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The Still Here Chronicles Series

If you or someone you know is struggling, the Veterans Crisis Line is available 24/7.

Dial 988, then press 1. Or text 838255.

––––––––
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For 22+ a day.

For everyone who called and didn't get an answer.

And for everyone who answered.

Author's Note on Title

"What Remains" speaks to the heart of this book — what loss leaves behind, the shape a person leaves in the world, and the obligation it creates in those still standing.

It also speaks to what gets built in the after. The relationships, the purpose, the choice to keep going and to bring someone else along when you do.

Ramos remains. So does everything Preston does because of him.
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Chapter 1: Still
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The game ended an hour ago.

Preston is still watching the television.

Not really watching. Looking at it. The way you look at a fire when the fire isn't what you're actually thinking about. The screen changes. Commercials. A late show. Something else. He doesn't move to change it.

The apartment is quiet the way apartments are quiet when you live alone and chose that specifically, because it seemed like what you needed. No one to explain yourself to. No one to read your face and ask what's wrong. Just the television and the couch and the leftover Chinese food he stopped eating two hours ago.

He has an eight o'clock class tomorrow.

He'll be awake before six regardless.

That's not something he chose. That's just what happens now.

He poured a glass of water at some point and didn't drink it. It's on the coffee table. The ice has long melted. He looks at it and tries to remember why he poured it.

Doesn't matter.

This is normal. He tells himself that the way he tells himself most things — quietly, without a lot of conviction, in the hope that repetition does the job that belief hasn't managed yet.

You're home.

You're okay.

This is normal.

He found the apartment six months ago. Third floor, back corner, two exits, which wasn't why he chose it — he tells himself that — but also wasn't a coincidence. The lease was month to month. The landlord hadn't asked many questions. The neighborhood was close enough to campus that he could walk, which mattered because some mornings getting in a car felt like too many decisions.

He'd done three semesters now. History and Political Science. He'd chosen history because it was the study of what people did under pressure, which felt relevant. He'd added political science because someone had to try to understand how the decisions got made that sent people like him to the places they went.

He didn't have a plan beyond the degree. He knew that was supposed to bother him. It didn't, exactly. He was still working on the prior problem, which was figuring out how to be a person who had a future at all, before he started filling the future in.

Progress. That's what the campus counselor had called it. That was the word she'd used in October, in her office with the plants that were either thriving or plastic — he'd never been close enough to check. Progress. He'd nodded. He'd scheduled the follow-up appointment and then not gone.

The plants were probably plastic.

He reaches for the glass of water. Drinks it. It's room temperature and tastes like the inside of the apartment, which is fine. It's not bad here. He's slept in places with sand in everything, in vehicles that hadn't been designed for sleeping, on cots in buildings held together by prayers from multiple competing religions. The apartment is fine.

He is, most of the time, approximately fine.

The television keeps going.

He doesn't sleep yet.
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Chapter 2: Before
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There's a photograph on his desk that he almost didn't keep.

FOB Lindsey, 2019. He can't remember who took it. Someone with a phone who shouldn't have had a phone out. He and Ramos are sitting on the back of a vehicle, helmets off, MREs open. Ramos is mid-sentence, which he always was. His hands are up in that particular gesture he used when he was making a point he considered self-evident. Preston is looking sideways at him with the expression of a man who has heard this argument before and lost it the last three times but isn't done trying.

He almost didn't keep it because photographs are complicated. They're fixed. They show you what something was without telling you what it became, and there's a cruelty in that if you look too long.

He kept it because getting rid of it would have been worse.

Miguel Ramos was from San Antonio. One of six kids. His mother cooked everything from scratch, which he talked about the way other people talked about national parks or good music — with the specific reverence of someone who understood they'd been given something not everyone gets. His grandmother had a garden. His grandmother had opinions about everything. His grandmother had been the one to hand him the little red pepper charm and tell him in Spanish that if he came back without it she'd be very disappointed in him, which was her way of saying she needed him to come back.

He'd come back.

For a while.

Preston closes his notebook — the one he was supposed to be writing his chapter notes in — and turns the photograph face-down.

Not because it hurts.

Because he needs to sleep, and Ramos face-up at two in the morning is not a sleeping aid.

They had talked three weeks ago. Ramos was in San Antonio, working a job he didn't hate but didn't love either, logistics for a contractor, the specific kind of work that made sense on paper and felt hollow in the living of it. He'd been seeing someone. He wasn't sure about it. He'd asked Preston what he thought.

"I think you're asking the wrong person," Preston had said. "I haven't seen the inside of a relationship since 2017."

"That's why I'm asking you. Clean perspective."

"My perspective is that I don't know anything about women."

"Nobody does," Ramos had said. "That's not the question. The question is whether she's worth figuring out."

"Is she?"

A pause. He could hear Ramos thinking.

"Yeah," Ramos said. "I think she might be."

That was three weeks ago. He'd sounded like Ramos. Loud. Easy. Full of opinions about everything except the one thing he didn't know how to say.

Preston turns the photograph back face-up.

Ramos mid-sentence, hands up, making his point.

Preston looking at him sideways. Not quite smiling.

He leaves it face-up and goes to bed.

He doesn't sleep well.

He doesn't expect to.
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Chapter 3: The Weight of the Ordinary
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He has been home for fourteen months.

That's the number he uses when someone asks, and it sounds like a lot until you're the one living it, at which point fourteen months feels like a Tuesday that's been going on for a while. Long enough to know his way around. Not long enough to stop feeling like a guest in his own life.

He had a therapist for the first six months. Required as part of his transition plan — the VA version, which was a checklist with a warm body attached, which was better than nothing and significantly worse than useful. The therapist was fine. Not a veteran, which wasn't disqualifying on its own, but she had a way of asking him to rate his distress on a scale of one to ten that made him want to leave the room. He couldn't explain why. He just knew that whatever he was living didn't reduce to a number.

He'd stopped going in March. She'd sent a follow-up email. He hadn't replied.

He tells himself he should probably do something about that.

The degree is going okay. He chose a state school because it was in-state tuition and the GI Bill covered most of it and the campus was big enough that nobody was going to know his business. He'd been right about that. The anonymity is good. On the days it isn't good it's isolating, but he takes the trade.

He has one friend on campus. A kid named Marcus who is twenty-two and pre-law and interested in military history in the way people get interested in things they've read about. He asks good questions and doesn't press when Preston gives short answers and once bought him a beer without making it a thing, which Preston appreciated more than he said.

He talks to his mother twice a week. She asks about school. He tells her about school. She asks if he's eating. He tells her yes. She asks if he's talking to anyone. He tells her he has a friend on campus.

She doesn't ask what she actually wants to ask, which is: are you okay, really, the whole of okay, not the tactical okay that gets him through a phone call.

He doesn't answer the question she isn't asking.

This is the arrangement.

It mostly works.

He runs in the mornings. Four miles, the same route, which goes past a park and a gas station and a stretch of residential street where somebody has a dog that barks every time Preston runs by, every morning, as if Preston is new and surprising. He has started to look forward to the dog. Its consistency is reassuring.

He is building a life. He knows this. He can see the architecture of it when he looks at it from the outside — the apartment, the degree, the routine, the one friend who asks good questions. It is a reasonable life. It is the kind of life the transition materials told him to build.

Some days it feels like something worth having.

Other days it feels like a very detailed impression of a life.

He doesn't know which is more true. He suspects they're both true, on alternating days, which is fine. That's probably just what this is.

He tells himself that's fine.

He turns the photograph face-up on the desk.

Ramos, hands up, making the point.

He tells himself that's fine too.
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