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“The cruelest thing a parent can do

is love a child conditionally

and never tell them the condition.”

— anonymous

“Honor thy father and thy mother —

they never tell you what to do

when your father and your mother

are the ones doing the harm.”

— anonymous

PART ONE

Action

Chapter 1
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The Kitchen at the Center of Everything
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The house announced its own prosperity in the language of objects.

Granite countertops. A refrigerator with a screen on the door. A calendar printed with the family name — PARRISH — in a custom font, photographs of the family arranged across the header in the manner of people who have decided that documentation is the same as memory. The kitchen was immaculate in the way of rooms cleaned by other people, which is to say it was clean without ever having been lived in.

MARA PARRISH stood at the island eating cereal out of the box. She was twenty-eight years old and barefoot on the cold tile, wearing yesterday’s clothes — a faded band shirt, paint-stained jeans. Her hair was chaotic in the way of someone who had not yet decided whether to address it. She was reading a novel propped against the fruit bowl, absorbed in the particular way that absorbs the whole body: shoulders forward, jaw slightly loose, the outside world made faintly irrelevant.

She looked like someone who took up exactly the amount of space she wanted and had not yet been told to stop.

Her mother arrived without ceremony.

Diane Parrish entered the kitchen dressed, pressed, carrying the particular energy of a woman who had begun her day two hours ago and had formed opinions about anyone who had begun theirs later. She stopped when she saw Mara. A beat passed between them — the specific beat of two people who have been calculating the distance between themselves for decades and have it down to the millisecond.

“You slept here again,” Diane said.

Mara did not look up. “Good morning to you too, Mom.”

“I’m not — I’m not criticizing. I’m observing.”

Diane moved to the coffee machine. Her movements had a kind of precision to them — everything placed, everything purposeful, a woman who had decided long ago that efficiency was a form of virtue and had arranged her life accordingly. She did not look at Mara while she spoke, but she was clearly aware of every inch of her.

“Your father wants to talk to you about the Hendersons’ event. It’s the fourteenth. He’s already confirmed you’ll be there.”

Mara finally looked up. “He confirmed I’ll be there without asking me.”

“He assumed. You know how important the Hendersons are.”

“I have a show the fourteenth. I’ve had it booked for two months.”

Diane turned. She held her coffee mug with both hands — a gesture that looked like stillness but read, to someone who knew her, as restraint. The kind of restraint that has been practiced long enough to become indistinguishable from composure.

“A show,” she said.

“At the Rosewood. It’s a group exhibition, my pieces are in it, it’s kind of — yes. A show.”

A silence. The refrigerator hummed. Diane set down her mug with the quiet deliberateness of a woman delivering a message through the act of setting something down.

“Mara. The Hendersons are your father’s largest client.”

“I understand that.”

“And your sister’s wedding is in four months. Your father is carrying that budget entirely, and the Henderson account is—”

“I understand the food chain, Mom. I’m saying I have a prior commitment.”

Diane did not raise her voice. She never needed to. She said she’d let Mara’s father know Mara would make it work, and she took her coffee and left the kitchen, and the sentence hung in the air behind her like something that had already been decided.

Mara stood in the silence. She looked at the cereal box in her hand. She looked at the empty doorway.

She put the box down.

She picked up her novel.

She did not go back to reading it.

Chapter 2
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The Chair That Is Slightly Lower
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The study was a serious room.

Dark wood, framed credentials, shelving arranged like a demonstration of having read the right things. Gerald Parrish, sixty-two, sat behind a desk that communicated, without ambiguity, that whoever sat behind it was a person of consequence. He had the face of a man whose approval had always been a resource to be earned, carefully, and whose disappointment expressed itself not through anger but through a withdrawal of warmth so specific it felt surgical. He was not a shouter. He was something more precise than that.

Mara sat across from him in the chair that faced the desk. The chair was slightly lower than his. She did not know if he had arranged this intentionally. She had thought about it enough to have stopped being sure.

“The Henderson dinner is important to this family,” Gerald said.

“I know that.”

“Ted Henderson has been a client for eleven years. He’s asking specifically whether you’ll be there because Cynthia likes you. You make her laugh.”

A complicated pause. Mara looked at her father. “Dad. I have an exhibition.”

“The gallery thing.”

He said it not dismissively — which would have been easier — but neutrally. The neutrality of someone who had decided the subject did not merit an emotional register.

“The gallery thing. Yes. My work is in it. Work I’ve been making for eight months.”

“And I’m sure it will go very well.”

“I need to be there for it.”

Gerald looked at her with the expression she had known her whole life — not anger, not contempt. Assessment. The look of a man who loved his daughter the way he loved a piece of portfolio underperformance: with the steady, patient belief that it could be corrected.

“You’re twenty-eight years old, Mara. You’re living out of your car half the time—”

“I have an apartment—”

“—which I’m subsidizing. Which this family is subsidizing. While you pursue—”

He stopped himself. He looked at the papers on his desk. Measured himself back to calm.

“I have never asked you to give up your painting. Not once. I have supported this — financially, consistently — for six years. What I’m asking is for one evening.”

“You’re asking me to miss my own show.”

“I’m asking you to understand what this family needs.”

Silence.

Mara looked at him. He looked at her. It was not a stare-down — it was too tired for that, too old. It was the look of two people who had had this conversation in every possible register and had not managed to finish it.

“What does this family need from me, Dad,” she said quietly. “Specifically.”

Gerald picked up a pen. He did not answer. He looked at the papers on his desk. He arranged them slightly. This was the answer.

Mara stood. She walked out without slamming the door. She had learned that slamming doors was used against her.

Chapter 3

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Text She Did Not Send
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Her old bedroom was the room of someone who had left it in a hurry and had been visiting ever since.

Band posters still tacked to the wall, one corner where her mother had made her take one down now covered over with a pale rectangle of paint that had never quite matched. Art books stacked under the window. A canvas leaned against the wall, unfinished, forgotten here from a year ago — a painting she could now look at and see exactly what was wrong with it, which was a thing she had not been able to do when she made it.

She sat on the floor with her back against the bed and read the thread of texts from her sister.

Claire: mom says you’re being difficult about the Henderson thing.

Claire: mara it’s ONE DINNER.

Claire: can you please just not make this a whole thing right now, I have enough going on with the wedding.

Mara stared at the texts. She typed: I have a show that night. I’ve had it booked for—

She deleted it.

She typed: I know you have a lot going on.

She sent it.

She put the phone face-down on the floor.

She looked at her hands in her lap. Paint-stained fingers — cadmium yellow under the thumbnail, a ridge of dried burnt sienna along the side of her palm. Hands that had been doing real work. She looked at them the way you look at evidence of yourself when
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