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There are nights when the city feels like it knows too much about me.

Not in a mystical way. Nothing that dramatic. Just the ordinary, irritating intimacy of a place that has watched you carry groceries home in cashmere and mascara, watched you cry once in the back of a cab and then straighten your mouth before the light changed, watched you build a life sturdy enough to hold your own weight and then tested the seams anyway.

Vale City is good at that.

It lets you believe you’ve disappeared into it—into the train noise, the rain-slick sidewalks, the blur of people carrying tote bags and grudges and overpriced green juice—right up until it puts something old and unfinished directly in your path and asks if you’re really as healed as you look.

Tonight it’s only me, my apartment, and the sound of tires hissing over wet pavement six floors below. Which should be harmless. Peaceful, even. The radiator knocks twice in the corner like it has a personal issue with me. Somewhere in the building, somebody drops something heavy and mutters. A siren passes in the distance, rising and fading. The city clears its throat and keeps going.

I stand barefoot in my kitchen, drinking tea I already let go lukewarm, and stare at the invoice spreadsheet open on my laptop.

Three clients paid on time. Two have not. One sent me an email at 11:14 this morning saying Circling back next week! with the kind of exclamation point that makes me want to start a fire.

My apartment smells like bergamot, printer paper, and the tomato soup I reheated for dinner and barely touched. The counter is crowded with color swatches, an open notebook, my keys, one gold hoop earring, and a bowl of lemons I bought because they made the kitchen look like someone in here had a calm and well-managed life.

The lemons are liars.

I click through another tab. Then another. The same numbers in different arrangements, as if one more pass at them might make rent for the studio, payroll, software subscriptions, and ambition suddenly line up in a neat little row. I know better. Still, I try.

That’s the thing about control. It doesn’t always look like panic. Sometimes it looks like excellent organization.

I close the spreadsheet before I start resenting it personally and carry my mug to the windows.

From here, Rivermark looks exactly like the version of itself people move here for. Old brick warehouse buildings with floor-to-ceiling windows. Murals splashed across alley walls. The café on the corner still lit, even this late, the barista inside stacking chairs while some guy in a camel coat types like his life depends on it. Across the street, the boutique gym I swear has opened three different times under three different names and somehow still charges more every year. A delivery bike zips through the intersection. Laughter drifts up from the sidewalk, bright and temporary.

This neighborhood knows how to sell the idea of a life. Creative. Curated. Independent. Expensive enough to imply you’ve made it, unfinished enough to pretend you’re still becoming.

That last part is the trap.

My phone buzzes against the counter.

For one second, stupidly, my body goes alert in a way it has no right to. That old reflex. The one I thought I’d starved to death by now.

It’s just Serena.

SERENA: Are you still working or are you pretending to work while spiraling in aesthetically pleasing lighting?

I smile despite myself.

ME: Both can be true.

The typing bubble appears immediately.

SERENA: Come out Friday.
SERENA: No excuses.
SERENA: If you say “I have a deliverable,” I will key your car.
ME: I don’t own a car.
SERENA: Then I’ll ruin one of your plants.
I look toward the olive tree in the corner, which has already survived more neglect than any living thing should.

ME: You wouldn’t.
SERENA: Try me.
SERENA: Also did that luxury project confirm yet?
ME: Not yet.
SERENA: They’d be stupid not to hire you.
SERENA: That wasn’t me being nice. I’m being objective.
I rest my hip against the counter and type with one thumb.

ME: Your objectivity has always been suspiciously flattering.
SERENA: Sleep, Maya. Your text tone gets meaner after 10.
ME: Goodnight.
SERENA: Night, menace.
The apartment goes quiet again.

I set the phone down and let the smile fade naturally, the way it always does once I’m alone long enough.

People think loneliness announces itself loudly. It doesn’t. Most nights it is small and well-dressed. It rinses out your mug while you answer emails. It folds itself into clean sheets and says this is fine, this is grown-up, this is what you wanted. It stands at your window and watches a city full of strangers going somewhere in pairs.

I’ve gotten very good at living alone without calling it that.

The record player sits silent on the credenza. A stack of design books leans beside it, all clean covers and tasteful typography. The sofa has a wool throw folded over one arm. My shelves are arranged, my candles expensive, my bathroom stocked with the kind of skincare routine that suggests faith in the future. Nothing in here is accidental. Even the softness is controlled.

Once, a man stood in this kitchen and reached around me for a wineglass, his mouth at my temple, his body warm at my back, and I thought, so this is what it feels like when your life stops bracing for impact.

I don’t think his name anymore if I can help it. I think of the event. The aftermath. The shape of what was left. A room full of people looking anywhere but at me. Sympathy in voices that had gone slick and careful. My own face in a bathroom mirror later that night, too still, like if I moved too quickly the whole thing would become real in some new and permanent way.

That was the worst part, in the end. Not that I’d been lied to. Not even that I’d loved someone who let me be blindsided.

It was the feeling of being the last person to understand the story everyone else had already read.

Humiliation changes the chemistry of a person.

Not all at once. Not like in movies, where someone gets hurt and immediately becomes hard and glamorous and impossible. Real life is less flattering. The change happens in habits. In the way you answer questions with enough truth to satisfy people and no more. In how you keep your phone face down. In the way you stop asking for reassurance because needing it once cost too much. In how you learn to leave first, emotionally if not physically.

I still fall asleep easily enough. I still laugh. I still make lists and buy peaches in summer and send my brother money when he won’t ask. I am not tragic. I am functioning. I am, depending on who you ask, thriving.

But there are rooms in me with the lights off.

I carry my mug to the sink and pour the rest of the tea out. The water runs rusty for half a second before clearing. I rinse the cup, wipe the counter, stack the swatches by size, line the pens up beside my notebook.

Excellent organization.

My phone lights again. This time it’s Theo.

THEO: You awake?

I call before he can send anything else.

He answers on the second ring, sounding tired and pleased that I picked up. “Hey.”

“Hey. Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I just got out of prep for tomorrow.” In the background I can hear a chair scrape and then the soft chaos of a school hallway settling for the night. Theo always sounds like he lives surrounded by other people’s needs and somehow likes them anyway. “You sound like you’re standing up.”

“I am.”

“So you’re working.”

“I’m taking a short break from working.”

He laughs quietly. “Maya.”

“What?”

“You do this thing where you make your stress sound expensive.”

“That’s because I have taste.”

“That’s because you’re impossible.”

I lean against the sink and close my eyes. Theo’s voice has always done something kind to the inside of my chest. Maybe because he doesn’t ask for a version of me that’s shinier than the one that shows up. Maybe because he remembers who I was before all the polishing.

We talk about nothing for a while. His students. A violin section that refuses to count correctly. A parent email that used the phrase my child’s artistic truth three times. I tell him Lena accidentally sent a client a draft deck with the internal file name still visible—something profane and not meant for public viewing—and that I may or may not have laughed before fixing it.

“You needed that laugh,” he says.

“I need three more clients who pay on time.”

“Also true.”

The pause that follows is easy. Then, because he is my brother and therefore annoying in ways strangers are not entitled to be, he asks, “Are you happy?”

I open my eyes.

There are questions people ask casually and questions they place in front of you like a glass object and dare you not to drop it.

“I’m fine,” I say.

“Maya.”

There’s no challenge in it. That almost makes it worse.

I look toward the windows again. Rain beads on the glass, distorting the lights outside into soft smears. Somewhere downstairs, the front door of the building opens and closes, letting in a brief draft of city cold that even reaches up here in imagination.

“I’m tired,” I say, which is true enough to stand on. “I’m behind on two invoices, one client wants a full revision after approving the original concept, and if this hospitality contract doesn’t land, I’m going to have to postpone hiring again.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

I smile without humor. “I know.”

Theo lets the silence sit. He’s gotten better at that. When we were younger, he used to rush toward discomfort like it was his job to fix it. Now he just stays nearby.

Finally he says, “You know you don’t have to keep proving you can do everything alone, right?”

Something small in me goes sharp.

“I’m not proving anything.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not.”

“Okay,” he repeats, still maddeningly gentle.

Which means he knows exactly where to press and has chosen mercy. I almost hate that more.

We say goodnight a minute later. After I hang up, the apartment feels even quieter than before.

I make myself get ready for bed like I’m not thinking about what he said. Wash face. Tie scarf over curls. Moisturizer. Water glass on the nightstand. Check lock. Check lock again because apparently I enjoy rituals more than peace. I slide into bed in an oversized T-shirt and one cold sock because I lost the other somewhere between the sofa and the laundry chair.

The sheets are cool. The pillow smells faintly of the shampoo I used yesterday.

I should sleep.

Instead I reach for my phone and scroll through tomorrow’s calendar. Studio by eight-thirty. Review revised deck. Follow up on two overdue payments. Internal brand audit for a beauty client. Optional drinks with Serena that will become mandatory if she decides I’m acting strange, which I am.

An unread email notification catches my eye. Subject line: Re: Vale Urban Hospitality Campaign

I stop.

It’s late enough that I should wait until morning. I know that. But I tap it anyway.

The message is brief. Corporate. Clean. They thank me for the proposal, say the final decision will be communicated tomorrow morning after internal sign-off, and include a line about being impressed by my studio’s “clear emotional intelligence and strong luxury-market positioning.”

I read that line twice.

The campaign is big enough to matter. Not empire-building big, not movie montage big, but real. Enough to stabilize the next quarter. Enough to let me hire support instead of doing three people’s jobs with good posture. Enough to stop pretending the studio’s current balancing act is a strategy rather than a controlled slide.

My throat tightens for no reason I can name.

I set the phone facedown on the mattress and stare at the ceiling.

I built this company because I was good at making other people’s visions look inevitable. I built it because taste is one thing and timing is another, and I had both. I built it because after everything that happened, I wanted something nobody could take from me by changing their mind in a room I wasn’t in.

The first year, I worked from coffee shops and my dining table and once from the hallway outside a client’s office because the Wi-Fi inside died and I still had a deadline. The second year, I got the studio. A tiny, sunlit space with bad paint and decent bones. The lease terrified me. I signed it anyway. Every month since has been a conversation between terror and pride.

Sometimes, when I unlock the door in the morning and the place smells like paper and dust and the expensive hand soap Lena insists is “part of the client experience,” I feel something close to joy.

Not happiness. That word is too broad, too slippery. Joy is smaller. More specific. A clean line. A thing you can point to.

This is mine.

I turn onto my side and tuck the blanket under my chin.

Outside, the rain slows. Somewhere down the block, a bottle breaks and a woman laughs. A horn answers from farther off. I can picture the corner café before it opens, the baker two streets over rolling dough in a warm back room, the first trains pulling workers across the city before sunrise. Vale City never really sleeps. It just changes shifts.

I must drift eventually, because the next thing I know the room has gone soft blue with morning and my alarm is vibrating itself furious on the nightstand.

I slap at it, miss, and then find it.

The air is colder now. My apartment always loses the fight with morning in winter. I sit up slowly, scarf slipping, and listen to the building wake around me. Shower pipes. A dog barking once. Someone upstairs dragging furniture as if they’re fleeing the country.

The email is still there.

I check it before my feet hit the floor, because I have no discipline and even less patience where money is involved.

Another message. Sent twelve minutes ago.

We’re pleased to confirm...

I sit very still.

By the time I finish reading, my chest feels too tight for the room. Not panic. Not exactly relief either
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