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The Space Between (Coldwater Hearts, #1)

The End


The thing about loving someone for six years is that you learn to do it quietly. You fold it into the background of your life like the low hum of a refrigerator, always there, so constant you forget to notice it until someone points it out. You build your days around the shape of their absence and call it friendship. You answer the phone at 2am and tell yourself that anyone would do the same. You let them be the first name on your emergency contact list, the last person you text before sleep, the default setting of every question that begins with what if.

I stopped pointing it out to myself a long time ago. Not because the feeling went away. Because naming it would have meant dealing with it, and dealing with it would have meant losing the only person who has ever made me feel like I wasn't standing outside every window in the world, pressing my face against the glass.

Soren calls at 1:47 on a Tuesday morning, and I am already awake. I am always already awake when he calls. Not because I'm waiting in some romantic, breathless way. Because I know him. I know the shape of his silences and the weight of his breathing and the particular quality of the pause before he says something he doesn't want to say. Somewhere between sleeping and waking, I hear my phone vibrate against the nightstand, three short pulses, then a fourth, and I know it's him before I look.

"Hey," I say. My voice comes out clear. I don't sound like someone who was dreaming. I don't sound like someone who spent the last hour floating through a half-remembered landscape of faces and places that dissolve the moment I reach for them.

"Hey." His voice is rough in that particular way that means he's been lying still in the dark for hours, trying to talk himself out of reaching for the phone. There's a scratch in it, the kind that comes from not drinking enough water or from saying too many words during the day or from crying without making any sound. I never know which one it is with Soren. He doesn't let me know.

"You awake?" he asks.

I could say no. I could say I was sleeping, Soren, what do you want in the kind of voice that means I love you but I am exhausted and my eyes hurt and I have to teach twenty-three seven-year-olds in six hours. But I don't. I never do. I have never once said no to him, and I don't know if that makes me loyal or pathetic or something else entirely that doesn't have a name.

"I'm awake."

A long pause. I can hear him breathing, slow, deliberate, the way you breathe when you're trying not to cry or trying not to scream or trying not to do something else that you'll regret in the morning. Three years of this, maybe four. The late-night calls that don't actually say anything. When we were younger, he used to talk. He'd tell me about the fight with his father or the girl who broke his heart or the way the stars looked from the ridge behind his house. He'd tell me about dreams he had or books he was reading or the time he accidentally locked himself in the school supply closet for two hours and no one came looking for him.

Now he just calls and breathes and waits for me to fill the silence.

I don't mind. I've gotten good at silences. I've gotten good at sitting in the space between words and not needing to paper over it with chatter. Some things can only be said in the quiet. Some things can only be heard there.

"Did you eat dinner?" I ask.

"I don't remember."

"That's a no."

"That's a maybe." There's something almost like a laugh in his voice, but it doesn't reach the surface. It stays buried, the way most of his emotions stay buried, under layers of deflection and distraction and a kind of cheerful avoidance that he's perfected over the years.

I shift onto my side, tucking the phone between my ear and the pillow. Outside my window, Coldwater is doing what Coldwater does best: being quiet. Not the peaceful kind of quiet, not the kind that settles over a sleeping town like a blessing. The other kind. The kind that feels like holding your breath. The streetlights cast orange pools on the asphalt, each one containing its own small universe of moths and shadows. No cars. No footsteps. Just the occasional rustle of wind through the cottonwoods and the distant hush of the river that runs through town like a secret everyone has agreed to keep.

The river. I think about it more than I should. The way it moves without stopping. The way it doesn't ask permission. The way it carves through rock over centuries and calls it patience.

"Come over tomorrow," I say. "I'll make that thing with the potatoes. The one your mom used to make."

The potatoes. It's such a small thing to offer. Sliced thin, layered with butter and cream and a sprinkle of paprika that his mother swore was the secret ingredient. I learned to make it during the first year of our friendship, when I was still trying to prove that I could be useful to him, that I deserved to take up space in his life. I don't think about that anymore. I just make the potatoes because they make him quiet in a different way. A softer way.

"You don't have to," he says.

"I know I don't have to. I want to."

Another pause. This one softer. The edges have smoothed out, like a stone worn down by water. "Okay," he says. "Okay. Tomorrow."

I wait for him to hang up first. I always wait. It's a small thing, a stupid thing, but I like knowing that he doesn't have to be the one left holding the silence. I like knowing that when the call ends, he's not alone in the dark with nothing but his own breathing and whatever thoughts are keeping him awake.

The line goes dead. The room goes dark again.

I lie there for a long time, not sleeping. The ceiling above my bed has a water stain in the shape of a country I've never visited. I've mapped it over the years, the mountains and rivers and coastlines of that yellowed discoloration. Tonight I trace the borders with my eyes and I don't let myself think about the weight of six years. I don't let myself think about the fact that I am twenty-eight years old and my best friend is the only person who calls me after midnight, and I don't let myself wonder what that means.

Some thoughts are like doors. You can choose not to open them. You can stand in front of them with your hand on the knob and decide that whatever is on the other side can wait. Indefinitely. Forever, if necessary.

I close my eyes. I don't sleep. But I close my eyes.
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I am elbow-deep in potato peels the next afternoon when Soren tells me about Zephyr.

The kitchen in my apartment is small. That's the polite word for it. The accurate word is cramped or claustrophobic or designed by someone who never had to cook a meal for more than one person. The kind of small that means you can reach the stove from the sink without moving your feet. The kind of small that means you have to open the oven door from the side because there isn't enough clearance in the front. I've lived here for five years, since I finished my teaching certificate and decided that leaving Coldwater wasn't going to be part of my story. The cabinets are warped from humidity. The linoleum is peeling near the baseboards. The refrigerator makes a sound like a dying animal every time the compressor kicks on.

But the light comes through the window at exactly four o'clock and turns everything golden, the peeling linoleum, the warped cabinets, the chipped edge of the counter where I dropped a cast iron pan two years ago. That light has always felt like enough. Like an apology. Like a promise that something beautiful can exist alongside something broken.

Soren is sitting at my tiny kitchen table, which means he's taking up most of the kitchen. He has that quality some tall people have of making small spaces feel smaller just by existing in them. It's not deliberate. He doesn't try to dominate a room. He just takes up the space he takes up, and the rest of us rearrange ourselves around him.

His hair is too long, curling over his collar the way it always does when he's been avoiding a haircut. There are shadows under his eyes that I've stopped trying to ask about. Every time I ask, he says I'm fine in a voice that means please stop asking, and every time he says it, I believe him a little less. But I've learned that you can't force someone to let you in. You can only stand at the door and wait.

"He's coming home," Soren says.

I don't look up from the potatoes. The peels are accumulating in a small mountain on the cutting board, each one a perfect spiral of brown skin and white flesh. There's something satisfying about the repetition of it. The scrape of the peeler. The smell of earth and starch. The way a potato transforms from something rough and ordinary into something that could become dinner.

"Who?" I ask. But I know. I've always known. Even before he says the name, I know.

"My brother."

The knife slips. Not badly. I don't cut myself, don't draw blood, don't do anything dramatic enough to warrant Soren's attention. But I feel the blade skid against the edge of the potato peeler, and my heart does something stupid and fast in my chest, and for half a second I forget how to breathe.

Zephyr.

I haven't thought about Zephyr in months. That's a lie. I haven't thought about Zephyr on purpose in months. There's a difference. Thinking about someone on purpose means sitting with the thought, turning it over in your hands, examining it from all angles. Thinking about someone by accident means catching a glimpse of something, a gray sweatshirt, a certain kind of silence, the way light falls on water, and feeling your brain snag on it before you can pull away.

I have been snagging on Zephyr for five years without ever admitting it to myself.

"When?" I ask. I keep my voice steady. I am very good at keeping my voice steady. I have had years of practice, years of holding my face still while my insides churned, years of pretending that the things I felt were not actually happening.

"Tomorrow. Maybe the day after. He didn't give me a lot of details." Soren runs a hand through his hair, leaving it standing up in the back the way it always does when he's nervous or tired or both. "He just texted me last night. Said he was coming back to Coldwater for a while and could he stay with me."

Last night. While I was on the phone with Soren, breathing into the dark, his brother was texting him from somewhere far away. Somewhere I couldn't picture because I didn't know where he'd been or what he'd been doing or who he'd become in the three years since he drove out of Coldwater with no goodbye and no explanation and no promise to return.

"That's good," I say. "That he's coming back."

Soren makes a sound that isn't quite agreement. It's something between a sigh and a grunt, a noise that comes from a place deep in his chest where he keeps all the things he doesn't want to talk about. "I don't know. He's been gone for three years. Three years, and he's barely talked to anyone. Mom. Dad. Me. He just... disappeared."

I remember the night Zephyr left. I remember because I was there, not for him, not really. I was at Soren's house for dinner, the way I was most nights back then. Soren's mom made pot roast with carrots and pearl onions, the same recipe her mother used, the same recipe her grandmother used before that. Soren's dad talked about the hardware store, about the new shipment of paint samples, about Mrs. Hendricks who came in three times to look at the same shade of beige before finally buying a completely different color from a different store across town.

And Zephyr sat across from me at the table, quiet the way he'd always been quiet. Not sullen. Not withdrawn. Just quiet, the way some people are quiet because they don't see the point in filling the air with noise. He ate his pot roast. He pushed his pearl onions to the side of his plate. He looked out the window at the darkening sky, and I didn't think anything of it because Zephyr had never been loud. Zephyr had never demanded attention. Zephyr had always existed at the edges of rooms, at the margins of conversations, in the spaces between other people's words.

The next morning, he was gone.

No note. No explanation. Just an empty bedroom and a car missing from the driveway and three years of silence broken only by the occasional postcard that didn't say much more than I'm alive and Don't worry about me. Postcards from cities I'd never visited. Postcards with no return address. Postcards that Soren kept in a shoebox under his bed, and that I only knew about because I was the one who helped him move his furniture one summer and found the box by accident.

"Maybe he's ready to talk about it now," I say. "Whatever happened. Whatever made him leave."

I don't know what made him leave. Nobody does. There are theories, of course. There are always theories in a town as small as Coldwater. People like to fill the gaps in a story with their own guesses, their own assumptions, their own versions of the truth. Some people say Zephyr got a girl pregnant and ran away from the responsibility. Some people say he got involved with something illegal and had to disappear before the authorities caught up with him. Some people say he just needed to get out, the way young men sometimes do, the way the town itself seems to push people out like it's allergic to ambition.

I don't believe any of those theories. I believe that something happened to Zephyr, something he couldn't talk about, something he couldn't stay for, and that he left because staying would have broken him in ways that leaving wouldn't. But I don't know that. I can't know that. I can only guess, and guessing feels like a kind of violence.

Soren shrugs. It's a heavy shrug, the kind that carries more weight than shoulders should have to hold. He looks older than twenty-nine in this light. Older and more tired and more worn down by the small disappointments of a life that hasn't turned out the way anyone expected.

"Maybe," he says. "Or maybe he's just out of money and needs a place to crash. You know Zephyr. He doesn't do things for emotional reasons. He does things because he has to."

I don't know if that's true. I don't know Zephyr well enough to know what he does or doesn't do. But I don't say that. I finish the last potato and drop it into the pot of water on the stove. The water sloshes over the side, darkening a patch of linoleum near the burner. I'll wipe it up later. Or I won't. It doesn't matter.

"Either way," I say, "he's your brother. You're glad he's coming back."

It's not a question. I don't need it to be a question. I've known Soren long enough to read the relief underneath his anxiety, the way hope keeps cracking through the surface no matter how many times he tries to seal it over. He's been waiting for Zephyr to come home for three years. He's been pretending he wasn't waiting. But I've seen the way he looks at the shoebox under his bed. I've seen the way he checks his phone first thing every morning, scanning for a message that usually isn't there.

"Yeah," he says quietly. "I'm glad."
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I don't sleep that night either.

Not because of Soren. Because of Zephyr. Because I keep thinking about the way he used to look at things, not at people, not really, but at things. The way light fell on a glass of water. The way frost patterns crawled across a window in January. The way dust motes floated in a sunbeam like they were performing a dance they'd been rehearsing for centuries.

He had this habit of tilting his head slightly when he was paying attention to something, like he was trying to hear a frequency no one else could pick up. I noticed it first at Soren's birthday party four years before he left. Someone had brought a cake with too much frosting and candles that wouldn't stay lit, and everyone was laughing and talking and making noise, and Zephyr was sitting on the back porch steps with his head tilted, watching a spider build a web between the railing and the roof.

I watched him for three full minutes before I realized I was doing it. He didn't notice me. He never noticed me. Or maybe he did, and he just never let on. I'll never know.

We weren't close. That's the thing I have to remember. We lived in the same small town. We orbited the same small spaces. But Zephyr was three years younger than Soren, which meant he was five years younger than me, and in Coldwater, five years might as well have been a decade. When you're nineteen and your brother's friend is twenty-four, you don't have anything in common. You don't run in the same circles. You don't share the same memories or references or understanding of the world.

I knew him the way you know your best friend's little brother: as a background presence, a footnote, a name you mention in passing.

Zephyr's coming over later.

Zephyr's being weird again.

Can you give Zephyr a ride to his job at the bookstore?

I gave him that ride once. It was raining, not the gentle kind of rain that feels like a blessing, but the hard kind that bounces off the pavement and soaks through your clothes in seconds. Zephyr was standing outside Soren's house with his backpack on his lap and no umbrella, waiting for a ride that wasn't coming. His mother was supposed to take him, but she'd gotten held up at work, and Soren's car was in the shop, and I was the only option left.

He sat in the passenger seat of my car with his backpack on his lap and didn't say a word for the entire eight minutes it took to get from Soren's house to Main Street. The rain was so loud on the roof that I couldn't have heard him even if he'd spoken. But he didn't speak. He just sat there, looking out the window at the water
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