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            "We thought silence was protection.
But some truths do not disappear when buried.
They wait.
They breathe.
They become the thing every room can feel
before anyone is brave enough to name it."
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Chapter One: Two Weeks of Almost
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Two weeks was long enough for a secret to develop habits.

Shay learned that quickly.

At first, the secret had felt dramatic.

Heavy.

Cinematic.

Like something that should have changed the weather or cracked the floor open beneath her feet.

I’m still in love with Viv.

The first night, the words had sat in her apartment like another person. They had followed her from the couch to the kitchen, from the kitchen to the bed, from the bed into the thin gray morning where she pretended coffee could fix what confession had complicated.

Then a day passed.

Then another.

Then a week.

Then two.

And the secret did not explode.

It adjusted.

It learned her schedule.

It sat quietly beside her at meetings.

It folded itself into her therapy sessions without fully saying its own name every time.

It leaned against the counter while she brushed her teeth.

It stood behind her when Viv texted.

It went silent when Iris’s name appeared in the group chat.

It became less like a bomb and more like a second heartbeat.

Unwelcome.

Persistent.

Alive.



By the end of the second week, Shay had become disturbingly good at almost.

Almost telling Viv.

Almost asking if Iris had stayed over again.

Almost saying something sharp and swallowing it before it could become cruel.

Almost saying something honest and stopping before it could become unfair.

Almost okay.

Almost not.

Almost.

Her entire life had become a hallway of almost-open doors.

It was exhausting.

She wanted credit.

Possibly a medal.

At minimum, breakfast.



Elena gave her pancakes on day thirteen.

Technically, Elena called it brunch.

Shay called it surveillance with syrup.

“You’re staring at me,” Shay said.

Elena did not look away.

“I’m observing.”

“That’s worse.”

“You’ve been quiet.”

“I’m capable of quiet.”

“No, you’re capable of plotting.”

Shay stabbed a piece of pancake.

“That is hurtful and accurate.”

Elena leaned back in the booth.

“Have you told her?”

Shay froze.

The question was soft.

No buildup.

No warning.

Just sitting there between the butter and the coffee.

Shay looked down at her plate.

“No.”

Elena nodded.

“Okay.”

“That’s it?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know. Something judgmental so I can be defensive.”

Elena smiled faintly.

“I’m trying not to give you recreational conflict.”

“Personal growth has ruined this friendship.”

“Probably.”



The diner was bright in the way diners were always bright, as if fluorescent lighting could bully people into honesty.

Shay hated it.

She also kept coming back.

That seemed to be a theme in her life.

She took a sip of coffee.

“I almost told her yesterday.”

Elena’s face shifted.

“When?”

Shay stared out the window.

Outside, snow had melted into gray slush along the curb. New York looked tired and impatient, which Shay found relatable.

“She sent me a picture of the painting.”

“The shoreline?”

Shay nodded.

“She moved it to the gallery storage room because someone’s coming to look at it next week. Some collector.”

“That’s good.”

“It is.”

“And?”

“And she said it felt strange not having it in the studio anymore.”

Elena watched her carefully.

Shay continued, “She said the room looked emptier.”

A laugh slipped out, bitter and small.

“And I almost typed, I know how that feels.”

Elena’s expression softened.

Shay looked down.

“I didn’t.”

“Good.”

“I typed, Tell the painting I said congratulations on escaping.”

Elena smiled.

“That sounds more like you.”

“Yeah.”

A pause.

“Except it wasn’t what I meant.”

“No.”

Shay swallowed.

“I don’t know how long I can keep saying the safer thing.”

Elena was quiet for a moment.

Then she said, “Maybe the question isn’t how long you can keep it in.”

Shay looked at her.

“Maybe the question is what kind of person you want to be when it finally comes out.”

Shay stared.

Then pointed her fork at Elena.

“You’ve been spending too much time with therapists.”

“I’ve been spending too much time with you.”

“Same thing.”



Shay wanted to tell Viv.

That had not changed.

If anything, wanting had become worse with time.

Not louder exactly.

More precise.

It had learned where to hurt.

It hurt when Viv texted her after meetings.

It hurt when Viv sent her pictures of ugly bookstore cats and asked, is this Charles’s evil cousin?

It hurt when Viv remembered that Shay hated raisins in trail mix.

It hurt when Viv used the blue mug without Shay being there and sent a picture captioned, your mug misses you.

It hurt because Viv still made room for her.

And it hurt because Viv was making room for Iris too.

Different room.

Different light.

Different kind of laughter.

Shay knew that.

She respected that.

She hated that.

All three truths sat at the same table and refused to introduce themselves politely.



On day fourteen, Viv invited everyone over for dinner.

Not a formal dinner.

Viv clarified that immediately.

Viv:
Not a dinner party.
Shay:
Suspicious.
Viv:
Just dinner.
Elena:
People who say “just dinner” are hiding emotional themes.
Iris:
I can bring bread.
Shay:
Bread is how dinner parties begin.
Iris:
Noted. I’ll bring suspicious bread.
Viv:
Please bring the bread.
Elena:
I’ll bring wine for people who drink and sparkling water for the emotionally elaborate.
Shay:
I am emotionally elaborate.
Elena:
We know.
Shay stared at the group chat for too long.

Dinner at Viv’s.

Iris bringing bread.

Elena bringing sparkling water.

Shay bringing what?

A secret.

A terrible murder book she had finished and pretended not to love.

A rehearsed expression for when Viv and Iris stood too close together.

A commitment to not becoming an emotional weather event before dessert.

Fine.

She could do dinner.

She had survived worse.

That was not always a helpful thought.

Sometimes surviving worse made people expect you to survive everything.

But she could do dinner.

Probably.



Viv’s apartment smelled like tomato sauce when Shay arrived.

That alone was enough to make her pause in the hallway.

There was something deeply unfair about a person’s apartment smelling warm when your entire inner life felt like a cracked window in February.

She knocked.

Viv opened the door with a wooden spoon in one hand.

Of course she did.

Of course she looked like that.

Hair pulled back messily.

Soft black sweater.

Jeans.

Bare feet.

A smear of sauce near her thumb.

Domestic.

Unintentional.

Devastating.

“Hi,” Viv said.

Shay forgot what humans usually said in response.

Then recovered.

“Are you armed?”

Viv looked down at the spoon.

“Yes.”

“Good. The pasta should fear you.”

Viv laughed.

The sound hit Shay in the chest and stayed there.

“Come in.”

Shay did.

Iris was already there.

In the kitchen.

Wearing a green sweater.

Cutting bread on Viv’s counter like she belonged in the scene without needing to announce herself.

Shay’s stomach tightened.

There it was.

That feeling.

The old, immediate flinch.

Not hatred.

Not even surprise.

Just grief in a new outfit.

Iris looked up.

“Hey.”

Shay lifted a hand.

“Flower girl.”

“Cynic.”

Viv looked between them.

“That’s really a thing now?”

“No,” Shay said.

“Yes,” Iris said.

They both looked at each other.

Then Iris smiled.

Shay almost did too.

Almost.



Elena arrived eight minutes later holding two bags and a face full of purpose.

“I brought drinks, dessert, and emergency cheese.”

Viv frowned.

“Emergency cheese?”

Elena looked at her.

“You never know.”

Shay took one of the bags.

“I support this.”

“Of course you do.”

Iris leaned over to look inside.

“What qualifies cheese as emergency cheese?”

Elena pulled out a wrapped block.

“Being there when needed.”

Shay nodded solemnly.

“Beautiful.”

Viv laughed from the stove.

For a moment, it almost felt easy.

Four women in a kitchen.

Sauce simmering.

Bread being sliced.

Elena lecturing Iris on the ethics of emergency cheese.

Viv moving between stove and counter.

Shay leaning against the fridge, holding a bag, pretending her heart was not doing something deeply inconvenient every time Viv smiled.

Almost easy.

There it was again.

Almost.

They ate on the living room floor because Viv’s table was covered in sketchbooks, gallery paperwork, and three mugs she claimed were “in transition.”

Shay did not ask from where to where.

She feared the answer.

Iris sat beside Viv.

Not pressed against her.

Not performing closeness.

Just near.

Elena sat opposite them with her plate balanced on her knee.

Shay sat near the window.

The same place she had sat two weeks ago when Iris kissed Viv goodbye and Shay had looked away because staying sometimes required knowing where not to look.

Tonight, there was no kiss.

There was pasta.

Garlic bread.

Sparkling water.

Emergency cheese no one actually needed but everyone ate.

The city beyond the window glowed blue and gold.

Viv’s apartment held them all again.

More comfortably this time.

That somehow made it harder.



“So,” Elena said, twirling pasta around her fork. “What is everyone’s emotional weather?”

Viv groaned.

“No.”

Iris looked delighted.

“I love this question.”

“Of course you do,” Shay said.

Iris smiled.

“What’s yours?”

“Mine?”

“Yes.”

Shay leaned back.

“Overcast with a chance of sarcasm.”

Elena nodded.

“Low visibility.”

“Exactly.”

Viv smiled into her plate.

Iris looked at Shay for a second longer.

Not pushing.

Just seeing.

Shay looked away first.

Viv said, “I think mine is...”

She paused.

Everyone looked at her.

She rolled her eyes.

“I hate that I’m answering this.”

Elena smiled.

“Growth.”

Viv sighed.

“Blue hour.”

Shay glanced up.

Iris softened.

Elena nodded.

“Explain.”

Viv looked toward the studio door.

“The time when the day isn’t over but night hasn’t fully started.”

Her voice was quiet.

“Everything looks different for a little while.”

No one made a joke.

Not even Shay.

Especially not Shay.

Because she knew Viv was not only talking about light.

Iris said, “Mine is a window during rain.”

Shay looked over despite herself.

Iris shrugged.

“Not sad rain. Just... watching-weather-from-inside rain.”

Elena pointed her fork at her.

“That is obnoxiously poetic.”

Iris smiled.

“I know.”

Viv laughed softly.

Shay looked at Viv laughing at Iris and felt the ache rise.

There you go, she told herself.

Breathe.

Do not make joy a crime scene.

Dr. Patel would be proud.

Shay hated that too.

Elena looked at Shay.

“Are you going to revise yours?”

“No.”

“Overcast with sarcasm is very surface-level.”

“Maybe I enjoy the surface.”

“No, you don’t.”

Shay gave her a look.

Elena waited.

Viv watched quietly.

Iris too.

That was the thing about this new version of the room.

People waited now.

They waited for her to decide whether she wanted to be honest.

They no longer dragged truth out of her like it was their job.

It was better.

It was worse.

Shay looked down at her plate.

Then said, “Mine is probably a storm that keeps insisting it’s just dramatic fog.”

A silence followed.

Soft.

Not pitying.

Viv’s face changed.

Shay immediately regretted saying it.

Then Iris said, “Honestly, that feels on brand.”

Shay looked at her.

Iris smiled carefully.

Shay stared for a second.

Then laughed.

So did Viv.

So did Elena.

And somehow the moment did not become a wound.

It became part of dinner.

That was new.



After they ate, Iris helped Viv clear plates.

Elena opened dessert.

Shay stood near the studio doorway, looking into the dim room.

The shoreline painting was gone.

For two weeks, its absence had lived in the apartment like a missing piece of furniture.

Shay had only seen the studio once since Viv moved it out.

The room looked strange without it.

Still full.

Still Viv.

But altered.

There were new canvases now.

Blank ones.

One with a rough sketch of a window.

Another with dark, unfinished shapes near the bottom.

Something beginning.

Shay crossed her arms.

Viv came to stand beside her.

“Looks weird, right?”

Shay nodded.

“Yeah.”

“I keep expecting it to be there.”

“That makes sense.”

Viv looked at the blank canvas.

“I don’t know what comes next.”

Shay smiled faintly.

“That also makes sense.”

Viv turned her head.

“Does it?”

“Unfortunately.”

They stood shoulder to shoulder.

Not touching.

The secret rose in Shay’s throat like it always did when they were alone.

Even if alone only meant Iris and Elena were ten feet away in the kitchen arguing about dessert forks.

I love you.

The words had become almost familiar now.

A pressure.

A pulse.

A door she could open.

A door she kept her hand away from.

Viv looked at her.

“What?”

Shay blinked.

“What?”

“You were looking at me weird.”

“I look at everyone weird.”

“True.”

“Rude.”

Viv smiled.

Then her expression softened.

“Are you okay tonight?”

Shay almost said yes.

Then almost said no.

Then almost said everything.

Instead, she took one breath.

“I’m here.”

Viv studied her.

Then nodded.

“Okay.”

Shay appreciated that Viv did not ask for more.

She also wished she would.

She also did not.

Exhausting.



In the kitchen, Iris laughed at something Elena said.

Viv’s face turned toward the sound automatically.

Not fully.

Just a small movement.

A quiet instinct.

Shay saw it.

She felt it.

The pain was still there.

But it was not as sharp as it had been two weeks ago.

Maybe because pain could become familiar too.

Maybe because Shay had learned how to carry it without cutting someone with the edges.

Viv looked back at her.

Guilt moved across her face.

Shay hated that.

So she said, before Viv could apologize for having a face that loved more than one direction, “Dessert?”

Viv blinked.

Then smiled.

“Dessert.”

They returned to the living room.



Later, Elena insisted on playing a card game no one understood because she had bought it from a clearance bin and thought “the rules were probably intuitive.”

They were not.

Iris accused Shay of cheating.

Shay said she could not cheat at a game with no structure.

Viv said that was exactly what someone cheating would say.

Elena declared herself the winner despite having the fewest points.

Everyone yelled.

For almost twenty minutes, the apartment was loud with something that did not feel like survival.

Just noise.

Just friendship.

Just a room where old love and new love and secret love all sat together without anyone naming every single thing.

Shay laughed until her stomach hurt.

Then the laughter faded, and the ache remained.

But both could exist.

Apparently, that was the theme of her life now.



When Iris left, she kissed Viv at the door.

Still soft.

Still small.

Still not hidden.

Shay looked away again.

Not as quickly this time.

Not because it hurt less.

Because she trusted herself more.

Elena watched her.

Shay could feel it.

After the door closed, Viv came back into the living room quieter than before.

Not guilty exactly.

Careful.

Shay stood.

“I should head out too.”

Elena looked between them.

“I’ll walk down with you.”

Shay knew what that was.

A kindness.

A buffer.

A witness.

She loved Elena for it.

She also said, “I’m okay.”

Elena hesitated.

Then nodded.

“I’ll text you.”

“Obviously. You’re obsessed with me.”

“Tragically.”

Viv walked Shay to the door.

Again.

The ritual had become dangerous.

Too familiar.

Too full of unsaid things.

At the threshold, Viv handed Shay the leftover emergency cheese wrapped in foil.

Shay stared at it.

“Why am I getting custody?”

“Because you supported it from the beginning.”

“I did.”

“It feels right.”

Shay tucked it into her bag.

“I’m honored.”

Viv smiled.

Then the smile faded slightly.

“Thank you for coming tonight.”

“You keep thanking me for showing up.”

Viv looked at her.

“It still matters.”

The words moved through Shay slowly.

It still matters.

Showing up.

Staying.

Leaving without disappearing.

Carrying the secret without turning it into punishment.

It all mattered.

Even if Viv did not know exactly what Shay was carrying.

Shay nodded.

“Yeah.”

A pause.

“It matters to me too.”

Viv’s eyes softened.

For a second, neither moved.

The hallway felt too quiet.

The apartment too warm behind Viv.

The secret too close.

Shay could tell her.

Right now.

Two weeks of almost could end in a single sentence.

I’m still in love with you.

She imagined Viv’s face.

The shock.

The ache.

The terrible tenderness.

She imagined Iris’s green sweater folded over the back of Viv’s chair.

The kiss at the door.

The blank canvas in the studio waiting for whatever came next.

She imagined turning the whole night into a before and after.

Not yet.

The answer came from somewhere steadier than fear.

Not yet.

So Shay said, “Text me if you need help cleaning.”

Viv laughed softly.

“That’s definitely my job.”

“I’m growing.”

“Clearly.”

“Don’t make it weird.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

Shay stepped back.

“Goodnight, Viv.”

“Goodnight, Shay.”

The door closed.

Softly.

Not like an ending.

More like a pause.



Outside, the night was cold enough to make Shay’s eyes water before she even reached the sidewalk.

She pulled her coat tighter around herself and started toward the subway.

Her bag bumped against her hip.

Inside it, the emergency cheese sat wrapped in foil beside her keys, her wallet, and the terrible murder novel Viv had given her two weeks ago.

Evidence, Shay thought.

Of what, she wasn’t sure.

A life.

A friendship.

A love.

A person trying.



Her phone buzzed before she reached the corner.

Elena:
Status?
Shay smiled.

Shay:
Alive. Carrying cheese.
Elena:
That sounds like progress.
Shay:
It’s definitely dairy.
Elena:
And emotionally?
Shay stopped at the crosswalk.

Across the street, the subway entrance glowed.

People moved around her, shoulders hunched, faces lit by phones, all of them carrying things she would never see.

She thought about Viv’s apartment.

Iris’s laugh.

Elena’s ridiculous card game.

The blank canvas.

The kiss at the door.

The secret.

The almost.

Then she typed:

Shay:
Still not telling her.
Three dots appeared.

Then disappeared.

Then:

Elena:
Okay.
A pause.

Elena:
Are you not telling her because you’re scared or because it’s not time?
Shay stared at the question.

The light changed.

People crossed around her.

She stayed where she was.

For once, she didn’t rush the answer.

Maybe both, she thought.

Probably both.

But not in equal measure anymore.

She typed:

Shay:
Both.
Then:

Shay:
But I think more the second one tonight.
Elena replied:

Elena:
That matters.
Shay held the phone for a moment.

Then slipped it into her pocket.

She descended into the subway.

The platform was crowded.

A busker played guitar near the far wall.

The song was old, familiar in a way Shay could not immediately place.

She stood near a pillar and waited for the train.

Two weeks ago, the secret had felt like something she had to survive.

Tonight, it felt like something she had to understand.

That was not easier.

But it was different.

And different, Shay was learning, was sometimes the beginning of everything.



Across the city, Viv stood in her studio after everyone left.

The apartment was quiet.

Plates in the sink.

Cards scattered across the coffee table.

A smear of sauce on the counter.

One of Iris’s hair ties left near the window.

No shoreline painting.

Just blank canvas.

Viv stood in front of it for a long time.

Then picked up a pencil.

She did not know what she was drawing at first.

A doorway, maybe.

Or a table.

Or a figure standing at the edge of a room, looking toward something just outside the frame.

Something coming.

Something not here yet.

Viv smiled faintly.

Then began.



And somewhere underground, Shay’s train arrived in a rush of light and wind.

She stepped inside with the secret still beating quietly beneath her ribs.

Unsaid.

Unresolved.

Not gone.

Not ready.

The doors closed.

The city moved.

The next thing had already begun.
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Chapter Two: The Bookstore Knew First
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The bookstore bell announced Viv like it had personal opinions.

A sharp, delicate ring above the door.

Not loud.

Not dramatic.

Just enough to make Charles, who was asleep on a stack of discounted memoirs, lift his head and glare at her as if she had entered his home without written permission.

Viv paused in the doorway.

“Hello to you too.”

Charles blinked once.

Slowly.

Hatefully.

Then lowered his head again.

Mae’s voice came from somewhere behind a shelf.

“He likes you.”

Viv looked at the cat.

“He looks like he’s planning to ruin my credit.”

“That’s how he likes people.”

Viv stepped inside, letting the door close behind her.

The bookstore smelled like old paper, coffee, dust, raincoats, and whatever candle Mae had burning behind the counter that day. Something warm. Something amber. Something pretending not to be expensive.

Outside, New York was gray and wet with early spring rain.

Inside, the bookstore felt like a room the weather could not reach.

Viv stood there for a second longer than necessary, shaking rain from her umbrella.

It still surprised her, sometimes, that this place had become part of her life.

The first time Iris had mentioned it, they had been sitting across from each other at the coffee shop next door, back when Iris was still mostly a stranger with sunflowers, a stolen scarf, and a talent for making Viv laugh before Viv had decided whether she was allowed to.

Iris had nodded toward the window and said, “There’s a bookstore next door with a cat who hates everyone.”

Viv had said, “That sounds like a threat.”

Iris had smiled.

“It’s more of an invitation.”

Back then, Iris had not worked here.

Back then, Mae was only the intimidating woman behind the counter who seemed to know Iris by proximity and Charles by legal obligation.

Back then, the bookstore was just a detail.

A place Iris knew.

A place with a rude cat.

A place next to coffee.

Now Iris worked here three afternoons a week, because Mae had needed help, Iris had needed something steady, and Charles had apparently “approved her application by not biting her during the interview.”

Now Viv came here often enough that Charles recognized her.

Or at least disapproved of her consistently.

That felt like something.



Mae appeared from the poetry section carrying a stack of books against her chest.

Her silver hair was pinned up with a pencil.

Her glasses sat low on her nose.

Her sweater was the exact shade of storm clouds.

She looked, as she always did, like she had read every book in the store and personally disliked several of them.

“Viv.”

“Mae.”

“You’re damp.”

“It’s raining.”

“That explains very little.”

Viv smiled and shook her umbrella once more before setting it in the stand by the door.

Mae looked her over.

Then narrowed her eyes slightly.

“You look happy.”

Viv froze.

Mae smiled, which was somehow worse.

“I didn’t mean it as an accusation.”

“It sounded like one.”

“That’s because happiness makes people suspicious.”

“Does it?”

“In bookstores? Absolutely.”

Viv laughed softly.

Mae shifted the books in her arms.

“Iris is in the back room pretending to organize inventory.”

“Pretending?”

“She’s alphabetizing the same shelf for the third time because you said you were coming by.”

Viv’s face warmed.

Mae noticed immediately.

Of course she did.

The woman noticed everything.

It was one of her more dangerous qualities.

“I did not need to know that,” Viv said.

“I assumed.”

“And yet.”

“And yet,” Mae agreed.

Viv followed Mae toward the counter.

Charles remained on the memoir display, tail flicking in lazy judgment.

A sign taped beside him read:

CHARLES IS NOT PART OF THE DISPLAY.
HE IS MANAGEMENT.
Viv stopped to read it.

“Did he get promoted?”

Mae glanced over.

“He staged a coup.”

“Was anyone harmed?”

“Emotionally, yes.”

Charles opened one eye.

Viv lowered her voice.

“Congratulations.”

Charles did not acknowledge the praise.

Typical.



The bookstore was quiet for a Saturday afternoon.

A few customers moved through the aisles, drifting between shelves like they were waiting for the right book to find them first.

A college student sat cross-legged in the art section, flipping through a book on photography.

An older man in a green coat read the back cover of a mystery novel with deep suspicion.

Near the front window, a small table displayed Mae’s newest curated collection.

BOOKS FOR PEOPLE WHO SAID THEY WERE OVER IT AND WERE LYING.

Viv stared at the sign.

“You’re getting too specific.”

Mae set the stack of books on the counter.

“Specificity sells.”

“Does it?”

“Painfully well.”

Viv picked up one of the books.

“Did Shay see this table?”

Mae’s mouth twitched.

“She stood in front of it for four full minutes last week.”

Viv smiled immediately.

“She did?”

“She muttered, ‘This feels targeted,’ then bought a thriller with three murders and a terrible cover.”

Viv laughed.

“That sounds like Shay.”

Mae watched her closely.

There was nothing sharp in her expression, exactly.

Just attention.

Viv had grown used to people being careful when Shay’s name came up around Iris.

But Mae was not careful in the same way.

Mae was not worried about upsetting anyone.

Mae simply noticed where the room changed.

Viv placed the book back on the table.

“She’s been doing better.”

Mae leaned against the counter.

“Has she?”

Viv paused.

The question was gentle.

Not doubtful.

Not intrusive.

Still, it made something in Viv slow down.

“I think so,” she said.

Then corrected herself.

“I mean, she’s trying.”

Mae nodded.

“That’s a better sentence.”

Viv looked toward the back room.

“I don’t always know how to talk about her now.”

“With Iris?”

“With anyone.”

Mae’s face softened, just slightly.

“People become difficult to summarize when they start changing.”

Viv let that sit.

Then smiled faintly.

“That sounds like something you’d put on a display
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