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Chapter One: What Remains

[image: ]


The gallery always smelled like fresh paint even when nothing had been painted in weeks.

Viv noticed that first.

It clung to the walls like a memory that refused to fade properly; sharp, clean, almost clinical. Like the space hadn’t decided whether it was sacred or temporary.

She stood in the center of it anyway.

Hands in the pockets of her black jeans, hair pulled back too tightly, staring at the far wall where her largest piece hung.

They had titled it:

WHAT REMAINS 

A woman’s face, barely there beneath layers of washed-out color and scraped-back texture. Not a portrait exactly. More like something trying to become one and giving up halfway through.

Someone behind her adjusted a light. It clicked softly into place.

“Too harsh?” a voice asked.

Viv didn’t turn around right away. “No,” she said. Then, after a beat, “Leave it.”

The light stayed.

That was the thing about this life she had now; people listened when she spoke. Not always immediately, not always fully, but enough that she had started to trust the sound of her own voice again.

Which was new.

And dangerous.

A man in a tailored jacket stepped closer, tablet in hand. The gallery director. She still wasn’t used to people like him orbiting her work like it belonged in their world.

“Final walkthrough looks good,” he said. “Press starts arriving in two hours. We’re expecting a strong turnout.”

Viv nodded like she understood what that meant beyond numbers and expectations.

“Collectors confirmed?” she asked.

“Yes. Three already expressed interest in the central series.”

The central series.

That’s what they called the pieces she never quite knew how to explain without feeling exposed.

“Okay,” she said.

He studied her for a second too long, like he was trying to decide whether she was the kind of artist who understood what she was worth.

Then he left her alone again.

The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was layered. Full of movement that hadn’t arrived yet; voices, clinking glasses, polite laughter sharpened by wine.

Viv walked slowly along the wall.

Each piece had a small plaque beneath it. Titles she had chosen carefully. Words that sounded distant enough to belong to art instead of memory.

STILL WATER DOES NOT MEAN STILLNESS

HANDS THAT LEARNED TO LET GO

PORTRAIT OF A GIRL WHO STOPPED WAITING

She stopped in front of the last one.

A diptych. Two canvases side by side.

On the left: a bathroom floor rendered in soft greys and bruised blues, tiles slightly warped as if the room itself had been underwater.

On the right: the same floor, but empty. Clean. Almost erased.

Between them, a thin vertical strip of white space.

Like a breath held too long.

Viv stared at it until she stopped seeing it as paint.

Then she looked away.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She already knew who it would be before she checked.

Shay.

I’m on my way. Traffic is bad but I’m coming. I wouldn’t miss this.

Viv read it once.

Then again.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

She didn’t reply immediately.

Instead, she looked around the gallery.

At the rows of work that used to live inside her in a way she couldn’t separate from skin. At the careful lighting. At the empty chairs already being arranged near the back wall for speeches she would have to give later.

This was supposed to feel like arrival.

It mostly felt like standing still while everything else got louder.

“You okay?” someone asked.

Viv blinked.

One of the assistants; young, nervous, holding a clipboard like it might protect her from saying the wrong thing.

“Yeah,” Viv said automatically.

Then she corrected herself, softer.

“I’m fine.”

She hated how easily that came out of her mouth.

Because it wasn’t a lie exactly.

It was just incomplete.



By early afternoon, the space began to change shape.

People arrived with clipboards and cameras and careful shoes that didn’t belong to paint-stained floors. They moved through the gallery like water finding edges.

Viv watched from the side of the room as strangers began interpreting her life out loud.

“She uses repetition to mimic trauma cycles.”

“There’s a clear evolution from fragmentation to acceptance.”

“This is her most commercially viable work yet.”

That last one stayed with her longer than the others.

Commercially viable.

As if pain had finally learned how to be profitable.

She excused herself before anyone could pull her into another conversation about meaning.

The hallway behind the gallery was quieter. Concrete floors. Storage doors. A half-finished stack of crates labeled with her name.

She leaned against the wall and exhaled.

Her phone lit up again.

Shay: almost there

Viv stared at it.

Then typed:

Okay.

She paused.

Deleted it.

Typed again:

Don’t rush.

Then deleted that too.

Finally:

I’ll be inside.

She didn’t send it immediately.

Instead, she closed her eyes for a second.

When she opened them again, she could hear the gallery shifting; voices growing, laughter sharpening, the event beginning to fill itself with people who would later claim they had always believed in her work.

She pushed off the wall and went back inside.



The crowd had thickened.

Wine glasses now in hands. Conversations overlapping. Someone laughing too loudly near the entrance.

Viv was introduced to people she had already met but was expected to meet again in a more “important” way.

She smiled until her cheeks ached.

She shook hands until her fingers forgot their shape.

She answered questions about inspiration.

About process.

About whether she considered this body of work a departure or a continuation.

A continuation, she said once.

A departure, she said another time.

Neither felt entirely correct.

At some point, someone asked her what piece she would keep if everything else was taken away.

Viv didn’t answer right away.

Her eyes moved, unintentionally, to the diptych.

The bathroom floor.

The absence.

The space between.

“That one,” she said finally.

The person followed her gaze and nodded like they understood.

They didn’t.



An hour before the official opening speech, Viv found herself alone near the entrance.

She hadn’t planned it.

She just ended up there, like her body remembered something her mind was trying not to name.

Outside, the street was bright in that late-afternoon way that made everything feel slightly unreal. Cars passed. People walked by without looking up.

Inside, the gallery hummed with anticipation.

Her phone buzzed again.

Shay: I’m here.

Viv looked up so fast it almost hurt.

Through the glass doors, she saw her.

Shay stood on the sidewalk like she wasn’t sure she was allowed to enter.

Hair slightly windblown. Jacket too thin for the weather. Hands shoved into her pockets like she was holding herself together through pressure alone.

For a second, she just looked at the building.

Then she looked at Viv.

Not through the glass.

At her.

Like she had always known how to find her.

Viv didn’t move.

Neither did Shay.

Inside the gallery, someone called Viv’s name; softly at first, then again with more urgency.

The speech was about to start.

Viv heard it like it was happening underwater.

Shay lifted her hand slightly.

Not a wave.

More like an acknowledgment.

I’m here.

I made it.

Viv’s fingers tightened around her phone.

She didn’t smile.

She didn’t frown.

She just stood there, suspended between the room she had built and the person she had built it from.

Then she turned.

And walked back inside before Shay could step through the door.

Not because she didn’t want her there.

Because she didn’t know what it meant anymore that she did.

Behind her, the gallery lights seemed brighter than before.

And for the first time all day, Viv felt something she couldn’t hang on a wall.

Not memory.

Not art.

Something heavier.

Something living.

Something that had finally arrived late.

And refused to stay outside.
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Chapter Two: White Walls
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The gallery looked different after everyone left.

Not emptier; Viv had expected emptiness. It was more like the space had stopped performing. Like it could finally exhale without worrying who was watching.

The white walls felt harsher now.

Stripped of conversation and praise, they didn’t feel like a place built for art anymore. They felt like a place that had swallowed it.

Viv stood near the central installation while a crew moved quietly in the background, breaking down glassware, collecting programs, wiping down surfaces that had already been spotless an hour ago.

Someone laughed softly near the entrance, then stopped when they realized how loud it sounded.

Viv didn’t move much. Just enough to stay present in her own body.

Her heels were off now. Her feet pressed flat against the polished floor, grounding her in a way the evening hadn’t required from her until now.

“You were incredible tonight,” someone said beside her.

She turned her head slightly.

The gallery assistant again. Same nervous energy, but softer now, like the pressure had been released from her shoulders too.

“Thanks,” Viv said.

It came out automatic.

The assistant hesitated.

“There’s still a few people outside,” she added. “Mostly friends. And... her.”

Viv didn’t ask who she meant.

She already knew.

Shay didn’t belong to a category anyone else could say out loud without it sounding wrong.

Viv nodded once. “Okay.”

The assistant lingered like she expected more.

Viv gave her nothing else.

Eventually she left, disappearing into the controlled chaos of closing down an event that had been months in the making and only hours in actually living.

Viv stayed where she was.

The diptych hung across from her.

Even now, under softer lighting, the bathroom tiles looked like they were remembering something.

She hated how accurate that felt.

A voice came from behind her.

“You always pick the quietest pieces for the loudest rooms.”

Viv didn’t turn immediately.

She knew that voice the way you know weather before it changes.

Shay.

Still, she waited a second longer than necessary before facing her.

Shay stood just inside the gallery threshold, hands in her jacket pockets again. Like she wasn’t sure what to do with them if she took them out.

She looked smaller than Viv remembered.

Not physically. Just... contained. Like she’d learned how to take up less space without asking permission.

“I didn’t think you’d still be here,” Viv said.

Shay gave a half-shrug. “I almost didn’t come in.”

“That’s what I figured.”

A pause.

Not awkward. Just full.

Shay’s eyes moved past Viv, to the walls. To the work. She didn’t rush it. She looked like someone trying not to interrupt something sacred.

“They’re... really good,” she said finally.

Viv almost laughed but didn’t.

“That’s what they all said.”

Shay nodded once, like she understood what that meant.

Neither of them mentioned the glass doors. Or the moment earlier. Or the fact that Viv had walked away before Shay could step inside.

Those things hung between them anyway.

Viv folded her arms loosely. “You didn’t have to stay.”

“I know.”

Another pause.

Shay exhaled through her nose, like she was steadying herself.

“I just... didn’t want to leave without seeing it.”

Viv watched her carefully.

There it was again; that version of Shay that wasn’t collapse or chaos. Just effort. Constant, invisible effort. The kind no one applauded because it didn’t look dramatic enough to recognize as survival.

“You saw it,” Viv said.

Shay nodded. “Yeah.”

Silence settled again, but this one felt heavier. Less neutral.

Viv glanced toward the crew packing up near the bar area. Someone was stacking empty crates. Someone else was rolling up cables.

Normal ending things.

But nothing about the two of them felt like it belonged to endings that were clean.

Shay shifted her weight slightly.

“I didn’t think it would feel like this,” she said.

“What?”

“This place.” Shay gestured vaguely at the gallery. “You. All of it.”

Viv didn’t answer right away.

Because she didn’t know which version of that sentence to respond to.

The compliment.

Or the distance inside it.

“It’s just a show,” Viv said finally.

Shay looked at her then.

And it was the kind of look that didn’t argue.

It just didn’t believe her.

“That’s not what I meant,” Shay said quietly.

Viv felt something tighten in her chest, subtle but familiar. Not pain exactly. Recognition.

She looked back at the diptych instead of her.

“Do you want to see the rest?” Viv asked.

Shay hesitated.

“I already did,” she said.

Viv turned back.

Shay’s gaze flickered briefly, almost apologetic.

“I walked through before you noticed me,” she admitted. “I didn’t want to interrupt anything.”

Viv studied her for a moment.

“You were watching me,” she said.

Shay didn’t deny it.

That silence again.

Different weight this time.

Viv uncrossed her arms.

“You could’ve said hi.”

“I didn’t know if I was supposed to.”

Viv almost asked since when?

But she already knew the answer.

Since everything between them stopped being simple.

A staff member called from the back room. Something about lights. Someone else responded. The gallery kept moving around them like they were just another fixture that hadn’t been removed yet.

Shay glanced toward the exit.

“I should go,” she said, but didn’t move immediately.

Viv nodded slowly. “Okay.”

But neither of them moved.

The word okay sat between them like it didn’t belong to either of them anymore.

Shay’s hands shifted in her pockets again.

“I’m glad I came,” she said.

Viv looked at her.

That sentence should’ve been easy.

It wasn’t.

“Me too,” Viv said anyway.

A beat.

Then Shay gave a small, almost imperceptible nod like she was filing that away somewhere safe.

“I’ll—” Shay started.

She stopped.

Restarted.

“I’ll text you?”

It sounded like a question more than a plan.

Viv didn’t answer immediately.

Because there was a version of her that wanted to say don’t.

And another version that wanted to say please.

Instead, she said, carefully, “Yeah.”

Shay nodded again.

And this time, she actually turned toward the door.

Viv watched her go.

Watched the way she hesitated at the threshold again, like the air outside might not accept her the same way the air inside had.

Then she stepped out.

And the glass door closed softly behind her.

The gallery felt quieter after that.

Not empty.

Just rearranged.

Viv stayed standing in front of her own work for a long time after.

Long enough for someone to dim the lights slightly without asking.

Long enough for the white walls to stop feeling like they were watching her back.

And eventually, long enough for her phone to buzz again in her pocket.

She didn’t check it right away.

Because she already knew what it would say.

And for the first time that night, Viv wasn’t sure whether she was relieved.

Or waiting for something she didn’t have a name for anymore.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three: The Shape of Arrival
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Shay didn’t realize how loud silence could be until she got back outside.

The gallery door shut behind her with a soft click, almost polite. Like it hadn’t just changed something permanent.

The air hit colder than she remembered.

Or maybe it was just her noticing it more now that she didn’t have Viv in front of her to focus on.

She stood on the sidewalk for a second longer than necessary, hands still in her jacket pockets, staring at her own reflection faintly caught in the glass.

Inside, people were still moving.

Lights still adjusting.

Viv still existing in a version of herself that had been carefully arranged for other people to understand.

Shay swallowed.

Then started walking.



She didn’t go far.

Just far enough that she wouldn’t feel like she was hovering outside something she didn’t belong to.

A block down, she leaned against a brick wall near a closed storefront. The kind of place that used to be something else before it stopped trying.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She already knew who it wasn’t.

She didn’t check it immediately.

Instead, she looked down at her hands.

They weren’t shaking.

That was new.

Or maybe just temporary.

Shay exhaled slowly and finally pulled the phone out.

A message from her sponsor.

You made it through today?

She stared at it.

Typed: Yeah.

Deleted it.

Typed again: I think so.

Then finally:

I saw her.

She sent it before she could overthink it.

The response came quickly.

How did that feel?

Shay looked up at the sky like it might help her find a simpler answer.

It didn’t.

So she typed the truth instead.

Like she’s somewhere I used to live.

Then added, after a pause:

And I don’t know if I still have a key.

She stared at that last sentence longer than she meant to.

Then locked her phone.



Inside the gallery, Viv was still standing in front of her work.

She hadn’t moved much since Shay left.

But something about the room had changed anyway.

Not quieter.

More specific.

Like the space had narrowed itself around a conversation that never fully happened.

A staff member passed by, asking if she needed anything.

Viv shook her head.

“No, I’m good.”

She said it without thinking.

The assistant nodded and moved on.

Everyone always moved on.

Viv turned slightly, finally breaking her focus from the diptych.

Her phone buzzed.

She didn’t check it right away.

Instead, she walked slowly toward the side hallway, away from the main room, away from the clean noise of people finishing something important.

Her reflection followed her in the glass panels along the corridor.

For a second, she barely recognized herself.

Not because she looked different.

Because she looked contained.

Like something had been folded into her that didn’t used to fit.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time she checked it.

Shay: I saw it all. I’m proud of you.

Viv stared at the words.

Proud of you.

It should’ve been simple.

It wasn’t.

She typed:

Thanks.

Paused.

Deleted it.

Typed again:

You didn’t have to leave so fast.

Her thumb hovered.

Then she added:

You could’ve stayed longer.

She read it once.

Then again.

Then locked the phone without sending it.



Shay was still standing against the wall when her phone buzzed again.

She pulled it out immediately this time.

No hesitation.

Viv’s message sat there unsent in her mind more than on the screen.

You could’ve stayed longer.

Shay let out a quiet laugh that didn’t really have humor in it.

“Yeah,” she murmured to herself. “I could’ve.”

She looked back down the street, toward the direction of the gallery.

Even from here, she could almost imagine it.

The white walls.

The lights.

Viv standing in the center of something everyone else would call success.

Something Shay didn’t know how to call anymore without feeling like she was speaking out of turn.

Her sponsor’s message still sat above Viv’s.

How did it feel?

Shay typed back:

Like I don’t know where to stand.

Then added:

But I stayed the whole time.

She sent it.

Put the phone away.

And stayed leaning there a little longer anyway.

Because leaving felt too close to what she’d already been doing for years.



Inside the gallery, the crowd had begun to thin.

The loudest parts of the night were over now. Conversations softened into goodbyes. Wine glasses clinked less urgently. Shoes stopped echoing so sharply against the floor.

Viv found herself back in front of the diptych again.

She didn’t remember walking there.

Or maybe she did.

Maybe her body just knew where to go when her mind stopped leading.

The bathroom floor.

The absence.

The space between.

She studied it like it might say something new now that everything else had left the room.

It didn’t.

It just stayed what it was.

Someone came up beside her; one of the curators, saying something about closing remarks, about press follow-ups tomorrow.

Viv nodded in the right places.

Said the right words.

But she wasn’t really there.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time she looked down immediately.

Shay: I stayed the whole time.

Viv stared at it.

Longer than she meant to.

Her thumb moved before she decided anything.

I know, she typed.

Paused.

Then added:

I saw you.

She sent it.

And for the first time that night, she didn’t lock her phone right away.

Instead, she kept it in her hand.

Like holding it might keep something from slipping too far away.

Across the city, Shay read the message and didn’t respond.

Not because she didn’t want to.

But because she didn’t know what came after being seen.

And inside the gallery, Viv stood in front of her own work while the last of the lights dimmed around her.

White walls.

Softening edges.

A night that had started like arrival.

And was already turning into something else neither of them had named yet.
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Chapter Four: Artifacts
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The morning after a gallery opening always felt like a lie.

Viv learned that early in her career, when she still thought success would feel like arrival instead of residue.

Now she just recognized it.

The quiet that didn’t belong to rest. The light that looked too clean. The body that hadn’t caught up to the emotional weight of the night before.

She stood barefoot in her kitchen, coffee untouched, staring at her phone on the counter like it might start explaining things on its own.

It didn’t.

The message from Shay was still there.

I stayed the whole time.

Viv had read it enough times that it stopped feeling like words and started feeling like pressure.

She didn’t respond again.

Not because she didn’t want to.

Because anything she wrote felt like it would turn into something bigger than she intended.

That was happening more often now.

With Shay.

With everything.

Her apartment was too quiet in the way spaces become when they’re designed for one person but built for a version of that person that no longer exists.

Sketches pinned to the wall. Half-finished canvases leaning against furniture. A chair permanently stained with paint she had stopped trying to remove.

Viv moved through it slowly, like she was checking inventory.

Not of objects.

Of herself.



By late morning, she was at her studio.

The building was older than the gallery. Less polished. Less careful. The kind of place where creativity was allowed to be messy without immediately becoming a product.

Her key stuck slightly in the lock.

She pushed the door open anyway.

Inside smelled like turpentine and dust and time.

Viv dropped her bag near the wall and didn’t turn on the overhead light right away. She liked the way the space looked in half-darkness. Less like a workspace. More like something in between.

She walked to the far corner where older pieces were stacked.

Works from before.

Before the gallery. Before representation. Before people started using her name like it meant something consistent.

She pulled one canvas out carefully.

It was smaller than her current work. Rougher. Less controlled.

A girl sitting on a bathroom floor.

Not abstract this time.

Clear.

Too clear.

Viv stared at it.

She hadn’t looked at this piece in over a year.

She remembered painting it at two in the morning with music too loud and hands shaking from caffeine and something else she didn’t want to name.

Back when she still thought art could hold things without changing them.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She ignored it.

Then again.

She sighed and checked it.

A message from her gallery director:

Reviews are already strong. One critic called the exhibition “a visceral archive of emotional disintegration.” We should discuss next steps.

Next steps.

Viv stared at the words.

As if she had planned to be here.

As if any of this had ever been structured instead of survived.

She locked her phone and looked back at the painting in her hands.

The bathroom floor again.

Always the bathroom floor.

She set the canvas down carefully, like it might break something if handled too roughly.



Shay was not having a good morning.

Not in an obvious way.

There was no collapse. No crisis. No dramatic shift that would make it easier to name.

Just the quiet accumulation of things that didn’t feel like peace.

She stood in the kitchen of her apartment; small, functional, borrowed furniture that never quite matched itself, and watched the kettle heat up like it might offer clarity if she stared long enough.

It didn’t.

Her phone sat face down on the counter.

She hadn’t looked at it since last night.

That was intentional.

Or at least it had started that way.

Her sponsor’s words echoed in her head instead.

Don’t romanticize intensity. Don’t confuse emotional weight with meaning.

Shay exhaled slowly.

The kettle clicked off.

She poured the water into a mug she didn’t remember buying.

Her hand stayed steady.

That still felt strange.

She carried the mug to the table and finally flipped her phone over.

No new messages from Viv.

Not yet.

Shay wasn’t sure if that was relief or something worse pretending to be it.

She opened their thread anyway.

Scrolled.

Stopped at I saw you.

Read it again.

Then locked the phone without replying.



Viv didn’t stay in the studio long.

She tried to.

She really did.

But the painting she’d pulled out wouldn’t stop feeling like it was watching her instead of the other way around.

So, she covered it back up.

Sat on the floor instead.

Leaning against a shelf of half-finished frames and stored canvases.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time it wasn’t work.

It was a notification she didn’t expect.

A tagged post.

She hesitated before opening it.

A local arts blog had already uploaded photos from the opening.

Her work. The crowd. The lighting carefully captured to make everything look intentional.

And there she was.

Viv in the center of it.

Composed.

Still.

Like none of it had ever been difficult.

She scrolled until she saw a photo she hadn’t known was taken.

Shay in the background of one frame.

Just barely visible through the glass doors.

Not inside.

Not outside.

Somewhere in between.

Viv stared at it longer than she meant to.

Then locked her phone.



Shay was at a meeting she almost didn’t go to.

She showed up anyway.

Sat in the same folding chair she always chose.

Third row. Slightly left.

Familiar faces around her. People who knew how to nod without asking too many questions.

When it was her turn to speak, she didn’t talk about Viv.

She usually didn’t.

Not directly.

Instead, she said:

“I went somewhere last night that mattered to me.”

A pause.

“I didn’t know where I fit in it anymore.”

No
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