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The Cat Next Door

The word sensual had lost all meaning.

I'd typed it forty-three times in the last two hours—sensual curves, sensual lather, sensual fucking shampoo experience—and now it looked like a foreign language. Like something a robot would say while trying to pass as human at a cocktail party. Yes, I too enjoy sensual beverages. My sensual skin requires sensual hydration.

I deleted the entire paragraph and stared at the blinking cursor on my laptop screen.

The brief from Lux & Lather—a boutique shampoo brand run by two former hedge fund guys who'd pivoted to "clean beauty"—wanted copy that was "approachable yet indulgent, like a spa day for your hair." They wanted women to feel something when they read about their sixteen-dollar bottle of lavender-rosemary sulfate-free whatever. They wanted desire. They wanted longing. They wanted a woman in a steam-filled bathroom running her fingers through her impossibly shiny hair and thinking, Yes. This. This is what I've been missing.

I couldn't even make myself want shampoo, let alone make a stranger want it.

My phone buzzed. Email from another client—a dating app called Spark that needed tagline options by Friday. Their current favorite was "Where Real Connections Ignite." I wanted to write back: Have you considered that most of your users are swiping on the toilet? Nothing is igniting. But I needed the invoice, so I starred it and moved on.

This was my life. Nora Chen, freelance copywriter, professional seller of feelings I didn't have. I wrote about passion for shampoo brands, intimacy for dating apps, and "forever love" for the indie romance press that paid me two hundred dollars a pop to write back-cover blurbs for books I hadn't read. I was fluent in desire the way a dictionary is fluent in language—I knew all the words, could arrange them in technically correct order, and felt absolutely nothing.

My apartment confirmed this diagnosis. It was a one-bedroom on the fourth floor of a building that had been "charming" in the listing and was "small" in reality. IKEA desk shoved against the wall, sticky notes fanning out from my monitor like plumage, a collection of mugs that had gotten away from me somewhere around mug eleven and was now approaching twenty. The spider plant on the windowsill was the longest relationship I'd maintained in the past year. We had an understanding: I watered it when I remembered, and it stayed alive out of spite.

I was halfway through another attempt at making shampoo sound like a religious experience when someone knocked on my door.

Not the tentative knock of a delivery person. Not the aggressive knock of my super reminding me about recycling protocol. This was a specific, rhythmic knock—three quick taps, a pause, two more—that I recognized because I'd heard it exactly once before, last December, when my neighbor from 5B had come down to borrow sugar for a pie she was baking for a building potluck.

Jules Marchand. Fifth floor, corner unit. The neighbor I thought about more than was strictly appropriate for someone I'd spoken to maybe eight times.

I closed my laptop, checked my reflection in the dark screen—messy bun, glasses, an oversized cardigan with a coffee stain on the sleeve that I'd been pretending was part of the pattern—and opened the door.

She was taller than me. She was always taller than me, and it always caught me off guard, like I'd somehow convince myself between encounters that we were the same height and then reality would correct me. She had dark brown skin and natural hair twisted up in a wrap today, silver rings on three fingers, and the kind of effortless presence that made you aware of the air between your bodies.

She also looked like she'd been running.

"Nora. Hi. I'm so sorry to bother you." She was slightly breathless, a tote bag slung over one shoulder, phone clutched in her hand. "I have a huge favor to ask and I completely understand if you say no."

"Okay," I said, because my brain had done the thing it always did around Jules, which was vacate the premises and leave my mouth to fend for itself.

"My cat sitter just bailed on me. Like, twenty minutes ago. I have a photography assignment upstate starting tomorrow morning—I'm shooting a series for a magazine, I'll be gone six days—and the woman who usually watches Margot just texted me that she has the flu." She held up her phone as if to show me the evidence. "I've called three other people and everyone's either out of town or allergic. And I know we don't know each other that well, but you're right downstairs, and you seem like—" She paused, recalibrating. "You seem like someone a cat would like."

I leaned against the doorframe. "You're asking me to cat-sit."

"I'm asking you to cat-sit. I'll pay you, obviously. And it's easy—Margot's low-maintenance. Two meals a day, clean the litter box, and she likes company in the evenings but she's not needy about it. She's more of a... dignified observer."

"A dignified observer."

"She judges, but quietly."

I should have said I was busy. I had the Lux & Lather copy due, the Spark taglines, and four romance blurbs that were going to write themselves approximately never. I didn't have time to add "twice-daily pilgrimages to the fifth floor" to my schedule.

But Jules was looking at me with those dark eyes, half-apologetic and half-hopeful, and she smelled like bergamot and something warm underneath, and the truth was that the most exciting thing that had happened to me this week was discovering a new coffee shop that had oat milk, so.

"Yeah," I said. "I can do that."

Her face broke into a grin that did something inconvenient to my chest. "Really? Oh my God, thank you. Seriously. Can you come up now so I can show you everything? I'm leaving at six tomorrow morning."

I grabbed my keys and followed her to the elevator. She walked fast, tote bag swinging, already pulling up what I assumed was a cat-care document on her phone. In the elevator, we stood on opposite sides and I became hyperaware of the two feet between us. She was wearing linen pants and a tank top, the kind of outfit that looked like she'd just thrown it on but probably involved some thought, and her collarbone was doing something with the overhead light that I chose not to examine.

"I really appreciate this," she said, glancing over at me. "Margot can be particular about people. But I have a good feeling about you."

"You barely know me."

"I know enough. You hold the elevator for Mrs. Petrov even when you're clearly running late. You talk to the lobby plants—"

"I do not talk to the lobby plants."

"You do. I've seen you. The ficus by the mailboxes. You told it to hang in there."

My face was on fire. "It was looking droopy."

Jules smiled—not the full grin from before, something smaller and warmer. "See? That's exactly the energy Margot needs."

The elevator opened on five. Her apartment was at the end of the hall, and when she unlocked the door and pushed it open, I understood immediately that Jules Marchand and I lived in the same building the way a Toyota and a Tesla are both cars. Technically similar. Functionally different planets.

Her apartment was the corner unit, which meant it had windows on two walls, and the late afternoon light was doing something golden and cinematic to everything it touched. Plants everywhere—a fiddle leaf fig, trailing pothos, something with dark leaves I couldn't name—arranged with the casual precision of someone who understood composition. Bookshelves lined one wall, organized by color, spines making a gradient from cream to deep burgundy. A vintage writing desk sat by the largest window, scattered with contact sheets and a film camera. The art on the walls was a mix of black-and-white photographs and prints that looked like they'd been collected from actual travels to actual places, not ordered from a "gallery wall set" on Amazon.

It smelled like candles and coffee and something green, like the plants had their own weather system.

"This is beautiful," I said, and meant it in a way that made me a little sad about my own sticky-note-covered existence.

"Thanks. It's taken a few years." Jules dropped her tote on a chair and crouched down. "Margot. Come meet your babysitter."

From beneath the writing desk emerged the largest, most orange cat I had ever seen. She was enormous—not fat, just substantial—with a face that conveyed centuries of accumulated judgment and a tail that swept the floor like a feathered scepter. She fixed me with amber eyes and did not blink.

"Margot, this is Nora," Jules said. "Nora, this is Margot. Named after Marguerite Duras."

"Of course she is."

Margot approached me with the caution of a foreign dignitary entering hostile territory. She sniffed my hand, my shoe, the hem of my cardigan. Then she sat down on my foot and began washing her face, which I took as provisional acceptance.

"She likes you," Jules said, sounding genuinely surprised. "She hissed at the last person I brought up here."

"Who was the last person?"

"My friend Rae. Who Margot has known for three years. She holds grudges."

I looked down at the cat on my foot. "Margot, I'm honored."

Jules gave me the tour. Kitchen: Margot's food was in the lower cabinet, half a can of the paté in the morning, half at night, always the turkey flavor because she'd staged a hunger strike over the salmon. Water bowl refreshed daily, preferably filtered. Litter box in the bathroom, scooped once a day, bags under the sink. "She's fastidious about it. If it's not clean enough she'll stare at you from the doorway until you fix it."

Living room: Margot's favorite sunny spot was the armchair by the east window between ten and noon. Her second-favorite spot was the bed. Her third-favorite spot was wherever you were sitting, but only if you hadn't invited her, because she was a cat and invitations were beneath her.

"She likes routine," Jules said, leading me through the apartment. "Breakfast at eight, dinner at six, and she prefers company in the evenings. You don't have to stay long—just hang out for an hour, let her sit near you. She likes background noise. TV, music, whatever. She's partial to jazz, but I think that's just because of the bass."

"Your cat has music preferences."

"She contains multitudes."

I was writing all of this down in my phone's notes app—turkey paté, litter fastidious, jazz—when Jules paused in the hallway between the living room and the bedroom. She turned back to me, and the light from the bedroom window caught the side of her face, and I forgot what I was typing.

"Help yourself to anything while you're here," she said. "Coffee, tea, wine—there's a bottle of red on the counter. Books, obviously. Use the Wi-Fi, work from the couch if you want. The password is MargotDuras1914." She smiled. "Just make yourself at home."

"You're very trusting."

"You talked to a ficus. I think my wine is safe."

She gave me her spare key—a brass key on a simple ring—and wrote her number on a Post-it stuck to the fridge, even though I already had it from a building group chat. Below her number she wrote: Emergency vet: Dr. Okafor, (718) 555-0142. Margot's favorite treat: Temptations, the blue bag. She knows where I keep them. Don't let her manipulate you.

"She'll try," Jules said seriously. "She'll look at you with those big eyes and act like she hasn't eaten in weeks. She's had breakfast. She's a liar."

"Understood. Don't negotiate with the cat."

"Exactly."

She walked me to the door. Her bag was already packed—I could see a duffel by the coat rack, camera equipment in a padded case beside it. She was organized in a way I found both admirable and personally offensive.

At the door, she paused. Looked at me for a moment longer than the situation required.

"You know," she said, "I've been meaning to come talk to you for a while. Not just about the cat."

"About what?"

She leaned against the doorframe—my move, I realized, mirrored back at me, and the symmetry of it did something warm in my stomach. "I don't know. You seem interesting. You're always carrying books and you have ink on your fingers and your light's on past midnight, so you're either a writer or a serial killer, and the ficus thing rules out serial killer."

"I'm a copywriter. So somewhere in between."

She laughed. A real laugh, low and surprised, and I felt it in my ribs.

"Well, Nora the copywriter." She handed me the key. Our fingers touched during the transfer—briefly, accidentally, a nothing amount of contact—and I was furious at myself for noticing. "Thank you for saving me. And Margot."

"She seems capable of saving herself."

"She is. But she likes an audience."

I went back downstairs with the key warm in my palm and a Post-it note in my pocket and a feeling in my chest like I'd swallowed something carbonated. I sat down at my desk, opened my laptop, and stared at the Lux & Lather document.

Sensual.

I typed: Some things feel like discovering a room you didn't know existed in your own apartment. That's what the right touch does—

I stopped. Deleted it. That wasn't about shampoo. That wasn't about anything I was supposed to be writing about.

I thought about Jules's apartment. The light. The books arranged like a sunset. The writing desk by the window. The way she'd said you seem interesting like it was a conclusion she'd already reached, not a question she was still asking. The way Margot had sat on my foot as if I'd passed an audition I didn't know I was taking.

I thought about the way Jules leaned in doorframes, and the rings on her fingers, and the fact that she'd noticed my ink-stained hands and my late-night lamplight, and I didn't know what to do with any of it because I was a woman who sold feelings for a living and hadn't had a real one in months.

Priya and I had ended four months ago. Not with a fight—with a conversation so measured and reasonable that it felt like a contract negotiation. I think we've run our course. I think we want different things. What Priya meant was: I want someone who doesn't need so much. What I'd wanted to say was: I don't need much. I just need you to look at me like you actually see me. What I'd actually said was: Yeah. I think you're right.

We'd divided the bookshelves. She'd taken the nonfiction. I'd taken the novels. It was the most emotion either of us had shown in the last six months of the relationship.

I wrote three romance blurbs that night. They were fine—adequate, competent, the literary equivalent of a firm handshake. When rival attorneys are forced to share a cabin, the only verdict that matters is the one their hearts deliver. She came to the small town to forget, but the baker next door was impossible to ignore. One bed. One week. One chance to admit what they've both been feeling.

Every line I wrote sounded like Jules's voice. Every scenario I described—forced proximity, slow-burn tension, the aching gap between wanting and having—felt less like fiction and less like something I was making up and more like something I was circling around without the nerve to look at directly.

At midnight, I brushed my teeth and stood at my window. From my fourth-floor vantage, I could see the building's back courtyard, the fire escapes, the glow of other people's evenings in rectangles of warm light. One floor up and to the right, Jules's corner windows were lit. She was probably packing, organizing, preparing for her early departure.

I wondered what she was wearing. Then I told myself to stop wondering what she was wearing, because she was my neighbor who'd asked me to feed her cat, and that was the entirety of our arrangement, and I needed to stop turning every interaction with an attractive woman into an internal crisis.

I went to bed. I did not think about her collarbone, or the way she'd said you seem interesting, or the low sound of her laugh, or the place where our fingers touched when she handed me the key.

I thought about all of it. Every single detail, catalogued and replayed in the dark like a movie I couldn't turn off.

Tomorrow I'd go upstairs, feed the cat, and leave. Simple. Professional. Neighborly.

Margot could judge me all she wanted.
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Chapter Two
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The Cat, the Apartment, and the Box

Jules left at six the next morning. I knew this because I was already awake—had been since five, staring at my ceiling, running through a mental checklist of cat-care protocols like I was prepping for a field exam. Turkey paté, not salmon. Litter scooped daily. Jazz optional but appreciated. Do not negotiate with the cat.

I gave it until eight. A reasonable hour. A hour that said I am a responsible adult fulfilling a neighborly obligation and not I have been thinking about your apartment since I left it last night and could not sleep.

The hallway on five was quiet. I let myself in with the brass key, and the smell hit me first—bergamot and candle wax and that green, planty warmth, like stepping into a greenhouse that someone had made very comfortable and very cool. Jules's absence was a texture in the room. The air felt different without her in it. Stiller. Like the apartment was holding its breath.

Margot appeared from the bedroom, assessed me with the unblinking gaze of a predator deciding whether I was food or furniture, and meowed once. It was not a friendly meow. It was a meow that said you are not my mother and I will be noting this in my file.

"Good morning to you too," I said. "Breakfast?"

She led me to the kitchen with the brisk authority of a maître d'. I found the food in the lower cabinet—a neat row of cans, all turkey, as promised—and scooped half into her bowl. She inspected it, looked up at me as if to confirm this was the best I could do, and began eating with the precision of someone who'd been to finishing school.

I leaned against the counter and watched her. The kitchen was small but thoughtful—a French press on the counter, a ceramic pour-over beside it, a wooden knife block, a shelf of spices organized by some system I couldn't decode. Everything in Jules's apartment had a place. Everything looked chosen rather than accumulated. My kitchen, by contrast, looked like someone had thrown a handful of objects at a wall and kept whatever stuck.

Margot finished eating, licked her whiskers exactly three times, and padded out of the kitchen. I rinsed the bowl, dried my hands, and stood in the silence of someone else's home.

I should leave.

I should absolutely leave. I'd done what I came to do. Cat: fed. Obligation: fulfilled. There was no reason to linger in my neighbor's apartment like a weird, cardigan-wearing ghost.

But Jules had said make yourself at home. She'd said help yourself to coffee. And the French press was right there, and there was a bag of beans from a roaster I'd never heard of that probably cost more than my hourly rate, and technically I could work from here. Margot liked company. Jules had been specific about that. It would be negligent, really, to just feed the cat and leave. That would be the bare minimum, and I was not a bare-minimum cat sitter.

I made coffee. It was, predictably, exceptional.

I settled on the couch with my laptop and my mug—one of Jules's mugs, a handmade ceramic thing in a blue glaze that felt like holding a smooth stone—and opened the Lux & Lather brief. Margot observed me from the armchair, her preferred 10am sunny spot, exactly as described. The morning light fell across the room in wide, warm stripes.

I worked for about forty minutes. It was the most productive forty minutes I'd had in weeks, which I attributed to the coffee and the quiet and absolutely not to the low-grade thrill of being surrounded by another woman's things. Her books watched me from the shelves—I kept catching titles in my peripheral vision. The Lover. Written on the Body. In the Dream House. A whole section of photography monographs: Nan Goldin, Sally Mann, Zanele Muholi. I'd read maybe a third of the titles on those shelves, and the ones I hadn't read felt like invitations.

The writing desk by the window kept pulling my attention. It was antique—dark wood, slightly battered, with a drawer pull that looked like brass. Contact sheets were fanned across the surface, black-and-white images I couldn't make out from the couch. A film camera sat beside them—old, manual, the kind you had to actually think about before pressing the shutter. A cup of pens. A stack of notebooks, the expensive kind with thick, creamy pages, their spines soft from use.

I got up to refill my coffee. On the way back, I passed the desk. I didn't stop. I didn't look at the contact sheets. I sat back down on the couch and typed four sentences about shampoo that I immediately deleted.

Margot stretched, yawned with a jaw-crack that showed every tooth in her head, and launched herself off the armchair. She landed on the floor with the heavy thud of a cat who has never once doubted her right to go anywhere, and trotted into the bedroom.

I heard a sound. A scraping, then a thud, then a smaller, papery sound, like something light falling.

"Margot?"

No response. More scraping.

I set my laptop aside and followed her. Jules's bedroom was exactly what I'd expected and also nothing I was prepared for. A queen bed with white linen sheets, slightly rumpled—she'd left in a hurry. A reading lamp on the nightstand. More books, stacked horizontally this time, spines out. A framed photograph on the dresser of Jules and another woman—Black, short hair, big smile—arms around each other's shoulders. Friend, I decided. Or hoped. A woven rug. A closet with the door half-open.

Margot was in the closet.

She was on the top shelf—how she'd gotten there was a mystery of feline physics—and she was batting at a shoebox that was wedged between a folded blanket and a camera bag. As I watched, she got one paw behind it and shoved. The box slid to the edge of the shelf. Teetered.

"Margot, don't—"

She shoved again. The box fell. The lid popped off on impact and the contents scattered across the closet floor.

Margot peered down at the wreckage with the detached satisfaction of a cat who has never faced consequences and does not intend to start now.

"Fantastic," I muttered. I knelt down and started gathering what had fallen out.

They were letters.

Not printed. Not typed. Handwritten, in ink, on good paper—heavy stock, cream-colored, the kind you buy from a stationery shop, not the kind you tear out of a notebook. Some were in envelopes, addressed in a slanted, confident hand to a name I couldn't quite read—it started with S. Some were loose pages, folded in thirds. They were tied together with a faded blue ribbon that had come undone in the fall, and they smelled faintly of something—perfume, or maybe just age, or maybe the specific scent of words kept in the dark for years.

I picked them up. Stacked them. My hands were careful. I could feel, even without reading them, that these were private. The handwriting was Jules's—I recognized it from the Post-it on the fridge, the same decisive slant—and the paper was soft at the edges from being handled. Read. Reread. Folded and unfolded until the creases were as soft as fabric.

I should put them back in the box. I should put the box back on the shelf. I should go back to the couch and write about shampoo and not think about why Jules kept handwritten letters in a shoebox on her closet shelf, tied with a ribbon like something out of a period drama.

One envelope was open. Not sealed, not tucked in—just open, the letter half-sliding out, as if someone had been reading it recently and slipped it back without closing it all the way. The edge of the paper was visible. The first line, in Jules's hand, was visible.

I didn't mean to read it.

That's what I told myself as my eyes dropped to the ink. I didn't mean to. It was right there. It was open. The cat knocked it over. These things happen.

I can still feel where your thigh pressed against mine at dinner, and I've been thinking about what I should have done about it.

I stopped breathing.

I should put it down. I should put it back in the envelope and put the envelope in the box and close the box and leave the room and go home and write about shampoo and never think about this again.

I should have put my hand under the table. I should have found the hem of your dress and traced up—slowly, because I know how you get when I rush, and I wasn't going to rush. I wanted you to feel every inch of it. I wanted you to keep talking to the waiter about the wine list while my fingers moved higher, and I wanted to watch your face when you realized you couldn't keep your voice steady.

My pulse was hammering. The paper was trembling slightly in my hands, or my hands were trembling slightly around the paper—impossible to tell which.

This was a love letter. No—this was more than a love letter. This was a want letter. This was someone writing down the exact shape of their desire with the specificity of a mapmaker and the tenderness of a poet, and the someone was Jules, and the handwriting was beautiful, and I was on my knees in her closet reading it with a cat on the shelf above me grooming herself like nothing was happening.

I think about your mouth more than is probably healthy. Not just kissing you—though I think about that too, obviously, the way your lower lip goes soft right before you open for me—but the way you look when you're about to say something honest. The way your lips move when you're choosing words. I want to put my mouth on yours mid-sentence and swallow whatever you were going to say, because sometimes the way you form a word is so fucking beautiful that I can't stand not being closer to it.

I sat down on the closet floor. My back against the wall, legs folded under me, the letter in both hands. I read the rest. All of it. It was three pages, front and back, and it started at that dinner table and ended in a bedroom—a bedroom that might have been this one—with Jules describing, in visceral, aching detail, everything she wished she'd done that night. How she'd wanted to undress this woman—S, whoever S was—slowly. How she'd wanted to watch her face. How she'd wanted to taste the hollow of her throat and the inside of her wrist and the soft skin behind her ear. How she'd wanted to make her come with her mouth and then hold her afterward and tell her she was the most extraordinary thing in the world.

It was explicit. It was explicit in a way I had never encountered in actual handwritten form—not pornographic, not mechanical, but specific. The kind of specific that meant Jules had been paying attention. She described the way S's breath hitched when she was close. The sound she made—a particular sound, described with the precision of a musician's ear. The way her hips moved. The way she tasted.

And underneath all of it, braided through the sex like a thread through silk, was something that made my chest ache: she described this woman like she was describing a work of art. Not objectifying—seeing. Every physical detail was wrapped in tenderness. Every graphic moment was grounded in the fact that Jules was paying attention not just to what felt good, but to who this person was when she felt it.

Nobody had ever looked at me like that. Not Priya, who'd touched me with the efficient focus of someone checking off a list. Not the girlfriend before her, who'd been enthusiastic but generic—the kind of sex where you could have been anyone and it wouldn't have changed the choreography. Nobody had ever watched me closely enough to know what sound I made, what my lips did, how my breath shifted.

I didn't even know what sound I made. I'd never been with anyone who made me feel like that information mattered.

I put the letter back in the envelope. I put the envelope in the box. My hands were still shaking. My face was hot. I was aware of my body in a way that felt new and uncomfortable—aware of my own breath, the pressure of my jeans against my thighs, the pulse in my throat.

I should go home.

I put the lid on the box. Stood up. Picked Margot off the shelf—she protested briefly, then settled into my arms with the resigned tolerance of a monarch being carried by a servant—and brought her to the living room.

I sat on the couch. I opened my laptop. I looked at the Lux & Lather brief.

Describe the sensory experience of our product in a way that makes women feel seen and desired.

I laughed. A short, sharp, slightly unhinged laugh that made Margot flick one ear.

"I need to go home," I told her.

She blinked at me.

"I'm going to go home, and I'm going to write about shampoo, and I'm not going to think about what I just read, and tomorrow when I come back to feed you I am absolutely not going to open that box again."

Margot yawned, showing every tooth.

"Right," I said. "Good talk."

I washed my mug. I checked Margot's water bowl—full, clean, fine. I straightened a couch cushion that didn't need straightening because I needed to touch something in this apartment that wouldn't make me feel like I was losing my mind.

At the door, I paused. I looked back at the apartment—the light, the books, the plants, the framed photographs of a life lived with intention and texture. The bedroom doorway, beyond which was a closet, inside which was a box, inside which was a letter that had rearranged something fundamental in my understanding of what one person could feel for another.

Jules had written that. Jules—my neighbor, the woman with the cat and the camera and the warm laugh—had sat at that desk by the window and dipped a pen in ink and written about desire with the kind of honesty most people couldn't manage about the weather. She had described wanting someone so completely that the words themselves felt like touch. And she'd put those words in a box and kept them, which meant either she was still in love with whoever S was, or she kept them for the same reason people keep photographs: as proof that something real had happened.

I locked the door behind me. Took the elevator down. Let myself into my apartment. Sat at my desk.

The cursor blinked.

I typed: Some women smell like the kind of want you didn't know you had.

Deleted it.

Typed: There's a difference between being touched and being known.

Deleted it.

Typed: I read something today that I can't stop thinking about.

I stared at it for a long time. The words sat there, plain and insufficient, the way all my words felt now—thin, professional, carefully emptied of anything that might be real. I was a copywriter. I sold feelings. I could describe desire in seventeen different voices for seventeen different brands and make strangers believe in things I didn't believe in myself.

And somewhere upstairs, a woman I barely knew had written the truest sentences about wanting that I'd ever encountered, by hand, on good paper, and put them in a shoebox, and I was sitting here trying to make shampoo sound like a revelation when the actual revelation was in a closet on the fifth floor.

I deleted the line.

I opened the indie press email and wrote three romance blurbs in twenty minutes. They were the best ones I'd ever written. Every one of them was about a woman who discovers something she shouldn't have found, and it changes everything, and she can't go back.

My editor replied within the hour: These are incredible. What happened to you?

I closed my laptop.

What happened to me was a cat knocked over a shoebox and I read three pages of the most explicit, beautiful, devastating prose of my life, and now I knew that it was possible for someone to want another person the way Jules wanted S—with attention, with specificity, with their whole body and mind—and I also knew that nobody had ever wanted me like that, and the knowing was a door I'd walked through and couldn't find my way back from.

I brushed my teeth. Got into bed. Lay in the dark and tried to think about anything else.

The letter unspooled in my memory, line by line. I can still feel where your thigh pressed against mine. The closet floor under my knees. The paper in my shaking hands. I want to put my mouth on yours mid-sentence. The specific, devastating attention of it—not just sex, but the architecture of sex, the before and during and after rendered with the kind of focus that meant Jules had thought about it. Replayed it. Wanted to record every detail so she wouldn't lose any of them.

I pressed my face into the pillow and felt my body thrumming like a struck bell, and I hated the feeling and I wanted more of it and I was going back tomorrow and I was absolutely, definitely, one hundred percent not going to open that box again.

I was going to open that box again.

Margot would judge me, but Margot judged everyone, and at least the cat couldn't tell Jules that her downstairs neighbor had read her love letters and been so wrecked by them that she was lying in bed at midnight, pulse racing, thinking about a woman she'd known for exactly one elevator conversation and two cup-of-sugar interactions, aching with a want she didn't have a name for and couldn't write copy for and couldn't sell to anyone because it was hers, it was hers, and she hadn't even known she had it.

I turned off the lamp.

The dark didn't help.

Nothing was going to help.

Tomorrow. I'd go back tomorrow. Just for the cat.

Just for the cat.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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Hooked

I lasted until nine-fifteen.

That was an hour and fifteen minutes longer than yesterday, which I counted as personal growth, even though I'd spent that hour and fifteen minutes sitting at my desk accomplishing absolutely nothing. I'd opened the Spark dating app brief. I'd typed Where Real Connections Ignite. I'd stared at the word ignite until it looked stupid, because it was stupid, because nobody ignited on a dating app—they swiped and hoped and settled and called it good enough, and I knew this because I'd done it, because Priya and I had met on an app, and the most ignited I'd ever felt in her presence was mild warmth, like a pilot light that never quite caught.

Ignite. Jesus.

I packed my laptop into my bag, grabbed my keys, and took the stairs to five because the elevator felt too slow. I unlocked Jules's door, and Margot was sitting in the entryway like she'd been waiting, which she probably had, because she was a cat who operated on a schedule she enforced with the silent fury of a librarian.

"Morning," I said.

She walked to the kitchen. I followed.

I fed her. I made coffee. I sat on the couch and opened my laptop and told myself I was here to work in a change of scenery because my apartment was small and depressing and Jules had good Wi-Fi and better light, and none of this had anything to do with the closet or the box or the letters that I'd spent the entire night replaying in my head like a song I couldn't stop humming.

I worked for exactly twenty-two minutes. I wrote half a tagline for Spark—Real People, Real Chemistry—and hated it. I wrote another—Stop Swiping, Start Feeling—and hated that more. I closed the brief and opened the romance blurbs. Due tomorrow. Four of them. I wrote one: She wasn't looking for trouble. Trouble moved in next door.

I stopped typing.

Margot was on the armchair, watching me. Her tail flicked once, slow, like a pendulum. She looked from me to the hallway. To the bedroom doorway. Back to me.

"Don't," I said.

She blinked.

"I'm not going in there."

She stretched one paw forward, claws extended, and dragged it slowly across the armrest. The sound was like a zipper opening.

"That's not a sign. You're a cat. You don't have opinions about my choices."

She yawned, showing me her entire throat.

I lasted three more minutes.

The closet was exactly as I'd left it. Box on the shelf, lid on, ribbon retied—though not as neatly as Jules had done it, because Jules tied ribbons the way she apparently did everything: with an elegance that made you feel like a goblin in comparison. I pulled the box down and sat on the floor again, back against the wall, in the same spot. My spot. As if I'd earned a spot in someone else's closet after one unauthorized reading session.

I untied the ribbon.

There were nine letters total. I'd read the first one yesterday—the dinner-table letter, the thigh-pressed-against-mine letter, the one that had dismantled something load-bearing in my psyche. Eight remained. They were in rough chronological order, I thought—the paper aged slightly as the stack deepened, the ink colors shifted, the handwriting evolved from careful and deliberate to faster, more urgent, like someone who'd stopped worrying about penmanship and started worrying about getting the words out before they burned up.

I picked up the second letter. Told myself I'd read just this one. Just to understand the context. Just because I was a writer and I appreciated good prose, and these were, objectively, well-written, and there was nothing weird about appreciating craft.

The lies we tell ourselves. I should write copy for that. Self-Deception: Now Available in Convenient Single-Serving Packets.

Letter two.

S—

You wore that black dress tonight, the one that does something criminal to your collarbones, and I spent three hours across a table from you composing a list of everything I was going to do when we got home. I'm writing it now because you fell asleep with your head on my shoulder in the cab and I didn't have the heart to wake you, but I need to put this somewhere or I'm going to crawl out of my skin.

Here's what I wanted:

I wanted to stand behind you and unzip that dress. Slowly. I wanted to put my mouth on every inch of skin as it appeared—the back of your neck first, then between your shoulder blades, then the knobs of your spine, one by one, all the way down. I wanted to feel you shiver. You always shiver when I kiss your spine and you never admit it, but I feel it. I catalog them. Your shivers are mine.

I wanted to pull that dress down to your waist and turn you around and look at you. Just look. You get impatient when I look too long—you reach for me, or you close your eyes, or you say "Jules, come on"—but I wanted tonight to be different. I wanted you to stand there in the lamplight and let me see you. All of you. The freckle below your left breast. The scar on your ribs from that skateboarding thing when you were fourteen. The way your chest rises when you know I'm watching and you're trying to breathe normally and you can't.

Then I wanted to get on my knees.

I set the letter down. Picked it up again.

I wanted to pull your underwear down with my teeth—I know you think that's performative, but I don't care, I like doing it, I like the sound you make when you feel my mouth that close and I haven't even started yet—and I wanted to spread your thighs and bury my face in you while you were still standing. I wanted your hands in my hair. I wanted you to pull. You never pull hard enough—you hold back, like you're worried about hurting me. You can't hurt me. Pull.

I wanted to taste you until your knees gave out, and then I wanted to catch you, and carry you to the bed, and do it again. Slower. With my fingers inside you this time, two, the way you like, curled up just slightly. I wanted to feel you tighten around me and I wanted to watch your face when you came and I wanted to be the only thing in the world that existed for you in that moment.

Instead, you fell asleep, and I'm writing this on the bathroom floor at 1am, and I love you so much that I can't breathe, and tomorrow I'll make you coffee and not mention any of it.

Yours,

J

I put the letter down.

I was aware, distantly, that my breathing had changed. That my face was hot and my hands were unsteady and something low in my stomach had pulled tight like a drawn bowstring. I was sitting on my neighbor's closet floor reading her old love letters, and my body was responding as if the words had been written to me, which they hadn't, which was the entire problem.

They'd been written to S. A specific woman, with a specific black dress and a specific scar from a skateboarding accident and a specific tendency to hold back when what she should have been doing was pulling harder. Jules had known all of this. Had cataloged it, as she'd said—your shivers are mine—with the meticulous attention of someone who studied a lover the way she studied a photograph: every detail preserved, every shadow noted, every angle recorded for later.

I thought about Priya. In two years, Priya had never once described wanting me. Not in writing. Not in words. Our sex had been fine—competent, regular, satisfying in the way that a meal you eat at your desk is satisfying, where you finish it and think okay, that's done instead of I want more. She never told me what she wanted to do to me. She never told me what I looked like when I came. I wasn't sure she'd noticed.

I picked up letter three.

I'd told myself just one more. That was already two letters ago. The lies were getting thinner, more transparent, like fabric washed too many times. I could see right through them and I was wearing them anyway.

Letter three was different. Longer. The handwriting was faster, more fluid—written in a state of mind that wasn't careful composition but urgency, memory, the need to get it down before it faded.

S—

Last night. I need to write down last night or I'll convince myself I imagined it.

You came over after your thing, the gallery opening or whatever it was—you were in that green top and your mouth was stained from red wine and you said "I don't want to talk about art, I just want you" and I think I stopped functioning for about three seconds.

We didn't make it past the hallway. You pushed me against the wall next to the coat rack and kissed me like you were settling a score, and I let you, because when you get like that—when you come to me already wanting, already halfway gone—I will let you do anything. Anything. You need to understand that. I have no defenses against you when you show up hungry.

You pulled my shirt off in the hallway. I pulled yours off in the kitchen. We made it to the bedroom eventually but not before you sat me on the counter—the counter, S, and I will never be able to make coffee there again without thinking about your hand between my legs, your mouth on my neck, your voice in my ear saying "tell me what you want."

What I wanted. God.

I wanted you to fuck me and you did. You did. Your fingers inside me, three—you didn't start with two, you knew I was ready, you know my body better than anyone has ever known my body and that's what makes me insane about you—and your thumb on my clit, those slow circles you do that make me want to scream and beg and die, and your mouth on my breast, and I came so hard I knocked the coffee press off the counter and we both ignored the sound of it breaking because I was shaking and you were holding me and whispering "I've got you, I've got you" and nobody has ever made me feel so completely held while being so completely undone.

And then. Then.

I carried you to the bed. You laughed. You always laugh when I pick you up, like you can't believe I can, and I can, I will always be able to, your body is not heavy—your body is the exact right weight in my arms and I will argue this point until I die.

I laid you down and I kissed down your body. Your throat. Your collarbone—that spot, the one that makes your hips lift off the bed. Your sternum. Each breast, slow, my tongue tracing the underside where the skin is softest, and you were already making sounds, those sounds, the quiet ones that are louder than screaming because they're involuntary. You don't know you make them. I will never tell you because I think it would make you self-conscious and I would rather die than have you quiet during sex.

I kissed your stomach. Your hip bones. The crease where your thigh meets your body—left side first, always left side first, because the first time we were together you told me that side was more sensitive and I have never forgotten anything you've told me about your body, not a single detail, they're all stored in a part of my brain that is exclusively yours and I access it every time I touch you.

Then my mouth was on you. And you tasted—

How do I describe this. You tasted like want. Like the physical manifestation of the word "yes." Like something I could live on. Salt and warmth and the slightest bit of sweetness, and you were so wet already, so swollen, your clit hard against my tongue, and I could feel your pulse there—did you know you can feel a pulse in that exact spot? I can feel yours. I know its rhythm. It speeds up right before you come. I know you better than you know yourself in this and I am not sorry for it.

I sucked your clit into my mouth gently, the way that makes you grip the sheets. I slid two fingers inside you—you opened for me so easily, so eagerly, and the sound you made was the best thing I've ever heard in my life and I have heard some extraordinary things. I curled my fingers—you know the spot, I know the spot, we discovered the spot together on the third night we were ever together and I have been devoted to it ever since.

You came with my name in your mouth. You said "Jules" like it was a word you invented. Like nobody had ever said it before. Like it meant something other than a name.

I held you after. You were trembling. I kissed your eyelids. I pulled the blanket over us. Margot jumped on the bed and wedged herself between our ankles and you laughed, that post-sex laugh that's loose and unguarded, and I thought: this is it. This is the thing people write about. This is the thing I write about. And I'm living it.

I love you.

J

The letter shook in my hands. Or I shook around the letter. It was impossible to tell where the paper ended and my body began because everything was trembling—my hands, my breath, the muscles in my thighs, the pulse hammering in my throat.

I sat on that closet floor and I felt, for the first time in as long as I could remember, the full-body weight of wanting something. Not the dull ache I'd mistaken for contentment in my relationship with Priya. Not the resigned acceptance of good-enough sex with women who were good-enough lovers. This was a flood. This was standing in dry land and having the river redirect itself straight through my living room with no warning.

Jules knew what her lover tasted like. She knew where to touch her and how and in what order. She knew the rhythm of her pulse. She had mapped this woman's body like sacred territory and she had written it all down because the knowing wasn't enough—she needed to say it, to record it, to make it permanent on paper. The sex in these letters wasn't performance. It was communion.

And I was jealous. Not of S specifically—I didn't know S, didn't care about S, S was a letter and a scar and a pair of hands that pulled too gently. I was jealous of the experience. Of being known like that. Of being studied with that level of focus and rendered in that level of detail and wanted with that level of ferocity.

Margot appeared in the closet doorway. She looked at me—flushed, glassy-eyed, clutching a love letter like a life preserver—and meowed once, a sound of absolute indifference.

"I know," I whispered.

I put the letters back. Carefully. In order. I tied the ribbon. I put the box on the shelf. I closed the closet.
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