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Chapter 1: The Empty Chair

	The fork scraped once against the dinner plate before Viviana Melendez caught herself doing it and stopped.

	Across from her, Nikolas’s chair sat pushed back at an angle, one boot-length from the table, exactly how he had left it two mornings ago when he’d come home early enough to drink coffee but not early enough to answer questions. A crescent of dried mud clung to the chair leg. She had not wiped it off. She could have. She had walked past it seventeen times with a damp cloth in her hand.

	The rice had gone thick and sticky in the pot. The chicken thighs, browned with garlic and lime because Nikolas liked the skin crisp, sat under foil on the stove. She had plated one serving for herself, one smaller plate for Alayah, and one full plate she had covered and set aside out of habit before she remembered habit was not the same thing as hope.

	“Mom,” Alayah said from the other end of the table, her colored pencil moving in short, furious lines. “Do horses have eyelashes?”

	Viviana looked down at the paper spread beside Alayah’s plate. The horse had a purple mane, green hooves, and an expression that suggested it had somewhere better to be.

	“They do,” Viviana said. “Long ones.”

	“Longer than yours?”

	“Probably. Horses like drama.”

	Alayah considered that, then pressed the black pencil harder against the page. Her tongue poked into her cheek while she worked. She had Nikolas’s concentration when she drew, the same complete disappearance into whatever her hands were doing. It used to make Viviana smile every time. Tonight it made her stare too long.

	“Daddy said he would show me how to draw the motorcycle tire,” Alayah said. “Because mine looks like a donut.”

	Viviana lifted her water glass and took a small drink. The glass smelled faintly of dish soap because the dishwasher had been leaving a film again and Nikolas kept saying he would pull it out on Saturday to check the line.

	“He probably forgot, baby.”

	“He forgets dinner too.”

	There it was. No accusation in it. Not yet. Just a child setting one fact beside another and waiting to be told what the shape meant.

	Viviana reached for the foil on the stove and tucked it tighter around the untouched plate. “Sometimes grown-ups get busy.”

	Alayah’s pencil stopped. “Every night?”

	The refrigerator kicked on with a dull rattle. Outside, a truck rolled down Birch Street, tires hissing over wet pavement, bass thumping through closed windows. Redfield always sounded tired after dark. The old mill siren had stopped six years ago, but people still seemed to move by its memory, leaving houses before dawn, coming home with shoulders rounded under disappointment, finding noise wherever they could.

	“Not every night,” Viviana said.

	Alayah looked at Nikolas’s chair.

	Viviana looked too.

	The chair was plain oak, bought secondhand from a church rummage sale the year they moved in. Nikolas had sanded it in the driveway with his shirt off and his hair tied back, sawdust clinging to the tattoos on his forearm. He had made a joke about building her a palace one salvaged chair at a time. She had laughed so hard she dropped the paintbrush. Back then, he had still come home with grease under his nails and stories he wanted to tell her. Back then, the Scorched Earth MC had been a place he visited, not a place that kept him.

	“Eat three more bites,” Viviana said, because there were only so many honest answers a seven-year-old should have to hold at one table.

	Alayah groaned but obeyed, dragging rice through sauce with the edge of her fork. Viviana opened her laptop beside the saltshaker and clicked on the email from Colby Weber, the high school principal. The subject line read COMMUNITY ART SHOW FINAL DEADLINE. She had already read it twice during lunch and once in the school parking lot before driving home. The district wanted the participating teachers to submit final student names by Friday. The old hardware store on Main had been donated for the exhibition, assuming no one complained about the cracked front windows or the smell of dust in the back room.

	Viviana typed three names, erased one after remembering the student had missed two weeks, typed it again because absence did not mean the work mattered less, and checked the volunteer list. Sage Monroe had signed up for setup, takedown, and “emotional crisis snack support,” which Viviana had told her was not an official category.

	Her phone buzzed beside the laptop.

	Not Nikolas.

	Sage: You alive? If not, text 1 for wine, 2 for shovel, 3 for both.

	Viviana huffed through her nose, almost a laugh. Alayah glanced up.

	“What?”

	“Miss Monroe being ridiculous.”

	“She always wears earrings shaped like food.”

	“That is one of her gifts.”

	Viviana typed back: Alive. No shovel.

	Sage answered within seconds: Wine then. He home?

	Viviana put the phone facedown.

	The house had its evening smells. Garlic cooling on the stove. Tempera paint from the plastic tub near the back door. Alayah’s strawberry shampoo. Under it, if Viviana let herself notice, the faint old trace of motor oil embedded in the laundry room where Nikolas tossed his work jeans. That smell had once meant home to her. Not softness exactly. Nikolas had never been soft in the easy ways. But it had meant arrival. A key in the lock. Boots kicked off. His hand finding the back of her neck while he kissed her temple, not because he was trying to start anything, just because touching her had been part of walking through the door.

	Now the same smell stayed even when he didn’t.

	Alayah finished dinner, abandoned the horse with its new lashes, and carried her plate to the sink. She left rice on the floor. Viviana stepped over it instead of sweeping.

	“Bath,” Viviana said.

	“Can I wait for Daddy?”

	The question landed in the kitchen without raising its voice.

	Viviana closed the laptop. “It’s a school night.”

	“He said yesterday maybe he’d come before bedtime.”

	Maybe. Nikolas had become a man of maybes. Maybe he would be back by dinner. Maybe church on Sunday at her mother’s old parish, though he had not gone in months. Maybe they would take Alayah to the coast before school started again. Maybe he would fix the dishwasher, the porch step, the leaking gutter, the silence he kept bringing home and setting between them like another piece of furniture.

	“If he gets here before you fall asleep, I’ll send him in,” Viviana said.

	That answer satisfied neither of them, but Alayah slid off the chair and gathered her pencils into the tin. She gave Nikolas’s chair one more look before leaving the room.

	Viviana sat still until she heard the bathroom faucet squeal. Then she got up and scraped Nikolas’s dinner into a glass container. She did it carefully, keeping the chicken skin on top so it would not go soft in the sauce. Her mother would have called that love. Sage would have called it evidence. Viviana had no name for it tonight.

	At nine, she tucked Alayah in beneath the quilt with yellow horses. At nine-thirty, she graded sophomore sketchbook assignments at the kitchen table. At ten-fifteen, she rinsed the plates and loaded the dishwasher even though it needed repair. At eleven, she took Nikolas’s container from the counter and put it in the refrigerator beside the other two.

	Three dinners in glass containers. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday. She should throw Monday out.

	She did not.

	At twelve-oh-seven, headlights swept across the kitchen wall.

	Viviana did not move from the table. Her sketchbook lay open now, the thick paper yellow under the overhead light. She had told herself she was only checking the binding because some of her students needed to see how an artist kept rough work. That was the kind of lie she still permitted herself, small and private and hurting no one.

	The front door opened with the careful turn of a key. Nikolas stepped inside and paused on the mat.

	He was too large for quiet, though he tried. His leather cut creaked when he moved. Rain dotted his shoulders. His dark hair was damp at the ends, curling near his neck, and the beard he kept trimmed close had grown rough since Monday. He smelled like cold air, cigarette smoke that was not his brand, whiskey, and the clubhouse, that sour mix of spilled beer, old wood, engine heat, and men who thought volume was the same thing as being alive.

	“Vivi,” he said.

	She hated that her body still noticed his voice before her mind approved. One low word, worn at the edges, and some stupid part of her remembered him standing in the maternity ward with Alayah bundled in his arms, whispering that same name because he was too overwhelmed to say anything else.

	“You eat?” she asked.

	He looked toward the stove. “At the club.”

	Of course.

	Viviana picked up her pencil. “Alayah waited for you.”

	Nikolas’s gaze moved toward the hallway. A muscle shifted in his cheek, gone as quickly as it came. “She asleep?”

	“It’s after midnight.”

	“I know.”

	“Do you?”

	He rubbed one hand over the back of his neck. Grease darkened the crease beside his thumb. There was a small red mark near his wrist, a scrape maybe, or a burn from the shop. Once, she would have stood up to look at it. Once, he would have let her.

	“Had business,” he said.

	“Club business.”

	He did not answer fast enough.

	The pencil point snapped under her hand. The sound was tiny. Embarrassing, almost. She looked down at the broken graphite on the page and brushed it aside with her fingertip.

	Nikolas took one step closer. “Don’t start tonight.”

	She gave a small nod, though not because she agreed. Because the sentence was useful. It told her where he thought they were. It told her he still believed the problem was her starting something, not him ending pieces of them without discussion.

	“I wasn’t planning to,” she said.

	His eyes held hers for a few seconds. Dark brown. Tired. Bloodshot at the edges. Beautiful in the way a familiar road could still be beautiful after it had taken you somewhere you did not want to go.

	“I’m gonna shower,” he said.

	“There’s dinner in the fridge.”

	“I said I ate.”

	“I heard you.”

	He stood there another moment, waiting for the fight to take the shape he knew how to handle. Raised voice. Slammed cabinet. Accusation he could deny or absorb while saying nothing. Viviana looked back at the sketchbook instead.

	Nikolas walked down the hall.

	The shower came on. Pipes knocked inside the wall, three hard taps, then the rush of water. Viviana sat under the kitchen light and listened. The house changed when he was inside it. Even estranged from her, even hidden behind the bathroom door, he altered the air. His boots by the mat. His keys in the bowl. His cut hanging over the back of the chair like proof that part of him knew where he belonged.

	No. Not proof.

	Evidence could lie when you wanted it badly enough.

	Viviana turned the page in her sketchbook. Her students were always afraid of empty space. They wanted to fill every corner, shade every margin, press color into paper until nothing quiet remained. She spent half her teaching life saying the same thing in different ways. Let the blank part speak. Leave room for what is missing. Do not make the viewer work too hard to understand what you were afraid to draw.

	She set the pencil to the page.

	First, the table. Not perfect. A little uneven, the way it really was, with the nick near the edge from when Nikolas had dropped a wrench he promised he had not brought inside. Then the chair opposite hers. She drew the back slat, the scuffed seat, the muddy leg. She did not draw Nikolas in it.

	The shower shut off.

	She added a woman across from the chair. Not a self-portrait, not exactly. The woman’s shoulders were square. Her hands were folded neatly beside a plate gone cold. Her face was turned toward the empty seat with the concentration of someone trying to make absence confess.

	The bathroom door opened. Nikolas moved in the hall, quieter now, barefoot. He did not come back into the kitchen. A bedroom drawer slid open, then closed. His phone vibrated once on the counter where he had left it beside his keys.

	Viviana’s pencil stopped.

	She did not mean to look. That was what she would tell herself first. The phone was faceup. The screen lit the bowl of keys, the cracked tile behind it, the edge of his wedding ring where his hand had knocked it sideways when he came in.

	ALANA ESCOBAR.

	No message preview. Just the name.

	The water in the pipes gave one last tick inside the wall.

	Viviana stared until the screen went black. Then she lowered her pencil to the bottom of the page and wrote, carefully, because messy handwriting made it easier to pretend a thought had slipped out by accident.

	A chair can be full of absence.

	From the bedroom, Nikolas called her name again.

	Viviana closed the sketchbook before he could walk in and see what she had drawn.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: Two Coffees in the Rain

	“Vivi?”

	Nikolas stood in the bedroom doorway with a towel low around his hips and another in his hand, rubbing at his wet hair like the world had not just put another woman’s name on his phone in the kitchen. A line of water tracked down the side of his neck and disappeared beneath the black ink across his collarbone. She kept her palm flat on the sketchbook cover.

	“What?” she asked.

	He looked past her to the table, to the clean plate she had never filled for him, to the bowl of keys near his phone. “You coming to bed?”

	The question was so ordinary it scraped worse than accusation would have. Coming to bed. As though the bed had not grown wide enough for his silence to lie between them. As though he had not taught her, night after night, how much space one man could take up while being absent.

	“I have work to finish.”

	“It’s after midnight.”

	“That bothered you tonight?”

	He stopped drying his hair.

	Viviana watched him do the calculation. Whether to apologize. Whether to ask what she meant. Whether to walk over and kiss her temple the way he used to when he wanted a disagreement to become something softer before it became something true.

	He chose none of it.

	“I’ll leave the hall light on,” he said.

	“Don’t.”

	Nikolas’s fingers tightened around the towel, but he only nodded once and went back down the hall. A minute later, the bedroom door remained open. He never closed it when they were fighting. He liked exits visible. He liked to leave himself a way back in without asking.

	Viviana waited until the mattress creaked under his weight. Then she reached for his phone.

	Her hand hovered above it for one second, close enough that the screen sensed her and brightened again. No new message. No preview. Just the old call log, the time, the date, and the name that had already said enough.

	She did not touch it.

	In the morning, Nikolas was gone before the coffee finished dripping.

	He had left his mug in the sink with a brown ring at the bottom, his boots missing from the mat, and the chair still angled away from the table. Viviana stood in the kitchen in her school clothes, black slacks and a green cardigan with paint at one cuff, and listened to Alayah argue with her toothbrush in the bathroom.

	“Mom, the mint is spicy.”

	“Brush anyway.”

	“It hurts my tongue.”

	“Your tongue is dramatic.”

	Alayah appeared in the doorway with foam at one corner of her mouth. “Are you mad?”

	Viviana closed the dishwasher even though she had not loaded it. “At the toothbrush?”

	“At Daddy.”

	That was the trouble with children. Adults could spend years learning how to lie with tone and timing and loaded dishwashers. Children stood in a doorway with toothpaste on their chin and went straight to the bruise.

	“I’m not mad at you,” Viviana said.

	“I didn’t ask that.”

	“No,” Viviana said, softer. “You didn’t.”

	Alayah studied her with Nikolas’s dark eyes and Viviana’s stubborn chin. “Is Daddy coming to my school thing?”

	“The art exhibition isn’t until next week.”

	“But is he?”

	Viviana picked up a paper towel and wiped the toothpaste from Alayah’s face. “I’ll remind him.”

	That was not an answer. Alayah knew it. Viviana knew she knew.

	At Redfield High, the art room smelled like wet cardboard, pencil shavings, and the cheap acrylic paint the district bought in gallon jugs because no one in purchasing cared that yellow turned muddy when students tried to mix skin tones. Viviana unlocked the supply cabinet, counted mat boards, and made a note on the back of her hand because the sticky notes had disappeared again.

	Outside the windows, the parking lot held shallow puddles and teenagers moving under hoodies, half-asleep, dragging backpacks through the wet. The old hardware store across town still needed sweeping before they could hang the show. Half her seniors had volunteered for setup because she had promised pizza. The other half had volunteered because Sage Monroe had threatened to make them write reflection paragraphs if they did not.

	Viviana could handle cracked windows, missing forms, budget emails, and seniors who thought “artist statement” meant “I made this because I had to.” She knew how to coax a student into trying again without making failure feel permanent. She knew which kid needed praise, which needed a deadline, and which needed to stand at the sink washing brushes for five minutes before admitting he had not eaten breakfast.

	Marriage should have had rules like that. Signs. Tools. Something more useful than waiting for a man to decide the truth was worth the discomfort.

	By third period, she had three students arguing over whether a charcoal portrait looked “too sad” and one sophomore using scissors to open a glue bottle. By lunch, Colby Weber stopped by with a clipboard and the careful expression of a principal delivering bad news in a building with thin walls.

	“The district office wants final counts today,” he said.

	Viviana capped a marker and added it to the cup by color family. “Of course they do.”

	“Also, they want to know whether any adult work is included. Community partnership language. You know how they are.”

	“I know how they are when they want credit for something they didn’t fund.”

	Colby’s mouth twitched. “I did not hear that.”

	“You heard a marker cap.”

	“I heard many marker caps.”

	She looked at the stack of student pieces drying on the back tables, at the half-mounted landscapes and self-portraits, at the small corner where her own sketchbook sat inside her tote bag like something hot. “Adult work?”

	“Optional,” he said. “Sage mentioned you had a series.”

	“Sage mentions things when she wants to live dangerously.”

	“She said it was good.”

	“Sage thinks gas station nachos are good.”

	“She thinks those are healing,” Colby said. “Different category.”

	Viviana almost smiled. It did not hold. “I’ll think about it.”

	Colby did not push. That was why she liked him. He cared about people in ways that did not require making them explain the wound before offering a bandage.

	After lunch, the rain came harder. It hit the portable classroom roof across the parking lot with a steady metallic patter, and by final bell the gutters were spilling over onto the sidewalk. Viviana stayed late to wrap the finished pieces in butcher paper for transport. She wrote student names in black marker, each letter clean and square, because some of these kids had never seen their names treated like they belonged on anything important.

	At four-twenty, she carried the first stack to her car.

	A blue pickup sat three spaces down from her old Subaru.

	Viviana noticed it because the engine was off but the wipers kept moving, slow arcs across the windshield. Someone inside had been sitting there long enough for the glass to fog at the edges. Redfield was too small not to notice an unfamiliar vehicle. It was also too small to pretend unfamiliar meant unknown.

	She shifted the wrapped artwork higher against her chest and opened her trunk.

	The driver’s door of the pickup opened.

	A woman stepped out with two gas-station coffees in a cardboard tray. She wore a denim jacket darkened by rain at the shoulders, black jeans, and boots scuffed white at the toes. Her hair was pulled back too tightly, the kind of ponytail a woman made when she had tried twice and given up on caring how it looked. She was younger than Viviana. Not dramatically, not enough to make the story simple. Late twenties, maybe. Pretty in a sharp, tired way, with cheekbones that made exhaustion look intentional until you saw her hands.

	They were shaking.

	“Viviana?” the woman said.

	Viviana closed the trunk. The stack of artwork stayed inside with all those careful student names protected from the rain.

	“Yes.”

	“I’m Alana.” The woman’s fingers flexed around the coffee tray. “Alana Escobar.”

	The world did not tilt. Nothing theatrical happened. Viviana’s feet stayed planted in the wet parking lot, the hem of her slacks absorbing water, one hand still resting on the trunk handle. A school bus hissed at the curb. A freshman laughed too loudly near the gym doors. Somewhere behind her, Sage yelled at a student not to use a skateboard on school property unless he wanted his mother called again.

	Viviana looked at the coffees.

	Alana followed her gaze. “I didn’t know what you drink.”

	“That makes sense.”

	“I almost left.”

	“You didn’t.”

	“No.”

	The rain dotted Alana’s face. She did not wipe it off. Viviana noticed that first, maybe because art teachers noticed when a person refused the obvious gesture. It meant the body had bigger instructions.

	“Is he hurt?” Viviana asked.

	Alana blinked. “What?”

	“Nikolas. If you’re here because something happened to him, say that first.”

	“No. He’s not hurt.”

	Viviana nodded once. “Then why are you at my school?”

	Alana’s throat moved around nothing. She glanced toward the building, then the parking lot, then back at Viviana. “Can we sit somewhere?”

	“No.”

	The answer came out quiet. Not rude. Not kind either.

	Alana accepted it like she had expected worse. She set one coffee on the roof of Viviana’s Subaru, but kept the other in both hands. “I’m sorry.”

	Viviana looked at her.

	“I know that doesn’t do anything,” Alana said quickly. “I know. I just don’t know where to start without saying it.”

	“Try his name.”

	Alana’s mouth compressed. She looked down into the coffee lid. “Nikolas.”

	The sound of it in Alana’s voice was the first thing that reached Viviana’s hands. Not the confirmation. Not the fear. The intimacy. Alana did not say his name the way a stranger did. She said it like it had been used late at night, in low rooms, near bar taps and back doors and choices Viviana had not been invited to witness.

	“How long?” Viviana asked.

	Alana’s knuckles whitened around the cup. “Six months.”

	A student’s car backfired near the exit. Viviana did not flinch. She counted backward without meaning to. Six months reached into spring, past Alayah’s birthday, past the week Nikolas had missed two parent-teacher nights because of club trouble, past the Sunday
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