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Chapter One: The Year After
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People talk about healing like it's an arrival.

Like one day you wake up and realize you're better.

As if grief has an expiration date.

As if recovery comes with instructions.

As if love doesn't leave fingerprints long after it lets go.

Viv knew better.

The gallery walls around her were white.

Too white.

Too clean.

People moved through the space holding glasses of cheap champagne and speaking in lowered voices about composition and technique and color theory.

No one noticed the way Viv stood near the back of the room, fingers curled around a paper cup of coffee she had long since stopped drinking.

They didn't know the paintings.

Not really.

They saw hallways.

Bathrooms.

Girls standing with their backs turned.

Sunlight through apartment windows.

Empty chairs.

Open doors.

A woman sitting alone at a kitchen table.

They called it profound.

Raw.

Honest.

Someone told her the collection captured "the complexity of memory."

Someone else said, "I love how hopeful it feels."

Viv thanked them both.

Because what else was she supposed to say?

Actually, this painting is about the night I realized loving someone doesn't mean understanding them.

Actually, this one is about forgiveness.

Actually, this one is about all the versions of a person that exist at the same time.

Actually, this one nearly killed me to finish.

She smiled.

Accepted congratulations.

Signed programs.

Pretended she knew how to inhabit the life she'd accidentally built.

Across the room, Elena caught her eye.

She lifted her champagne glass in a silent question.

You okay?

Viv gave her the practiced smile she'd perfected over the past year.

I'm fine.

Elena narrowed her eyes.

You liar.

Viv almost laughed.

Almost.

Because that was the problem.

Everything was fine.

Shay was going to meetings.

Some days were harder than others.

But there were more good days now.

Viv had therapy on Thursdays.

She painted.

She slept through most nights.

Evan occasionally sent articles he thought she'd like.

Nothing too personal.

Nothing too distant.

Everything had settled into something recognizable.

So why did it still feel like she was waiting?

"Ms. Martin?”

Viv turned.

A young woman stood beside her.

Maybe twenty-two.

Dark curls tucked behind one ear.

A nervous expression.

"I just wanted to tell you..." the woman hesitated.

"Your paintings made me feel less alone."

Viv's rehearsed thank you died in her throat.

The woman continued quickly.

"My sister..." She stopped. Started again.

"My sister struggled with addiction."

Viv's heartbeat slowed.

"I never knew what it looked like from the outside until now."

Outside.

Inside.

The language of the last year.

The spaces between people.

The things they missed while standing in the same room.

The woman offered a small smile.

"So, thank you."

Before Viv could answer, she disappeared back into the crowd.

Viv stood perfectly still.

Coffee cooling in her hand.

Elena appeared beside her moments later.

"What was that about?"

Viv stared across the gallery.

At strangers examining pieces of her life.

At people finding themselves in stories that had once belonged only to her.

At paintings she'd created because she hadn't known what else to do with the things she'd survived.

"I don't know," Viv said honestly.

Elena linked her arm through hers.

"That's new."

"What is?"

"You admitting you don't know what's next."

Viv looked at her.

For years, she'd been trying to understand the past.

Trying to fix it.

Trying to survive it.

Maybe she had gotten so good at looking backward that she'd forgotten how to imagine forward.

Elena squeezed her arm.

"So," she asked.

"What do you want now?"

Viv opened her mouth.

Then closed it.

The gallery buzzed around them.

The city waited beyond the windows.

Viv realized she had no idea.

She looked toward the far wall where her newest painting hung.

Unlike the others, it wasn't a hallway.

Or a bathroom.

Or an empty room.

It was a shoreline.

Two figures standing at the edge of the ocean.

Facing something vast enough to swallow them whole.

Or carry them somewhere entirely new.

She had painted it without understanding why.

Now, staring at it beneath the gallery lights, she wondered if maybe part of her had known before the rest of her caught up.

Maybe survival wasn't the end of the story.

Maybe healing wasn't either.

Maybe this chapter wasn't about what they had lost.

Maybe it was about what came after.

Outside, snow began to fall against the gallery windows.

And somewhere in the city, life continued asking its oldest question:

Now that you've survived, what will you choose to do with the rest of your life?

And Viv, for the first time, didn't have an answer.

Only the strange and terrifying possibility that she finally had the freedom to find one.
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Chapter Two: The Shoreline
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Viv couldn't stop thinking about the painting.

It followed her home from the gallery.

Not physically.

The shoreline still hung beneath carefully angled lights while strangers wandered past it with tilted heads and thoughtful expressions.

But the feeling of it stayed.

Persistent.

Like a song she couldn't stop hearing after the music had ended.



The apartment was too quiet when she unlocked the door.

She slipped off her shoes.

Dropped her purse onto the kitchen counter.

Set the stack of gallery brochures beside it.

The silence greeted her like an old friend.

One she'd spent years learning not to fear.



She should have been happy.

The exhibition had gone well.

People had connected with the work.

One painting had sold before the evening ended.

Another gallery owner had asked about future collections.

Elena had hugged her twice before leaving.

Shay had texted:

proud of you

Followed two minutes later by:

did anyone buy the depressing bathroom one?

Viv had laughed out loud standing in the middle of the gallery.

no

good

i'd be worried about them

Viv smiled at the memory now as she moved toward the kitchen.

She opened the refrigerator.

Closed it.

Opened it again.

Then settled on leftover takeout she wasn't particularly hungry for.



Her phone buzzed.

Elena: You okay?

Viv stared at the message.

Then typed:

I think so.

Three dots appeared immediately.

Elena: That's not a yes.

Viv looked around her apartment.

The books stacked on the coffee table.

Paint under her fingernails.

A blanket draped over the couch.

Plants she had somehow managed to keep alive.

Evidence of a life.

Evidence of stability.

Evidence that she'd survived enough to begin collecting ordinary things again.

She typed:

I just don't know what comes next.

This time, Elena took longer to respond.

Finally:

Maybe that's the point.



Viv carried her food to the couch.

The television remained dark.

The apartment remained quiet.

Outside, New York moved beyond her windows.

People returning home from first dates.

Night shifts.

Arguments.

Celebrations.

Heartbreak.

The city never stopped becoming itself.



She picked up one of the gallery programs.

Her name stretched across the front.

Vivienne Martin
Shorelines: New Works
She flipped through the pages.

Artist statements.

Short descriptions.

The polished version of herself she'd learned how to present.

She reached the final page and stopped.

A handwritten note.

She hadn't noticed it before.

Folded into the center.

Small.

Careful handwriting.

Thank you.

My brother has been sober for eight years.

I spent most of them angry at him for surviving differently than I wanted him to.

Your work reminded me that loving someone and understanding them aren't the same thing.

Thank you for making space for both.

Viv stared at it.

Reading it twice.

Then three times.

Her chest tightened.

Not painfully.

Just enough to remind her she had one.

There it was again.

The thing she couldn't stop running into.

People taking pieces of her story and finding themselves there.

People understanding things they couldn't say before.

People carrying their own versions of hallways and closed doors and impossible love.



Her phone buzzed again.

Shay: Did you get home okay?

Viv smiled.

Yeah.

Shay: Good.

A minute passed.

Then:

How weird was it?

Viv leaned back against the couch.

Very.

Shay: Did people cry?

One person.

Shay: Nice. You're basically famous now.

Viv laughed.

I don't think famous artists eat cold Chinese food alone on their couch.

The response came quickly.

I think you'd be surprised.

Then:

Call me if your brain starts doing weird artist stuff.



Viv set her phone down.

The apartment settled around her.

Familiar.

Safe.

Temporary in the way all things were.

Eventually, she found herself standing in front of the canvas she'd abandoned weeks ago.

Blank.

Waiting.

The first blank canvas she'd faced without already knowing what belonged there.

No bathroom floors.

No hallways.

No memories demanding translation.

Just white space.

Possibility.

It terrified her.

She picked up a pencil.

Set it down.

Picked it up again.

Nothing came.

No image.

No grief.

No urgency.



For years, painting had been survival.

A way to understand.

To confess.

To carry what she couldn't say out loud.

Who was she without something to explain?

Who was she if she wasn't translating pain into color?

She moved toward the window instead.

Snow drifted between buildings.

Softening the edges of the city.

Making even New York look gentle.

People hurried beneath umbrellas.

Taxi lights blurred through white.

A dog barked somewhere below.

Someone laughed.

Someone shouted.

Life continued.

Unconcerned with whether she had figured herself out yet.



Viv rested her forehead against the cold glass.

The shoreline painting returned to her mind.

Two figures facing the ocean.

Not drowning.

Not rescued.

Just standing there.

Waiting for whatever came next.

She still didn't know why she'd painted it.

Maybe because some part of her had finally stopped looking backward.

Maybe because some part of her had started wondering what else existed beyond survival.



Her phone buzzed one last time.

A text from an unknown number.

Hi. You don't know me. We met tonight at your gallery.

You said your next collection doesn't exist yet.

I hope you make it anyway. I think there are people who still need it.

Viv stared at the message.

Then looked back at the blank canvas waiting behind her.

The city beyond the glass.

The life she'd built from things that had once nearly broken her.

She wasn't sure who she was becoming.

Only that she was becoming someone.

Slowly.

Unexpectedly.

Without permission from the past.



She walked back to the canvas.

Picked up her pencil.

And this time, she drew a single line.

Curved.

Uncertain.

A horizon.

Not an ending.

Not a beginning.

Just proof that there was still something beyond what she already knew.

And for the first time in a very long while, Viv found herself curious enough to see what it looked like.
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Chapter Three: The Girl in the Red Coat
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Three days after the gallery opening, Viv received an email she almost deleted.

It arrived between invoices and promotional newsletters.

Subject: Shorelines

She nearly archived it without opening it.

Then she noticed the sender wasn't a gallery owner.

It wasn't a journalist.

It wasn't someone asking to purchase a painting.

The sender's name was unfamiliar.

Nora Whitfield.

Viv clicked it open.



Hi Viv,

You don't know me.

I came to your exhibition last week because someone from work had an extra ticket. I almost didn't go.

I'm writing because your shoreline painting hasn't left me alone.

I stood in front of it for forty-five minutes pretending to check my phone because I couldn't stop crying.

I think it's because everyone talks about surviving hard things, but no one talks about what happens after.

What happens when the emergency is over and you're still here?

What happens when everyone expects you to be grateful just because you're alive?

Anyway, I'm sorry if this is strange. I just wanted to thank you.

Nora

Viv read it twice.

Then a third time.

Her coffee cooled beside her untouched.

"What happens when the emergency is over and you're still here?"

She copied the sentence into the notes app on her phone before she could stop herself.



She spent the afternoon in her studio.

The blank canvas from the other night still sat untouched except for the horizon line she'd sketched.

One line.

One possibility.

She stared at it until her eyes blurred.

Then checked her email again.

As if Nora's message might have changed.

It hadn't.



"What happens when the emergency is over and you're still here?"

The question settled somewhere uncomfortable.

Because she wasn't sure.

For years, Viv had known exactly who she needed to be.

The girl who loved Shay.

The woman trying to understand addiction.

The artist translating grief into something survivable.

The friend.

The witness.

The fixer.

The forgiver.

But now?

Now there was quiet.

And quiet left room for questions.



Her phone buzzed.

Elena

"Please tell me you're not sitting in your studio staring at a blank canvas like it's personally offended you."

Viv smiled despite herself.

Maybe.

Three dots appeared immediately.

"Lunch. Thirty minutes. Wear real pants."

You assume a lot about my current situation.

"Viv."

Fine.



The café Elena chose had terrible coffee and excellent sandwiches.

Elena insisted this was a worthwhile trade.

Viv disagreed.

They had been arguing about it for six months.

It was comforting.

"You've been weird," Elena said halfway through lunch.

Viv blinked.

"I've always been weird."

"You've been different weird."

Viv picked at the edge of her napkin.

"I got an email."

Elena's eyebrows lifted.

"Fan mail?"

"It wasn't like that."

"It literally was."

Viv pulled out her phone and handed it over.

Elena read quietly.

Then again.

By the end, her expression had softened.

"Oh."

Viv stared out the window.

"Yeah."

"What are you thinking?" Elena asked.

Viv took a long sip of terrible coffee.

"I think..."

She hesitated.

"I think people think I have answers."

Elena laughed softly.

"You've met people before, right?"

Viv shot her a look.

"You know what I mean."

"I do."

Elena folded the phone back into Viv's hands.

"You don't owe anyone answers."

"I know."

"But..."

Elena tilted her head.

"But?"

Viv looked down at Nora's email.

"What if I want to find them?"



Elena didn't answer immediately.

Traffic moved outside.

People rushed through crosswalks.

Someone laughed near the register.

Finally, Elena asked,

"Do you know what I think?"

"What?"

"I think you've spent years trying to understand who everyone else is."

She paused.

"I don't think you've spent much time figuring out who Viv is when she isn't saving somebody."

Viv's throat tightened.

"That's not fair."

Elena smiled sadly.

"No," she said.

"It isn't."



That night, Viv walked home instead of taking the subway.

New York buzzed around her.

Street musicians.

Dog walkers.

Arguments spilling out of restaurant doorways.

A little girl in a red coat skipping beside her father while asking approximately nine hundred questions in a row.

"Why is the moon out?"

"Do fish sleep?"

"Can pigeons get married?"

"Why do people cry when they're happy?"

Her father answered every question seriously.

Even when he didn't know.

Even when his answer was simply:

"I don't know."

The little girl accepted this immediately.

Then asked another question.

Viv stopped walking.

People moved around her in impatient streams.

The little girl disappeared around the corner.

Still talking.

Still wondering.

Still believing not knowing something wasn't failure.

Just curiosity.



For years, Viv had treated uncertainty like an emergency.

Something to solve.

Something to survive.

Something to paint until it stopped hurting.

Maybe it wasn't.

Maybe not knowing wasn't the same thing as being lost.

Maybe it was just... the beginning.



Back in her apartment, Viv stood in front of the blank canvas.

The horizon line waited.

Patient.

She picked up a brush.

Dipped it into blue paint.

Then stopped.

Not because she was afraid.

Because she realized something.

For the first time in years, she wasn't painting the past.

She wasn't documenting grief.

She wasn't translating catastrophe.

She wasn't trying to understand what had already happened.

She was painting something she hadn't lived yet.

Something unknown.

Something unfinished.

Something hopeful enough to terrify her.

Viv pressed the brush to the canvas anyway.

And outside her apartment window, New York kept moving forward.

Inviting her to do the same.
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Chapter Four: Thursdays
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By the time Thursday arrived, Viv had convinced herself she wasn't avoiding therapy.

She was simply... busy.

There was a difference.

At least, that was what she told herself while reorganizing the same stack of mail three separate times before realizing she had an appointment in twenty minutes.

She glanced at the clock.

Swore under her breath.

Grabbed her coat.

And left.



The waiting room looked exactly the same.

The same muted artwork.

The same soft instrumental music that somehow made silence feel louder.

The same bowl of peppermints that no one ever seemed to take.

Viv checked in and sat down.

Across from her, a woman flipped through a magazine without turning the pages.

A man in a business suit bounced his knee restlessly.

Someone laughed in an office down the hall.

Life continuing in small, ordinary ways.

"Viv?"

Dr. Rosen stood in the doorway.

Same cardigan.

Same warm expression.

Same unsettling ability to notice things Viv hadn't said out loud.

"Come on in."

Viv settled into the familiar chair across from her therapist.

There was comfort in repetition.

Comfort in knowing where the tissues were.

Where the clock sat on the shelf.

How sunlight hit the rug at this exact hour every Thursday afternoon.

Dr. Rosen crossed one leg over the other.

"So," she said.

"How was the gallery opening?"

Viv immediately looked toward the bookshelf.

Dr. Rosen smiled slightly.

"That good, huh?"

"It went well."

"But?"

Viv sighed.

"It went well," she repeated.

People connected with the paintings.

She sold pieces.

Strangers cried.

She received emails.

People thanked her.

She had coffee with Evan.

She forgave him.

Everything should have felt finished.

Shouldn't it?



"I keep waiting," Viv admitted.

"For what?"

"I don't know."

Dr. Rosen tilted her head.

"You've used that phrase a few times recently."

Viv frowned.

"What phrase?"

"'I don't know.'"

"Is that bad?"

"No."

A pause.

"You've spent years needing to know."

Viv shifted in her seat.

"I had to know."

"Did you?"

Viv opened her mouth.

Closed it.

Opened it again.

"I thought if I understood enough, I could fix it."

Dr. Rosen nodded.

"And now?"

Viv stared at her hands.

"Now I understand there wasn't anything to fix."

The words surprised her.

She hadn't planned to say them.

Dr. Rosen noticed.

"How does that feel?"

Viv laughed softly.

"Terrifying."

A beat.

"And kind of freeing."

Silence settled between them.

Not uncomfortable.

Reflective.



"I had coffee with Evan," Viv said eventually.

Dr. Rosen’s eyebrows lifted slightly.

"How did that go?"

"I forgave him."

"And how did that feel?"

Viv thought about it.

"I expected it to feel bigger."

Dr. Rosen waited.

"It didn't."

"It just felt like..." Viv searched for the right words.

"Setting down something heavy and realizing I had forgotten what it felt like not to carry it."



Dr. Rosen smiled gently.

"Viv, do you know what I think you've been grieving?"

Viv blinked.

"Shay?"

"No."

"The relationship I thought we had?"

"No."

"The version of myself who thought she could save everyone?"

Dr. Rosen smiled wider.

"Closer."

Viv frowned.

"I don't know."

"I think you've been grieving certainty."

The room went quiet.

Viv stared at her therapist.

"What?"

"You've spent years believing there were answers," Dr. Rosen said softly.

"If you understood enough, loved enough, paid enough attention, you could prevent pain."

A pause.

"But that's not actually certainty."

"What is it?"

"Control."

Viv looked down.

"I didn't have any."

"No."

Dr. Rosen’'s voice remained gentle.

"But believing you did gave you the illusion of safety."

Viv's eyes burned unexpectedly.

"That's unfair."

Dr. Rosen nodded.

"It is."

Silence.

Then:

"You were very young when you learned that people can suffer in ways you don't understand."

Viv swallowed.

"And then it happened again."

And again.

And again.

Shay.

The relapse.

The basement.

The bathroom floor.

The paintings.

The meetings.

Forgiveness.

All of it.



"What am I supposed to do now?" Viv asked quietly.

Dr. Rosen smiled.

"You keep asking that question."

"Because I don't know the answer."

"Maybe there isn't one."

Viv let out a disbelieving laugh.

"You're a therapist. Aren't you supposed to have answers?"

"I'm a therapist," Dr. Rosen corrected.

"I ask expensive questions."

That startled a laugh out of Viv.

A real one.

"Oh my God."

"You're welcome."

The laughter faded.

But the warmth remained.

Dr. Rosen leaned forward slightly.

"What if your life isn't waiting to begin?"

Viv frowned.

"What?"

"What if this is it?"

A pause.

"The ordinary Thursdays."

The gallery openings.

The text messages from Shay asking if anyone bought the depressing bathroom painting.

Lunch with Elena.

Coffee with Evan.

The blank canvases.

The uncertainty.

The joy.

The grief.

The grocery shopping.

The unanswered emails.

The winter mornings.

The city outside her apartment.

"What if this isn't the space between important things?" Dr. Rosen asked.

"What if this is your life?"



Viv looked toward the window.

The city moved below.

Cars.

Pedestrians.

People carrying grocery bags.

People rushing to meetings.

People heading home.

Thousands of ordinary Thursdays happening all at once.

No one waiting for permission to live them.

"I don't know how to do that," Viv admitted.

Dr. Rosen smiled softly.

"You practice."



When the session ended, Viv stood to leave.

Hand on the doorknob.

"Dr. Rosen?"

"Yes?"

Viv hesitated.

"Do you think I'll ever stop being afraid something bad is about to happen?"

Dr. Rosen considered the question.

"No," she said honestly.

Viv's shoulders slumped.

Then Dr. Rosen added,

"But I do think you'll stop letting fear convince you that it already has."



Outside, New York greeted her with cold air and overcast skies.

People hurried past without apology.

A couple argued over directions.

Someone dropped a bag of oranges and strangers helped gather them.

A little boy pointed excitedly at a dog wearing boots.

Life.

Ordinary and miraculous in equal measure.

Viv stood on the sidewalk for a moment before pulling out her phone.

She had a text from Shay.

meeting tonight. don't let me back out.

Another from Elena.

dinner sunday?

And an email notification from Nora Whitfield.

I had another thought about the shoreline painting...

Viv stared at the messages.

Three different versions of love.

Friendship.

Recovery.

Connection.

Three invitations into a life she didn't have to earn by suffering first.

She slipped her phone back into her pocket.

Then started walking.

Not toward certainty.

Not toward understanding.

Not toward a version of herself untouched by grief.

Just forward.

Into another ordinary Thursday.

Into a future she couldn't predict.

Into a life that had already begun, whether she felt ready for it or not.
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Chapter Five: The Woman with the Sunflowers
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The first time Viv met Iris Bennett, she accidentally hit her with a cab door.

"Jesus Christ!"

The woman stumbled backward, clutching an iced coffee against her chest.

"Oh my God," Viv gasped.

"I'm so sorry."

The woman blinked at her.

Then looked down at the coffee miraculously still intact.

Then back at Viv.

"Well," she said. "At least neither of us died."

Viv stared at her.

Then, unexpectedly, laughed.

The woman laughed too.

Just like that.

Like they had skipped the part where strangers pretended to be composed.

"I'm really sorry," Viv repeated.

"I wasn't paying attention."

"You and everyone else in Manhattan."

The woman adjusted the bouquet of sunflowers tucked awkwardly beneath one arm.

Only then did Viv notice them.

Bright yellow.

Completely out of place against the gray February afternoon.

The woman caught her looking.

"They're for my grandmother."

Viv blinked.

"Oh."

"She hates them."

"What?"

"She says they're too cheerful."

The woman shrugged.

"I buy them anyway."

Viv couldn't help it.

She laughed again.



The woman smiled.

"You okay?"

The question caught Viv off guard.

"What?"

"You look like someone who spends a lot of time apologizing for existing."

Viv opened her mouth.

Closed it.

The woman winced.

"Oh God."

"I should not talk to strangers."

"No," Viv said quickly.

"It's fine."

"You sure?"

"No," Viv admitted.

The woman grinned.

"Okay. Good. Me neither."

They stood there awkwardly on the sidewalk.

People moved around them.

Someone yelled at a cyclist.

A dog barked.

The city refused to pause simply because two women had accidentally collided into each other.

"I'm Iris," the woman said finally.

Viv blinked.

"Viv."

Iris's eyebrows lifted.

"Like the artist?"

Viv froze.

"Oh."

"No," Iris said immediately.

"Oh my God."

"You're actually her."

She looked horrified.

"I just hit a famous artist with a bouquet of flowers."

"You didn't hit me."

"You hit me with a taxi door."

"Right."

A pause.

"Can we agree it was mutual?"

Viv surprised herself by smiling.

"I think that's fair."



Iris shifted the sunflowers.

"I came to your exhibition."

Viv's stomach tightened.

"You did?"

Iris nodded.

"The shoreline painting."

A beat.

"I hated it."

Viv stared at her.

"What?"

"I mean, I loved it."

"But I hated what it did to me."

She shrugged.

"It made me think about things I was actively trying not to think about."

The honesty of it knocked the air from Viv's lungs.



Most people had called the paintings beautiful.

Raw.

Moving.

Important.

No one had looked her in the eye and said:

I hated what it did to me.



"I'm sorry?" Viv offered.

Iris laughed.

"Please don't apologize for making art."

A pause.

"That would be incredibly inconvenient for everyone involved."

Viv smiled despite herself.



"I should go," Iris said eventually.

"My grandmother's expecting me."

"The one who hates sunflowers."

"The very same."

She took a few steps backward.

Then stopped.

"Can I ask you something?"

Viv hesitated.

"Okay."

"When do people stop introducing themselves through the worst thing that's ever happened to them?"

The city noise seemed to soften around them.

Viv's heart stumbled.

"What?"

Iris adjusted her grip on the flowers.

"My brother died three years ago."

A pause.

"And I don't know who I am when I'm not someone's grieving sister."

She offered a small, embarrassed smile.

"Sorry."

"That was incredibly intense for someone you just assaulted with a cab door."

Viv stared at her.

Not because of what she'd said.

Because of how familiar it felt.

The shape of it.

The question underneath the question.

Who am I when I'm not the thing that happened to me?

"I don't know," Viv admitted.

Iris's smile widened slightly.

"Okay."

"You know what's weird?"

"What?"

"I don't think I've ever trusted anyone who has answers."

Viv laughed softly.

"That's good."

"Why?"

"Because I don't have any."

Iris nodded thoughtfully.

"Maybe that's why your paintings work."

Viv looked at her.

"They don't tell people what healing looks like."

A pause.

"They just admit that nobody knows."



For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Traffic surged around them.

The city breathed.

People passed by carrying

coffees and grocery bags and stories no one else would ever fully understand.



"I really should go," Iris said.

"My grandmother will absolutely weaponize guilt if I'm late."

Viv smiled.

"I should probably get back to work."

Iris took another step backward.

Then another.

Then pointed at her.

"For what it's worth?"

"What?"

"I don't think surviving automatically makes you wise."

Viv blinked.

Iris shrugged.

"I think it just gives you a chance to figure out who you are afterward."

A pause.

"And honestly?"

She lifted the bouquet of sunflowers.

"I think that's harder."

Then she turned and disappeared into the crowd.

Yellow flowers bobbing through gray winter coats.

Gone.



Viv stood frozen on the sidewalk.

Her phone buzzed.

A text from Shay.

meeting sucked. got pizza after. that's basically recovery.

Then another.

how was your day?

Viv looked down at the messages.

Then back toward the crowd.

Toward the place where Iris had vanished.

Toward the city that kept introducing people to each other by accident.

She typed back:

I met someone today.

Three dots appeared immediately.

should i be worried?

Viv smiled.

i don't know yet.

She slipped her phone back into her pocket and started walking home.

For years, new people had felt dangerous.

Temporary.

Potential losses waiting to happen.

But as she crossed the street beneath the changing light, she wondered if maybe they could be something else too.

Not replacements.

Not rescues.

Not lessons disguised as people.

Just people.

Unexpected and complicated.

Walking into your life carrying sunflowers they weren't supposed to buy for grandmothers who hated them.

Asking impossible questions.

Leaving before you had answers.

Offering the terrifying possibility that there were still strangers left to meet.

And maybe, Viv thought as she stepped back into the current of the city, that was its own kind of hope.

Not the certainty that nothing bad would happen again.

But the quiet understanding that life would keep arriving anyway.

In coffee shops.

In galleries.

On ordinary Thursdays.

And sometimes, in the shape of a woman standing on a New York sidewalk, holding sunflowers against a winter sky and asking who you become after the emergency is over.

Viv didn't know the answer.

But for the first time in a very long while, she found herself looking forward to finding out.
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