but because their language finally gave shape to something I hadn’t known how to articulate. Endurance. Survival. Those words offered distance. They allowed me to step out of the center of the story and look back at it as something that had passed.

It was easier to be the man who had been overwhelmed than the one who had misjudged the weight of his own presence.

I never thought of Esme as dangerous.

But I did begin to think of what happened between us as something I’d gotten through.

And once a story takes that shape, once you start telling it from the other side, it becomes difficult to remember how close you were to it while it was happening. How entangled. How complicit silence can be.

This is how I learned that survival doesn’t always belong to the person most harmed.

Sometimes it belongs to the one who tells the story first.
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Chapter Two: Private Heat
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There’s a version of closeness that exists only when no one else is watching.

It’s quieter than people expect. Less theatrical. Built from small calibrations rather than declarations. I’ve always preferred it that way. Privacy allows things to unfold without performance, without the pressure of being legible to anyone but the person in front of you.

With Esme, intimacy arrived like that, incrementally, almost politely. She didn’t rush it. If anything, she waited for cues, for permission she never named outright. When she leaned in, it was with her whole attention, as if she were asking a question with her body and listening carefully for the answer.
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