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Elise

The coffee had gone cold twenty minutes ago. I knew this because I'd been staring at the way the steam used to rise from it, the way it had slowly stopped, the way the surface had developed that oily sheen that happens when coffee sits too long in a ceramic mug. It was black coffee. No sugar, no cream. The kind of coffee that tastes like punishment. The kind I'd been drinking for three years because it was the only thing I could still feel.

"You're gonna stare at that coffee 'til it gets cold, honey," Rosa said, sliding past my booth with a tray of plates balanced on her shoulder. She'd been working the night shift at Moonlight Diner for as long as I'd been working at The Last Page downstairs, which meant we knew each other in the way that people who work while the world sleeps know each other. Not friends. Witnesses.

"It already is cold," I said.

Rosa stopped. She had this way of stopping that made you feel like you were taking up too much space in her universe, even when the diner was empty at 2 AM. "Then why ain't you drinking it?"

"I'm considering the temperature," I said. "It's a meditation."

"Uh-huh." She set down her tray. Leaned against the vinyl seat across from me. Rosa was sixty-something, with hair dyed an aggressive red that had started to fade at the roots, and she had the kind of face that looked like it had seen every possible version of human suffering and had decided to keep serving pie anyway. "You been coming here three years, Elise. Never seen you drink that coffee hot, never seen you drink it cold. Just seen you looking at it like it owes you money."

I didn't have a response to that. I didn't have responses to much anymore. That was the problem with being someone who used to make things—used to turn nothing into something, used to find the color in gray afternoons—and then stopping. You lost the words too. You lost the syntax of wanting.

"You working tonight?" Rosa asked.

"Downstairs. Ten to six."

"And before that?"

"Before that I was asleep."

"And before that?"

I looked at her. She looked back. The fluorescent lights buzzed above us, that particular diner frequency that sounded like insects dying slowly.

"Three years," I said. It wasn't an answer, but it was the only thing I had.

Rosa reached into her apron pocket. Pulled out a flyer. Pushed it across the table. It was printed on that yellow paper that meant either missing cat or community announcement, and it had that particular look of something that had been designed in Microsoft Word by someone who cared more about content than aesthetics.

"Support group," she said. "Meets Tuesdays. Community center on Fifth. Basement level."

I didn't touch the flyer. "I'm not—"

"I didn't say you were anything." Rosa straightened up. Picked up her tray. "I said it meets Tuesdays. I said basement level. I didn't say you were anything at all."

She walked away. I sat there with my cold coffee and the flyer and the weight of three years pressing down on my chest like a hand. I used to paint. I used to wake up at 5 AM because I had to, because there was something inside me that needed to get out, that needed color and texture and form. I used to believe that making things was the same as being alive.

Then Liam died.

Then I stopped.

The flyer said: "Survivors of Suicide Loss and Support." It said Tuesdays at 7 PM. It said no commitment necessary, just show up. It had a phone number at the bottom that looked like it had been added as an afterthought, squeezed into the margin.

I folded it into my pocket. I finished my shift at The Last Page—restocking the poetry section that nobody bought from, reading the same Rilke poems I'd read a hundred times, wondering if the customers could tell that I was a person who had forgotten how to want things. I went home to my apartment above the store, the one with Liam's pictures on the wall and my canvases turned to the corner and the gray light that came through the window at dawn.

I didn't sleep. I lay in bed and listened to the city breathe around me, the way it kept going even when you didn't want it to, the way it was indifferent to whether you participated or not.

Tuesday came. I put on a gray sweater. I put on jeans that didn't fit quite right anymore because I'd lost weight in that slow, imperceptible way that happens when you stop caring about food. I walked to the community center on Fifth, and I stopped three times.

First time: outside the bookstore, looking back at the stairs to my apartment, thinking I could just go back to bed, just keep not sleeping, just keep existing in the space between waking and dreaming where nothing was required of me.

Second time: at the corner of Fifth and Main, where the streetlight was broken and the dark felt like a warning, like the universe was giving me a chance to turn around, to not do this thing that I wasn't even sure I was allowed to do.

Third time: at the door of the community center, which was beige. Of course it was beige. Everything about this was beige. The building looked like it housed despair on purpose. Beige brick, beige door, beige sign that said "Community Services" in a font that suggested bureaucratic competence rather than human warmth.

I went inside.

The basement was down a flight of stairs that smelled like mildew and industrial cleaner. The walls were that particular shade of institutional green that exists nowhere in nature. There was a water fountain that hummed too loud. There were folding chairs arranged in a circle, and people were already sitting in them, and they all looked like me—not physically, but in the way they held themselves, the way they took up space carefully, like they weren't sure they deserved it.

I sat in the chair closest to the door. The exit. The escape.

The group leader was a woman named Patricia, according to the name tag she wore on her cardigan. She had the kind of face that suggested she'd been doing this for a long time and hadn't lost her compassion yet, which seemed either miraculous or suspicious.

"Welcome," she said. "If you're new, you don't have to share. You can just listen. You can leave anytime. This is a space for whatever you're carrying."

I didn't look at the other people. I looked at my hands, at the paint stains that had faded from my fingernails over three years, at the calluses that had softened, at the evidence that I used to be someone who made things.

"We'll start with check-ins," Patricia said. "Name, and where you are today. On a scale of one to ten. One being... you know. Ten being present and hopeful."

The man across from me went first. He was maybe fifty, with the kind of weathered face that suggested outdoor work, and he said his name was Marcus and he was a six, which seemed impossibly high to me. A woman named Jennifer said she was a four. Another man, younger, said he was a two, and his voice shook when he said it.

Then it was my turn. Patricia looked at me. Everyone looked at me. The weight of their attention was physical, a pressure on my sternum.

"Elise," I said. My voice sounded strange in my ears, like it was coming from underwater. "I'm... I'm here because I used to be someone who made things. Now I'm someone who... doesn't."

I stopped. Swallowed. The room was very quiet.

"And the number?" Patricia asked gently.

"I don't know," I said. "I don't know how to measure anymore. Everything feels like the same flat line."

"That's okay," Patricia said. "You don't have to know. You showed up. That's something."

The check-in continued. I tuned out, retreated into the space behind my eyes where I used to see colors, compositions, the way light fell across a face. Now there was just gray. Gray like the sweater I was wearing. Gray like the walls. Gray like the coffee I'd left sitting on the table at Moonlight Diner.

Then he spoke.

"I used to be fast," he said.

I looked up.

He was sitting two chairs to my left, and I didn't know how I hadn't seen him before, except that I hadn't been looking, except that I'd trained myself not to look at people because looking meant connection and connection meant eventual loss. He was tall, even sitting down, with the kind of shoulders that suggested he'd been an athlete once, the kind of posture that suggested he was trying to make himself smaller now. Dark hair, cropped short. Hands that were curled around his coffee cup like it was armor.

"My name is Jonah," he said. "And I'm a three. Maybe a two. I used to be fast, and now I'm... this."

He didn't elaborate. He didn't need to. I could see it in the way he held himself, the careful way he was sitting, like any movement might cost him something. I could see it in the exhaustion in his eyes, the particular kind of exhaustion that comes from fighting a war inside your own body.

Our eyes met.

I don't know how to describe what happened in that moment, except that it was recognition. Not romantic, not yet, not that simple. It was the recognition of equal devastation. It was seeing someone else who was drowning and realizing that you were both in the same ocean.

The group continued. I didn't hear any of it. I was watching Jonah, the way he didn't look away from me, the way he seemed to be seeing something that nobody else had seen in three years. Or maybe I was projecting. Maybe I was desperate for connection and manufacturing meaning. Maybe—

The group ended. People stood up, put on coats, murmured polite nothings to each other. I stayed in my chair. Jonah stayed in his. We were the last two there, and Patricia was cleaning up, and she didn't rush us, just moved around us with the quiet competence of someone who had learned that some things can't be hurried.

"You're an artist," Jonah said. It wasn't a question.

"I was."

"What happened?"

I looked at him. He was still holding his coffee cup, still curled around it like protection, but his eyes were steady on mine. He had the kind of eyes that made you feel like you could tell the truth, even when the truth was ugly.

"My brother," I said. "He died. Three years ago. And I... I stopped being able to see color. Everything went gray."

Jonah nodded. Like this made sense. Like this was a reasonable response to grief, rather than a failure of character.

"I stopped being able to swim," he said. "My body... stopped cooperating. I was an athlete. That's all I was. And now I'm... I don't know what I am now."

We sat there in the beige basement with the fluorescent lights buzzing, two people who had lost the thing that made them themselves, and I felt something that I hadn't felt in three years. Not hope, exactly. Something more tentative than that. Something like the possibility of being understood.

"Do you want to get out of here?" Jonah asked.

I should have said no. I should have gone home to my apartment with Liam's pictures on the wall and my canvases turned to the corner. I should have kept being safe, kept being numb, kept not wanting things.

"Yes," I said.

We climbed the stairs. The night air hit my face like a
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