

    
        
          The Things That Stayed

        

        
        
          The Art of Coming Back

        

        
        
          Alex Moran

        

        
          Published by Alex Moran, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE THINGS THAT STAYED

    

    
      First edition. June 23, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Alex Moran.

    

    
    
      Written by Alex Moran.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter One: The Country Between Us

Chapter Two: When Yet Becomes Never

Chapter Three: No Return Address

Chapter Four: Just the Right Amount of Cynical

Chapter Five: What She Came Back To

Chapter Six: Glitter Lemonade and Other Bad Ideas

Chapter Seven: The Secret on the Sidewalk

Chapter Eight: Across the Street

Chapter Nine: The Truth Arrives Late

Chapter Ten: The Promise She Couldn’t Keep

Chapter Eleven: Return to Sender

Chapter Twelve: The Question Beneath the Grief

Chapter Thirteen: All the Girls They Had Been

Chapter Fourteen: Dinner With Two Open Wounds

Chapter Fifteen: Professionally Weird

Chapter Sixteen: Two Months in Oregon

Chapter Seventeen: The Woman Beside Her

Chapter Eighteen: The Things Sent Back

Chapter Nineteen: The Descent

Chapter Twenty: After the Bell

Chapter Twenty-One: The Final Chapter

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Keir Garcia and the life I wish you could have had

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Not everything stays the way we ask it to.
Some things stay as scars.Some stay as names we still know how to say.Some stay as rooms we finally learn to leave.
And some things, if we are lucky,stay softer than the pain that made them.
A hand.A truth.A life built slowly.
Love does not always save us.
Sometimes, it simply stays long enoughfor us to become honest."

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Country Between Us
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Eight months after Iris left, Viv still slept on her side of the bed.

Not because she believed Iris was coming home that night.

She had stopped believing that in the immediate way.

The childish way.

The way that made her sit up at every elevator sound, every key in the hallway, every soft knock that turned out to be the pipes or the neighbor or Charles throwing something off the counter because grief had apparently made him political.

Viv slept on her side because moving to the middle felt like admitting something had ended.

And Iris had never said that.

She had never said goodbye.

She had never said don’t wait.

She had never said I’m not coming back.

She had only disappeared in pieces.

First from the apartment.

Then from the bookstore.

Then from New York.

Then, slowly, from the rhythm of Viv’s days until absence became less like an emergency and more like weather.

Eight months later, Iris was still gone.

Four months ago, she had sent her last message.

Viv knew the words by heart.

Not because she wanted to.

Because her brain had turned them into scripture against her will.

I’m driving across the country for a while. I need to clear my head. I’m safe. Please don’t ask me where. I love you. I just can’t come back yet.

Viv had stared at that message in the middle of the frozen foods aisle at the grocery store until a woman behind her asked if she was okay.

Viv had said yes.

Then bought nothing but coffee, frozen blueberries, and a box of cereal she did not like.

Four months later, the message still sat pinned at the top of their thread.

Above it were older messages.

Beautiful ones.

Stupid ones.

Domestic ones.

Do we need eggs?

Charles tried to fight the printer.

Mae would hate this display but I’m doing it anyway.

I love you. Come home safe.

Below it, nothing.

Viv had sent messages at first.

Careful ones.

Respectful ones.

Desperate ones pretending to be respectful.

I’m glad you’re safe.

I won’t ask where you are.

I love you too.

I’m here when you’re ready.

Then, weeks later:

I hope you saw the Grand Canyon if you went that way. You would pretend not to be impressed and then cry in the gift shop.

No reply.

Then, a month after that:

Charles knocked over your mug. It survived. He seems disappointed.

No reply.

Then, finally:

I miss you.

No reply.

That was two months ago.

Viv had not sent anything since.

Not because she stopped missing her.

Because sometimes love became another way of knocking on a locked door until your own hands bled.
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The apartment looked different now.

Not dramatically.

That would have been easier.

It did not look like a place abandoned by love.

It looked like a place where someone had learned how to survive around empty spaces.

Iris’s side of the closet remained empty for two months before Elena came over with trash bags, cleaning supplies, and the kind of expression people wore when they were about to be useful against your will.

“We are not throwing her away,” Elena had said before Viv could speak.

Viv stood in the bedroom doorway, arms crossed so tightly her ribs hurt.

“Then what are we doing?”

“We are making the closet stop looking like a memorial installation curated by depression.”

Viv had laughed.

Then cried.

Then sat on the floor while Elena moved a few of Viv’s coats into the empty half of the closet.

Not all the way.

Not completely.

Just enough that the hangers stopped looking like accusations.

The tea tin was still gone.

The pillow was still gone.

The toothbrush was still gone.

The wedding portrait was still in the studio beneath a sheet.

Viv had not uncovered it in months.

She knew every inch of it.

Iris in lamplight.

Mae’s chipped mug.

Charles’s tail.

The almost-smile.

Viv had painted it as a wedding gift.

Now it sat facing the wall like a witness in protection.

She could not destroy it.

She could not show it.

She could not finish loving it.

So she left it covered.

That was the kind of person she had become.

Someone who kept a portrait of her missing fiancée under a sheet and called that restraint.
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Vale had not stopped.

That was one of the cruelest parts.

Viv had thought grief would interrupt the world more dramatically.

It did not.

Paintings still needed to be finished.

Collectors still wanted studio visits.

Cassandra still called.

Reviews still appeared online with words like raw and unflinching and mature evolution.

Viv hated mature evolution most of all.

It sounded like something people said when they wanted suffering to become impressive.

Her work had changed again after Iris left.

Not intentionally.

Not strategically.

Cassandra noticed immediately.

“These are colder,” she said during a studio visit in March, standing in front of a canvas made almost entirely of gray-blue washes interrupted by thin, violent red lines.

Viv stood beside her with coffee she had forgotten to drink.

“Is that bad?”

Cassandra looked at her.

“No.”

Viv waited.

Cassandra continued, “But it is obvious.”

Viv laughed once.

“Great.”

“I’m not criticizing.”

“You never are.”

Cassandra sighed.

The old Cassandra would have corrected her.

The new Cassandra, or at least the Cassandra attempting to survive Viv with fewer casualties, said nothing for three full seconds.

Then:

“Do you want to keep this one out of the fall show?”

Viv looked at the canvas.

The red lines looked like veins.

Or roads.

Or something trying to get home and failing.

“No.”

Cassandra nodded.

“Then we keep it.”

Viv glanced at her.

“That easy?”

“No,” Cassandra said. “But yes.”

Viv almost smiled.

That was the closest they came to friendship.

A business arrangement occasionally softened by mutual exhaustion.
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The bookstore reopened in May under temporary management.

Not Iris.

A woman named Patrice, who wore linen aprons and sent polite, careful emails to customers about “honoring the store’s history while moving thoughtfully into its next chapter.”

Elena hated her immediately on principle.

“She sounds like a candle company,” Elena said.

Viv had not gone inside.

Not once.

She had walked past it three times.

The first time, she made it half a block away before throwing up behind a parked van.

The second time, she stood across the street and watched a customer walk out carrying two books in a brown paper bag with Mae’s old logo stamped on it.

The third time, she saw someone take down one of Mae’s handwritten signs from the window.

Viv went home and locked herself in the studio until midnight.

The store was still there.

Mae’s store.

Iris’s store.

Not Iris’s store anymore.

That was too much grief for one building.
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Shay was still there.

That was complicated.

Everything was.

At first, Viv had tried not to let her be.

After Iris left, she had spent weeks answering Shay’s texts with single words, then no words, then apologies for the no words, then anger again.

Shay took all of it.

Not perfectly.

Not without pain.

But without making Viv manage it.

That was new.

Shay did not push.

Did not confess again.

Did not ask what they were.

Did not treat Iris’s absence like an opening.

She brought groceries once and left them outside the door.

She sent a picture of a dog wearing sunglasses and wrote:

This dog looks like he knows too much about my relapse prevention plan.

Viv did not answer for six hours.

Then wrote:

He looks judgmental.

Shay replied:

So does my therapist.

That had been the first time Viv smiled that week.

She hated that.

Then accepted it.

Then hated that too.

By summer, Shay came over on Sundays sometimes.

Not every Sunday.

Never planned too far ahead.

She would sit on the balcony with Viv while Charles pretended not to enjoy her company.

They talked about ordinary things.

Elena’s terrible dates.

Cassandra’s increasingly restrained emails.

Shay’s job.

The weather.

Charles.

Never Iris unless Viv brought her up.

Never the future.

Never love.

The silence around that word had become disciplined.

A trained animal.

Still dangerous.

Just better behaved.



Elena was the only person who remained completely herself.

Which meant she was unbearable and essential.

She came over every Thursday whether invited or not.

She brought food.

Rearranged objects.

Insulted Viv’s plants.

Threatened to sue Cassandra for “emotional branding malpractice.”

One night in June, she arrived with a pizza, a bottle of sparkling water, and a label maker.

Viv stared at the label maker.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“What are you labeling?”

“Your denial.”

Viv shut the door in her face.

Elena rang the bell until Charles started screaming.

Viv let her in.

That was how most healing happened now.

Against her will.

In small humiliating installments.



By August, the city was hot enough to make everyone cruel.

Viv spent most evenings on the balcony after work, bare feet against warm concrete, hair twisted up badly, sketchbook open but ignored.

Eight months.

Four months since the last message.

A number inside a number.

Absence with a calendar.

That evening, the sky was the color of bruised peaches.

Charles lay under the outdoor table, flicking his tail in the thick air.

Viv sat in the chair Iris used to use.

That had taken seven months.

The first time she did it, she cried so hard she gave herself a headache.

The second time, she lasted three minutes.

Now she could sit there and breathe.

Progress was humiliating.

Her phone rested on the table.

Screen down.

She had learned that face-up meant waiting.

Face down meant pretending not to wait.

A text buzzed.

Viv stared at the phone.

Her body still did that.

Every time.

Still.

Ridiculous.

Cruel.

Human.

She turned it over.

Shay.

Shay:
Elena says you’re ignoring dinner plans. I say you’re probably staring at the skyline like a divorced lighthouse keeper.
Viv smiled faintly.

Viv:
I’m not divorced.
Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

Shay:
I know.
The smile faded.

Viv stared at the words.

I know.

Shay always knew where the line was.

Sometimes she stepped over it anyway.

Sometimes Viv wanted her to.

That was still the problem.

Before Viv could answer, another message came.

Shay:
Sorry. Bad joke.
Viv typed:

Viv:
It was almost funny.
Shay:
High praise.
Then Elena:

Elena:
Dinner. Tomorrow. No excuses. If you say you have work, I will tell Cassandra you need emotional leave.
Viv typed back:

Viv:
That is not a thing.
Elena:
It should be.
Viv set the phone down.

The city moved below her.

Somewhere out there, Iris existed.

Driving.

Stopping.

Sleeping.

Reading signs on highways.

Buying coffee in towns Viv would never see.

Maybe standing in a motel bathroom brushing her teeth with a toothbrush that used to live beside Viv’s.

Maybe wearing her ring.

Maybe not.

Viv looked down at her own hand.

She still wore hers.

She had tried taking it off once.

In April.

She removed it in the bathroom after crying so hard she could barely see.

Set it on the sink.

Stared at the pale circle it left behind.

Then put it back on so quickly she scraped her knuckle.

Now it stayed.

Not because she knew what it meant.

Because she was not ready for the absence of it too.
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Her phone buzzed again.

Unknown number.

Viv frowned.

For one wild, stupid second, she thought:

Iris.

Maybe a new phone.

Maybe a pay phone.

Did pay phones still exist?

Maybe a hotel.

Maybe a hospital.

Her pulse kicked.

She picked up.

“Hello?”

A man’s voice said, “Is this Vivienne Martin?”

Not Iris.

Not even close.

Viv closed her eyes.

“Yes.”

“This is Daniel from Crescent Fine Arts Logistics. We’re confirming tomorrow’s pickup for the three works headed to Los Angeles.”

Viv pressed a hand over her face.

Of course.

Of course it was shipping.

Of course grief and art transportation used the same ringtone.

“Yes,” she said. “Tomorrow still works.”

“Wonderful. Between ten and noon.”

“Okay.”

“And will you be present to sign the release forms?”

Viv looked out over the city.

Present.

What a word.

“Yes,” she said. “I’ll be present.”

When she hung up, she almost laughed.

Then didn’t.

Charles crawled out from under the table and jumped onto Iris’s chair.

Viv looked at him.

“That’s my chair now.”

Charles stared at her.

Then settled in.

Viv sighed.

“Fine. It was never mine.”

The phone remained in her hand.

She opened Iris’s thread.

She should not have.

She did anyway.

The last message waited.

I’m driving across the country for a while. I need to clear my head. I’m safe. Please don’t ask me where. I love you. I just can’t come back yet.

Yet.

Viv had built an entire fragile religion around that word.

Yet meant not never.

Yet meant possibility.

Yet meant the door was not locked.

Yet meant Viv could keep breathing without deciding what to do with all the love still sitting inside her with nowhere to go.

Yet also meant nothing.

People said yet when they could not bear to say no.

Viv read the message until the words lost shape.

Then, for the first time in two months, she typed.

Viv:
It has been eight months.
She stopped.

Her thumb hovered.

Deleted it.

Typed again.

Viv:
I hope you’re safe.
Deleted it.

Typed again.

Viv:
I still love you.
She stared at that one the longest.

Then deleted it too.

She locked the phone and set it face down.

The sky darkened.

Windows across the city lit one by one.

Behind her, inside the apartment, the studio door was half open.

The covered portrait waited.

The new canvases waited.

The life she had not chosen but still had to live waited.

Viv stood and walked to the railing.

The city air was heavy and warm.

Somewhere far below, someone laughed.

Someone yelled.

Someone loved someone badly.

Someone left.

Someone came home.

Viv gripped the railing and let the night settle around her.

Eight months since Iris left.

Four months since the last message.

One day at a time was for recovery, Shay always said.

But Viv had learned grief used the same calendar.

One day.

Then another.

Then another.

Until eventually a life formed around the missing thing.

Not healed.

Not whole.

Not even close.

But standing.

Viv looked out at New York and whispered into the thick summer dark, “I’m still here.”

No one answered.

Not Iris.

Not the city.

Not the version of herself who had once believed love meant keeping everyone.

Only Charles meowed behind her, impatient and alive.

Viv turned back toward the apartment.

Toward the studio.

Toward the phone.

Toward the life that had not waited for her permission to continue.

And because there was nothing else to do, she went inside.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: When Yet Becomes Never
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Two months later, Iris called.

Not texted.

Called.

Viv almost didn’t answer because she did not recognize the number.

She was in the studio, standing barefoot in front of a canvas she had been pretending to understand for three days. The painting was mostly white space and one thin dark line that cut through the center like a horizon that had given up.

Charles was asleep on a drop cloth near the window.

Outside, October had made New York look cleaner than it was.

The phone buzzed on the worktable.

Unknown number.

Viv looked at it.

Then away.

Then back.

Her body knew before she did.

Some terrible instinct.

Some old animal part of her that had spent ten months listening for a door that never opened.

The phone kept buzzing.

Viv wiped paint on her jeans and picked it up.

“Hello?”

For one second, there was only static.

Then breathing.

Then:

“Viv.”

The brush slipped out of Viv’s hand.

It hit the floor without drama.

A small sound.

Almost nothing.

Everything.

Viv stopped breathing.

Iris.

Her name sounded different through the phone.

Farther away.

Not just because of distance.

Because time had gotten between them and learned how to speak.

Viv gripped the edge of the worktable.

“Iris?”

A quiet exhale.

“Yeah.”

Viv closed her eyes.

Every version of herself moved at once.

The one at the bookstore window.

The one reading the message in the grocery store.

The one sitting on the balcony.

The one who still slept on one side of the bed.

The one who had not taken off the ring.

The one who had typed I still love you and deleted it.

All of them rose in her chest so fast she could not tell if she was relieved or terrified.

“Are you okay?” Viv asked.

It was the only sentence she could find.

Iris laughed softly.

Not happy.

Not bitter.

Tired.

“I’m okay.”

Viv’s knees almost gave out.

She sat on the stool behind her.

“Where are you?”

Silence.

Viv’s throat tightened.

“I’m sorry. You said not to ask. I just—”

“I’m in Oregon.”

Viv went still.

Oregon.

A real place.

A shape on a map.

A coastline.

Rain.

Roads.

Hotels.

Coffee shops.

Iris had become something geographical while Viv had stayed in the same apartment trying to survive the furniture.

“Oregon,” Viv repeated.

“Yeah.”

“Are you safe?”

“I’m safe.”

Viv pressed one hand over her mouth.

For months, safety had been the only thing Iris gave her.

Now hearing it aloud nearly broke her.

“Okay,” Viv whispered. “Okay.”

Charles lifted his head, disturbed by the shift in the air.

Viv stared at him like he might know what to do.

He did not.

He was a cat.

His entire skill set involved judgment and selective affection.

“I got a new phone,” Iris said.

Viv laughed once, shakily.

“I noticed.”

“I didn’t want to call from my old number.”

The sentence landed strangely.

Viv frowned.

“Why?”

Another silence.

Longer this time.

Viv heard something in the background.

Wind maybe.

A car passing.

A door closing.

Iris was somewhere.

Some real somewhere.

Not in Viv’s imagination.

Not in a message.

Alive.

Breathing.

Choosing every word.

“I needed to be sure I meant it,” Iris said.

Viv’s stomach turned cold.

“Meant what?”

Iris did not answer immediately.

Viv stood again because sitting suddenly felt impossible.

“Iris.”

“I’m not coming back.”

The studio disappeared.

No.

Not disappeared.

It stayed exactly the same, which was worse.

The canvas.

The window.

The drop cloth.

The brush on the floor.

Charles.

The covered portrait facing the wall.

The world did not crack open.

The ceiling did not fall.

The phone did not burst into flame.

Iris simply said the thing Viv had spent ten months building altars against.

I’m not coming back.

Viv’s mouth opened.

Nothing came out.

Iris’s voice shook.

“I’m sorry.”

Viv laughed.

A terrible sound.

Not a laugh.

A physical rejection of the sentence.

“No.”

Iris was quiet.

Viv shook her head even though Iris could not see.

“No.”

“Viv—”

“No.”

“I needed to tell you.”

“No, you needed to come home.”

The words came too fast now.

Too sharp.

Too late.

Viv started pacing.

“You needed to come home and have the conversation in the apartment you left. You needed to come home and look me in the face and tell me. You don’t get to call from Oregon on a number I don’t know and say that like—”

Her voice broke.

“Like you’re canceling an appointment.”

Iris inhaled shakily.

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I know this is awful.”

“No, Iris, awful is when your flight gets delayed. Awful is when Charles throws up on a rug. This is—”

Viv stopped.

There was no word big enough.

That made her angrier.

Language failing felt like another betrayal.

“This is cruel.”

Iris cried then.

Viv could hear it.

A small break in the breathing.

A quiet sound she knew too well.

The part of Viv that loved her wanted to soften immediately.

The part of Viv that had been waiting for ten months stood in front of that softness with a knife.

“I’m sorry,” Iris whispered.

Viv pressed the phone tighter to her ear.

“Stop saying that.”

“I don’t know what else to say.”

“Say you’re coming back.”

“I can’t.”

“Say you’ll visit.”

“I don’t think I should.”

Viv went still.

That sentence was worse.

Not coming back could mean to the apartment.

To New York.

To the bookstore.

To the version of their life that had broken.

But not visiting?

Not seeing her?

Not even standing in the same room?

Viv’s voice dropped.

“You don’t think you should see me?”

Iris cried harder.

“I think if I see you, I won’t leave again.”

Viv’s chest caved.

“Then don’t.”

The words came out small.

Not angry.

Not proud.

Not even dignified.

Just desperate.

“Iris, then don’t leave again.”

There was a silence so long Viv thought the call had dropped.

Then Iris said, “That’s why I can’t see you.”

Viv closed her eyes.

The room tilted.

She grabbed the edge of the table again.

“You still love me.”

“Yes.”

“Then come home.”

“I love you,” Iris said, voice breaking. “But I can’t live in that love anymore.”

Viv made a sound.

A wounded, humiliating sound.

Iris kept talking, because maybe she had to or she would never say it.

“I kept thinking time would make it clearer. That I would wake up one morning and know how to come back. Or know how to forgive everything. Or know how to marry you without feeling like there was a room in your heart I had to keep walking past.”

Viv shook her head.

“It wasn’t like that.”

“It was.”

“No.”

“It was, Viv.”

The firmness in Iris’s voice stunned her.

Viv went silent.

Iris sniffed.

“I know you loved me. I know you still do. I have never doubted that.”

“Then why isn’t it enough?”

The question came out like a child’s.

Iris answered like it hurt her.

“Because being loved by you started to feel like being chosen and not chosen at the same time.”

Viv put a hand over her chest.

As if she could hold herself together physically.

As if ribs had ever been good at that.

“I chose you.”

“I know you wanted to.”

“I did.”

“You wanted to,” Iris said again, softer. “And maybe part of you did. But another part of you was always looking backward.”

Viv’s eyes burned.

“That’s not fair.”

“I know.”

“Then why say it?”

“Because it’s true.”

Viv laughed bitterly.

“There it is again. Truth. Everyone’s favorite weapon.”

Iris went quiet.

Viv wiped her face with the heel of her hand.

“I waited.”

“I know.”

“Ten months.”

“I know.”

“I kept your chair.”

“I know.”

“I kept the ring on.”

Iris started crying again.

Viv looked down at her hand.

The ring was still there.

Green stone.

Small.

Beautiful.

Cruel.

“I didn’t take it off,” Viv whispered.

“I know.”

“You don’t know. You weren’t here.”

Iris did not argue.

That made it worse.

Viv looked toward the studio door.

The portrait waited under its sheet.

A wedding present for a wedding that now had nowhere to go.

“I painted you.”

Iris went quiet.

Viv’s voice shook.

“I made you a wedding present. I painted you. I kept it covered after you left because I couldn’t look at it and I couldn’t destroy it and I couldn’t send it to you because I didn’t know where you were.”

Iris whispered, “Viv.”

“No. You don’t get to say my name softly.”

Iris went silent.

Viv’s anger returned in a wave.

Hot.

Thank God.

Better than begging.

“Do you know what you did to me?”

“I know I hurt you.”

“No. You left me in a life with no ending.”

Iris inhaled sharply.

Viv kept going.

“You left and said you were safe. Then you said you needed time. Then you said you were driving across the country. Then nothing. Nothing. And I had to live inside the nothing.”

“I didn’t know how to talk to you.”

“Then you should have said that.”

“I did.”

“No,” Viv snapped. “You disappeared poetically and called it needing space.”

Iris was quiet.

Viv knew it was cruel.

She said it anyway.

“I’m sorry,” Iris said.

Viv laughed again.

“If you say that one more time, I’m hanging up.”

Iris went silent.

For a moment, the only sound was Viv breathing too hard.

Then Iris said, “I’m not coming back because if I do, I will keep loving you in a way that makes me forget myself.”

Viv froze.

Iris continued, voice trembling but clear.

“I did that before. With grief. With Mae. With the store. With you. I kept staying because staying felt noble. Because leaving felt cruel. Because loving people felt like proof that I was good. And then one day I looked around and I didn’t know which parts of my life were mine anymore.”

Viv’s anger flickered.

Not gone.

Never gone.

But interrupted.

“Iris...”

“I left badly,” Iris said. “I know I did. I left in the worst way. I will carry that. But I also think if I had stayed one more day, I would have stayed forever for the wrong reasons.”

Viv sank onto the floor.

Not gracefully.

Just down.

The phone stayed pressed to her ear.

Charles stood and walked over, sniffing her knee.

Viv pushed him away gently.

He stayed anyway.

“I would have fixed it,” Viv whispered.

Iris cried softly.

“That’s the problem. I don’t think it was something you could fix for me.”

Viv closed her eyes.

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“Don’t say that if you’re leaving.”

“I can love you and leave.”

“No.”

“Viv.”

“No. You don’t get both.”

The sentence came out before she could stop it.

Maybe she meant it.

Maybe she didn’t.

Maybe she wanted to hurt Iris because Iris was hurting her and pain had to go somewhere.

Iris absorbed it.

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t. You keep understanding. You keep being calm and kind and far away, and I’m here with your empty side of the bed and your portrait and your cat, who is technically Mae’s cat but somehow became everyone’s emotional support demon, and I don’t know what to do.”

Charles meowed.

Viv laughed through tears.

“See? Even he thinks this is absurd.”

Iris made a sound that almost became a laugh and then broke.

“Is he okay?”

Viv looked at Charles.

He was sitting on her foot now.

Possessive.

Annoyed.

Alive.

“He
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