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Chapter One: Girls Like Her
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Vivienne had always loved being loved.

Not in the way people assumed.

Not because she needed every pair of eyes in a room to settle on her or because she couldn't survive without affection. She simply liked being chosen.

Being remembered.

Being looked at like she mattered enough to stay for.

At twenty-two, she still wasn't sure whether that made her romantic or foolish.

The Manhattan skyline stretched endlessly beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows of the penthouse. Morning painted the city gold, softening the sharp edges of buildings and making everything below look quieter than it really was.

Vivienne stood barefoot on the balcony in an oversized T-shirt stained with paint.

A canvas rested on an easel in front of her.

Half-finished.

Like most things worth caring about.

She tilted her head at the woman emerging from the brushstrokes. "You'll tell me eventually," she murmured.

The painting offered no answers.

Inside, the apartment was still.

Too still.

Beautiful in a way that didn't quite feel lived in.

Cream-colored furniture.

Fresh flowers on the counter.

A kitchen larger than the house she'd grown up in.

It looked like the kind of place people wanted.

It just never quite felt like hers.

Her phone buzzed from somewhere inside.  Vivienne ignored it.

Instead, she wandered toward the entryway mirror. Tucked into the corner was a photograph.

She pulled it free.

The edges had softened over the years.

She couldn't have been older than seventeen.

Her blonde hair was brighter then. There was glitter beneath her eyes and a smile stretched across her face so genuine it startled her sometimes.

Not posed.

Not careful.

Happy.

Vivienne stared at it longer than she meant to. There weren't many photographs of herself she liked. This one had survived moves across the country.

Dorm rooms.

Apartments.

Heartbreak.

The back of the photograph carried a set of initials she'd traced so often they had become part of her memory.

S.M.

Shay Meyers.

Vivienne's first love.

Even now, years later, the title sat strangely in her chest.

First love.

People said it so casually.

As if it wasn't an earthquake.

As if the first person to teach you how your heart could belong to someone else didn't leave fingerprints behind.

Shay had.

Vivienne slipped the photograph back into the mirror.

Outside, the city continued without asking permission.

She returned to the balcony with a cup of coffee warming her hands.

California felt impossibly far away some mornings.

Like another lifetime.

Like another girl.

She thought about her father sometimes.

How he'd raised her after her mother disappeared when she was thirteen.

How he'd stayed.

How he'd learned things he hadn't expected to learn.

How he'd loved her through every version of herself.

She wondered what he would think if he saw her now.

An artist.

A college dropout.

A woman living in Manhattan with paint under her fingernails and unfinished canvases lining the walls.

Maybe he'd say she looked happy.

Maybe he'd ask if she actually was.

Vivienne took another sip of coffee. The woman on the canvas still had no face.

People talked about becoming yourself as if it happened all at once.

One decision.

One revelation.

One brave leap into the life you were always meant to have.

Vivienne knew better.

Sometimes becoming yourself looked like loneliness.

Sometimes it looked like starting over.

Sometimes it looked like standing on a balcony high above a city full of strangers, trying to decide whether the life you'd built still fit.

The morning breeze lifted strands of her blonde hair.

She thought about California.

About old friends.

About photographs tucked into mirrors.

About the first girl she'd ever loved.

The first girl she'd ever kissed.

The first person who made forever sound possible.

Vivienne had spent years convincing herself that some stories only mattered because they ended.

That you could fold them up neatly and place them on shelves beside old yearbooks and movie ticket stubs.

She knew better now.

Some people remained part of you long after they were gone.

They lived in photographs.

In songs you stopped listening to because they hurt too much.

In the space between who you had been and who you were trying to become.

Shay Meyers belonged to that space.

Vivienne looked back at the unfinished painting.

The city shimmered below.

Coffee cooled in her hands.

And somewhere deep inside her, beneath all the years and miles between California and Manhattan, a part of her still remembered exactly what it felt like to love Shay Meyers for the very first time.
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Chapter Two: What You Don’t Say Out Loud
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Viv wasn’t supposed to see it.

That was the first thought that came with the email.

It wasn’t labeled in a way that meant anything at first glance; just a forwarded thread from an administrative contact tied to the program Shay had applied to. Viv had been helping her review deadlines, proofreading essays, checking requirements. That was all it was supposed to be.

Until she opened it.

The subject line read:

“Clinical Intake Summary — External History Review (Confidential)”

Viv hesitated.

Then clicked.



EXCERPT — CONFIDENTIAL INTAKE SUMMARY

Applicant: Shay [Last Name Redacted]
Age at time of record: 17-18
Purpose: Residential treatment intake / continuity of care review
Clinical Notes (Summarized):

	Prior admission to adolescent substance use treatment program 

	Documented polysubstance use during high school period 

	Primary concerns included impaired impulse control, episodic dependency pattern, and emotional dysregulation under stress 

	Previous discharge status: “completed program with partial stabilization; high relapse risk noted” 

	Family involvement documented as inconsistent but engaged during discharge planning 

	Recommendation at time of discharge: ongoing outpatient support + structured transitional environment post-graduation 




Viv read it once.

Then again.

The words didn’t rearrange themselves into something softer the second time.

Polysubstance use.

Late high school.

Relapse risk.

Shay.

Senior year Shay. The version of her that sat across from Viv in study sessions, hair still wet from showers after practice runs to coffee shops, laughing too easily at nothing. The version applying to programs like she was just planning a future; not trying to outrun something already inside her.

Viv scrolled further down.

Another section.



ADDITIONAL HISTORY NOTE

Reported onset: Mid-adolescence
Contextual factors: Peer association, unmanaged stress response, instability in home environment
Clinical impression: Substance use functioning as coping mechanism for emotional overwhelm and avoidance behaviors



Viv stopped reading for a second.

Her screen dimmed slightly from inactivity, then brightened again when she moved.

Her hands didn’t feel steady. She wasn’t thinking about judgment.

That wasn’t what this was.

It was the gap.

The gap between what she thought she knew and what had actually been happening while Shay was sitting beside her in classrooms, turning in applications, talking about leaving for something better.

Viv kept scrolling.

At the bottom, one final line:



DISCHARGE NOTE

Patient demonstrates capacity for recovery with sustained support. However, clinician notes elevated risk for relapse during transitional periods (graduation, relocation, loss of structure).



Viv closed the laptop. Then opened it again. Like the answer might change.

It didn’t.

Across the room, Shay’s backpack sat by the wall; half unzipped, papers sticking out, a life still being organized into something presentable.

Viv stared at it longer than she meant to.

She thought about all the times Shay had said she was “fine” too quickly.

All the times she’d laughed things off too fast.

All the times Viv had believed her because she wanted to.

The house felt different now.

Not louder.

Just exposed. Like something underneath had finally been named.

Viv shut the laptop fully this time. And didn’t move for a long moment after.
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Chapter Three: Missed Calls
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Back then, Shay Meyers was good at phone calls. Not good in the way people meant when they said someone was “reliable.” Good in the way that made Vivienne believe distance was something love could outrun.

It always started the same.

Vivienne’s phone would buzz somewhere in her dorm room in New York, usually during the worst possible moment: mid-sketch, mid-essay, mid-crisis she hadn’t fully named yet.

And Shay would appear on the screen like nothing had ever changed. “Hey,” Shay would say. Like she hadn’t been three thousand miles away. Like she hadn’t just been gone for two days. Like time didn’t stretch differently between them.

Vivienne would sit up immediately, pushing aside whatever she was doing. “Hey,” she’d answer, softer than she meant to sound.

There would be noise in the background on Shay’s end; wind, traffic, sometimes music too low to identify.

“Where are you?” Vivienne would ask.

“Outside,” Shay would say every time, like that explained everything.

“Outside where?”

A pause.

“Does it matter?”

And Vivienne would smile despite herself. Because it didn’t, not really.

Not then.

They made plans constantly. Too many plans for two people learning how to survive different coasts.

“We’re going to that gallery in SoHo when I visit,” Shay would say.

“I’ll save up,” Vivienne would reply.

“We’re going to go back to that beach.”

“I still have that blanket.”

“We’re going to fix that photo we took where I cut off your head.”

“You cut off my head on purpose.”

“I did not.”

“You did.”

“Okay, maybe a little.”

They would laugh.

Always laughing. As if laughter could hold timing together. As if repetition could turn promises into something permanent.

“I’ll come visit in October,” Shay would say.

“You said September.”

“I mean October this time.”

“You said that last time too.”

Shay would go quiet for half a second.

Then: “This time I mean it.”

And Vivienne believed her. Because believing Shay was easier than imagining a version of her that didn’t try.

But October came and went.

No Shay.

November came.

No Shay.

Vivienne stopped mentioning it out loud after a while, but she still packed a small mental list every time her phone rang:

What she would show Shay.

What café they would go to.

What gallery openings she would drag her to.

What stupid little things she had saved to say in person instead of over a screen.

Shay would still call. Still show up on the phone like nothing had changed. “Hey,” Shay would say.

And Vivienne would hesitate for half a second longer each time before answering. Because something small and unfamiliar had started to grow inside those pauses.

One night, Vivienne was sitting on her dorm room floor surrounded by charcoal sketches when Shay called again.

She answered too quickly. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Shay said.

There was silence for a moment. Longer than usual.

Vivienne frowned slightly. “Where are you?”

“Home,” Shay said.

“You’re always ‘home.’”

A small laugh on the other end. “Yeah, well. Home is complicated.”

Vivienne leaned back against her bed frame. “I booked my train ticket,” she said, trying to sound casual.

“To where?”

“Back home for winter break.”

“Oh.”

Another pause.

“Cool.”

Something about the way Shay said it didn’t match the word. Vivienne noticed but didn’t know what to do with it.

“You still coming out here after?” Vivienne asked.

“To New York?”

“Yeah.”

A beat.

“Yeah,” Shay said. “Of course.”

But it didn’t land the same anymore. It used to arrive like a promise. Now it sounded like something she was trying to keep from breaking while holding it too loosely.

The call ended like all the others did.

Not with goodbye. Just a soft fading out of attention.

And then days.

Sometimes a week.

Sometimes more.

Vivienne would sit in her dorm, phone face-down on her desk, telling herself she wasn’t checking it.

Even though she was.

Always checking it. When Shay finally called again, she acted like no time had passed. Like they hadn’t just lost something invisible between them. “Hey,” Shay would say.

And Vivienne would say, “Hey,” even when her voice didn’t quite fit anymore.

The plans kept happening. They just stopped landing anywhere real.

“We’ll meet halfway,” Shay would suggest once.

“Where?”

“Chicago or something. I don’t know. We’ll figure it out.”

“Okay,” Vivienne said.

Because she always said okay. Even when she was starting to feel the shape of disappointment before it fully arrived. Even when she started packing emotional luggage for trips that never materialized. Even when Shay began to sound like someone who was always just about to get somewhere.

But never actually did.

The first time Shay didn’t show up for a plan that was already set, Vivienne told herself it was an emergency. She waited outside a coffee shop for two hours.

Texted once.

Then again.

Then stopped, because she didn’t want to seem desperate.

Shay called that night. “I’m so sorry,” she said immediately.

Something happened.

Family stuff.

I lost track of time.

I swear I was going to—

Vivienne listened quietly. “It’s fine,” she said.

And it wasn’t. But she didn’t know how to make it not fine without turning love into pressure.

So, she forgave her.

The second time, Shay was supposed to call her after a school event.

She didn’t.

The third time, they had planned a video call Shay had insisted on.

Vivienne stayed up until 2 a.m. Phone in her hand.

Waiting.

No call came.

When Shay finally texted the next morning, it was simple:

passed out. sorry.

Vivienne stared at it for a long time.

Then typed:

it’s okay.

Deleted it.

Typed:

are you okay?

Deleted it again.

Finally, just wrote:

missed you.

Sent it.

The reply came hours later.

missed you too

And somehow that made it worse. Because missing her was never the problem. It was everything else. The cancellations started blending together after a while.

Not dramatic.

Not cruel. Just consistent enough to change the rhythm of everything.

Shay becoming someone who arrived in pieces.

Vivienne becoming someone who started preparing for absence before presence even finished speaking. Still, when Shay called, Vivienne answered.

Always. Because she remembered the girl from California. The girl who sat down beside her like she had every right to be there. The girl who said make something ugly first like it was permission to exist. The girl who looked at her like she wasn’t difficult at all.

Just worth understanding.

That version of Shay was still in every phone call. Even when the silence started lasting longer than the words. Even when the plans stopped turning into dates. Even when Vivienne began to understand, without anyone ever saying it out loud, that she was loving someone who was already halfway gone.

And still—

She kept answering.

Because at that age, love doesn’t end cleanly.

It just becomes a series of missed arrivals you keep calling hope.
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Chapter Four: The Cost of Light

[image: ]


The balcony was the only place in the penthouse that felt honest.

Everything else inside belonged to a version of Vivienne Martin that was carefully maintained; floors polished into reflection, furniture arranged like it was waiting for approval, silence curated the way some people curated music playlists.

But outside?

Outside was weather. Wind. Noise that didn’t ask permission.

Vivienne stood barefoot on the stone tiles, paint smeared across her fingers, an old, oversized shirt hanging off one shoulder. Her hair was pinned up messily, as if she had tried once to look composed and then decided against it halfway through.

An easel sat in front of her. Canvas half-finished. Brushes scattered like they had fallen out of her hands mid-thought. New York stretched out beyond the balcony railings, alive in its usual way; too much motion to ever fully understand. Cars moved like insects below. Sunlight caught on glass towers and broke itself apart into fragments.

She painted anyway. Not because she was inspired. Because she couldn’t afford not to.

Art school had taken something from her she still couldn’t name. Not talent. Not skill. Something quieter.

Permission, maybe.

Or belief.

So now she painted in stolen pieces of time, like she was trying to convince herself she still belonged to it.

The brush moved slowly across the canvas.

Blues first. Then muted gold. Then something uncertain in the middle that refused to become a shape yet.

Her phone sat on a small table behind her.

Silent.

She liked it that way.

Mostly.

The man she saw sometimes; too intermittently to call anything real, too consistent to call accidental, liked her silence too. He liked her when she didn’t ask for too much. Liked her when she didn’t turn the space between them into questions.

He paid for the penthouse.

Paid for the quiet. Paid for the ability to appear every so often and be treated like a temporary truth.

Vivienne never said his name out loud when she was alone. t made it feel more honest that way.

Or less.

She wasn’t sure anymore. The arrangement had started simply enough.

Dinner.

Then another.

Then a conversation that lasted too long and ended with him looking at her like she was something he could maintain.

“I don’t like the idea of you worrying about money,” he had said once.

Vivienne had laughed. “That’s because you don’t know me well enough to understand how funny that sounds.”

But he hadn’t laughed back. Just studied her. And eventually, things became easier in the way things become easier when someone else is carrying the weight you never asked to give up.

Rent paid.

Bills handled.

Occasional gifts left on counters like questions she didn’t answer.

And visits.

Always visits. He came when he wanted to feel close to her. Left when closeness started to ask for more than he was offering.

Vivienne didn’t call it love. She didn’t call it anything at all. She just let it exist in the space where loneliness used to be louder.

Behind her, the balcony door slid open.

She didn’t turn around immediately. She knew the sound.

Soft shoes on marble.

Presence before voice. “You’re outside again,” he said.

“I always am,” Vivienne replied.

A pause.

Then, “You didn’t answer my message.”

“I was painting.”

“That’s not an answer.”

She finally looked over her shoulder. He stood in the doorway in a tailored coat that cost more than most people’s rent. Hands in his pockets. Expression carefully neutral, like he was trying not to reveal too much of himself in a place where she gave so little in return.

Vivienne turned back to the canvas. “I’m not ignoring you,” she said.

“You are.”

“I’m working.”

“You always say that like it explains everything.”

Her brush stopped for a moment.

Just a moment. Then continued. “It explains enough,” she said quietly.

The silence that followed wasn’t comfortable. It never was.

He stepped onto the balcony slowly, as if crossing into her space required negotiation. “You look tired,” he said.

Vivienne gave a short laugh. “I live here.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

She dipped the brush into paint again. “Then don’t say things you don’t mean.”

Another pause.

He moved closer, stopping a few feet behind her. “You could come with me this weekend,” he said.

“I can’t.”

“You can.”

“I’m painting.”

“That’s not—”

“Yes,” she cut in, sharper now. “It is.”

He exhaled. Frustration, but controlled. Always controlled. “You make everything harder than it has to be,” he said.

Vivienne’s hand tightened slightly on the brush.

A familiar sentence.

Not new.

Not surprising. Just familiar in the way certain truths are repeated until they start to sound like identity.

She set the brush down carefully. Then turned fully toward him. The city wind pulled at her hair. “I don’t think I’m making it harder,” she said.

A beat.

“I think you’re just used to things not needing me to exist in them fully.”

He frowned slightly. “That’s not fair.”

Vivienne nodded once. “Maybe.”

Then softer:

“But it’s accurate.”

Silence stretched between them again. Below, the city kept moving. A siren faded somewhere far away. A helicopter passed overhead like a thought that didn’t stay long enough to become anything.

He looked at the canvas behind her. “You’re good,” he said after a moment, changing direction.

It wasn’t a compliment. It was an observation.

Vivienne turned her head slightly. “I know.”

That made something flicker in his expression; something like irritation disguised as interest. “You don’t let anyone see you,” he said.

“I’m seeing me,” she replied.

“That’s not what I mean.”

“I know.”

Another pause.

Then, quieter:

“You could have a different life,” he said. “If you wanted.”

Vivienne stared at him for a long moment. Then glanced back at the canvas.

Half-finished sky.

Half-finished light.

Half-finished feeling she couldn’t yet name.

“I already do,” she said.

He didn’t respond right away. When he did, it was softer. Almost careful. “You still think about someone else,” he said.

Not a question.

Vivienne didn’t react immediately.

The wind filled the space where her answer should have gone. Then she walked back to the easel, picked up the brush again, and dipped it into blue. “I think about a lot of things,” she said.

He watched her for a long moment. Then stepped back toward the door. “You’re going to ruin something good by refusing to call it that,” he said quietly.

Vivienne didn’t look up. “Maybe,” she said.

The door slid shut behind him.

Soft.

Final.

The balcony felt larger after he left.

Or emptier. She couldn’t tell which. Vivienne stared at the canvas.

Paint still wet.

Sky still unfinished.

And for a moment, she saw it; the strange overlap of her life.

A girl in California who once believed love meant waiting for someone to arrive. A woman in New York who had learned that sometimes people only ever arrive partially.

And herself.

Still somewhere between both.

She lifted the brush again.

And kept painting.
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Chapter Five: Agreements That Don’t Sound Like Agreements
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Vivienne didn’t learn he was married the way people usually learn things like that. There was no dramatic reveal. No shouted confession. No moment where everything snapped cleanly into place. It came in fragments instead.

Small inconsistencies that only became obvious after they had already accumulated into something undeniable.

A ring he never wore when he was with her.

A hotel key instead of a home address.

A habit of checking his phone mid-laugh, like joy itself was something he needed permission to finish.

And a name he never said around her. Not because it was secret. Because it was already spoken for elsewhere.

She didn’t ask directly at first. That wasn’t how their arrangement worked. There were rules, even if nobody wrote them down. You didn’t ask for what would complicate the thing you were already benefiting from.

And she was benefiting.

Rent paid.

Bills gone.

A penthouse that looked like it belonged to someone who had always been safe. A life that didn’t require panic calculations at the end of every month.

In exchange, she gave him access to something else.

Her presence.

Her attention.

Her softness when she was tired enough not to curate it.

It wasn’t labeled. That was the point.

Or so she told herself.

The first time she understood the truth in a way that couldn’t be undone was not through him.

It was through her. His wife.

She met her outside a gallery opening in Tribeca
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