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Chapter 1

Maya
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The champagne flutes were lined up like soldiers on Maya's marble countertop, twelve across, catching light from the Edison bulbs she'd strung across the ceiling last weekend. She'd debated those bulbs for three days—too trendy? too trying?—before Marcus had finally said, "Babe, they're just lights," in that way he had of making her feel ridiculous for caring.

She cared anyway. She always had.

Maya ran her finger along the rim of one glass, checking for lipstick smudges even though she'd washed them twice. Outside, Phoenix sprawled in its New Year's Eve glitter, the desert city dressed up and hopeful. Inside, her house hummed with that particular energy of a party about to start—potential shimmering in every corner, everything still perfect because nothing had happened yet.

"Maya!" Simone's voice carried from the foyer, bright as wind chimes. "Girl, it smells amazing in here!"

Maya's shoulders dropped an inch. First guest, right on time. Of course it was Simone, who thought seven meant seven, not seven-thirty like everyone else in Phoenix. She wiped her hands on her apron—black, elegant, nothing that would make her look like she'd been working—and headed toward the voice she'd know anywhere.

Simone stood in the entryway holding a bakery box and wearing a dress the color of sunset: coral fading to gold, soft and romantic. Her locs were swept up, a few pieces curling against her neck. She looked, as always, like she was waiting for something beautiful to happen.

"Those aren't from that place on Indian School, are they?" Maya pulled her into a hug, smelling sugar and vanilla.

"The tres leches cupcakes. I know they're your favorite." Simone squeezed back, then pulled away to study Maya's face in that gentle, searching way she had. "You okay? You seem..."

"I'm perfect." Maya took the box before Simone could finish the thought. "Where's Trevor?"

"Parking. You know how he is about—"

"Getting a spot close enough." They said it together, and Simone laughed, but something flickered across her face. There and gone, like a light turned off in another room.

Maya filed it away. Later. She had sixteen people coming, five dishes still warm in the oven, and Marcus somewhere upstairs doing God knows what instead of helping. She could excavate Simone's feelings later, the way she always did—carefully, kindly, until Simone finally admitted what everyone else could already see.

The doorbell rang again. Then again. Within twenty minutes, her living room filled with the kind of noise Maya had spent all week orchestrating: laughter layering over music, ice clinking in glasses, the rhythm of people who knew each other well enough to talk over each other and not mind.

Diana arrived in a cloud of perfume and precision, her dress probably costing more than Maya's mortgage payment. She moved through the room like she was being photographed, which—knowing Diana—she probably thought she was. Her husband Julian followed three steps behind, phone pressed to his ear, mouth moving around words no one could hear.

"Ignore him," Diana said, kissing Maya's cheek. "Some crisis at the firm. Always a crisis." But her smile was lacquered on, bright and brittle.

"You look gorgeous," Maya said, because it was true, and because Diana needed to hear it more than most people needed to breathe.

"This old thing?" Diana smoothed her hands down emerald silk. "Found it in the back of my closet."

She was lying. Maya knew designer when she saw it, knew the crispness of tags-removed-this-morning. But she also knew Diana, knew how hard she worked to make everything look effortless, so she just smiled and pressed a glass of champagne into her friend's hand.

"Where's Marcus?" Diana asked, glancing around.

"Upstairs. Last-minute work thing."

Diana's eyebrow lifted a fraction—on New Year's Eve?—but she didn't push. She never did, not about Marcus. None of them did, not directly, though Maya felt their concern like humidity, heavy in every silence.

Keisha blew in at seven forty-five, because Keisha operated on her own clock and made no apologies. She wore leather pants and a top that was somehow both casual and devastating, her hair slicked back, gold hoops catching light.

"I'm not late, the party just started early," she announced, making her way straight to Maya for a hug that smelled like expensive perfume and winter air. "And before you ask, no, I didn't bring anyone. Yes, I'm aware it's New Year's Eve. No, I don't care."

"I wasn't going to ask." Maya handed her a drink.

"You were thinking it."

"I wasn't thinking anything except that you look like you're about to break some hearts tonight."

"Maybe I already did." Keisha's smile was sharp, bright. "His name was... Brad? Brett? Something aggressively white. He spent twenty minutes telling me about his startup. I spent twenty minutes deciding whether the calamari was worth staying for."

"And?"

"The calamari lost." Keisha took a long sip of champagne. "Where are the girls?"

Maya nodded toward the living room, where Diana held court near the fireplace and Simone perched on the arm of the couch, listening to someone's story with her whole body tilted forward, present in the way only Simone knew how to be.

"The band's all here," Keisha said softly. Then, quieter: "You good?"

It was the second time someone had asked, and Maya felt something tighten in her chest. "Why does everyone keep asking me that?"

"Because you've got that look."

"What look?"

"The one where you're making sure everyone else is having a good time so you don't have to think about whether you are."

Maya opened her mouth to argue, but Keisha was already moving toward the others, leaving the observation hanging in the air like smoke.



By nine-thirty, the party had found its groove. Someone had turned up the music. Someone else had moved the furniture to make room for dancing. Maya stood at the edge of it all, holding a glass she'd barely touched, watching the way light moved across her friends' faces.

There was Diana, laughing at something Julian's partner said, her hand resting on her husband's arm—but Julian wasn't looking at her. He was looking at his phone. Again.

There was Simone, checking her own phone for the third time in ten minutes. Trevor had disappeared to "take a call" half an hour ago and hadn't come back inside.

There was Keisha, magnetic as always, surrounded by people but somehow untouchable, a force field humming around her that kept everyone at exactly the right distance.

And there was Marcus, finally downstairs, finally present, working the room with that easy charm that had made Maya fall for him in the first place. He caught her eye and winked—see, babe, I'm here—and she felt that familiar combination of relief and resentment, the push-pull that had become their rhythm.

"Speech!" someone called out as midnight approached. "Maya, you have to make a toast!"

She didn't want to. Wanted to stay invisible at the edges, wanted to not be the center of anything. But everyone was looking at her, waiting, so she did what Maya Bennett always did: she smiled and stepped forward.

"Okay, okay." She raised her glass. The room quieted, faces turning toward her. "I'm not good at this—"

"Liar," Keisha called out. "You're a producer. Words are literally your job."

Laughter rippled through the room. Maya felt her face warm.

"Fine. I just wanted to say..." She looked around at her living room full of people she loved, people she'd carefully chosen, people who showed up. "I'm grateful. For all of you. For another year. For—"

Her voice caught. She wasn't sure why. Nothing was wrong. Everything was fine.

"For friendship," Diana said, raising her glass, saving her.

"For friendship," everyone echoed.

"And for new beginnings," Simone added, her voice small but hopeful.

They drank. The countdown started. Ten, nine, eight. Maya found herself next to her three best friends, their shoulders touching, the four of them standing together the way they always did at parties, a constellation unto themselves.

Three, two, one.

"Happy New Year!"

Noise exploded around them—horns, cheers, the sound of people kissing, claiming their moment. Maya hugged Diana, hugged Simone, hugged Keisha, felt the familiar comfort of their bodies, their love, their presence.

Marcus appeared at her elbow, pulling her in for a kiss that tasted like whiskey and felt like obligation. "Love you, babe," he murmured against her mouth.

"Love you too," she said automatically.

But when she pulled back, she saw Julian over Diana's shoulder, typing on his phone while his wife stood alone. Saw Trevor outside on the patio, laughing into his phone, while Simone watched through the window. Saw Keisha slip away toward the kitchen, suddenly done with proximity, needing space.

Saw the shape of her own life, reflected in the lives of the women she loved most.

The party swirled on around her, but Maya felt something settle in her chest, cold and certain. She excused herself, moved through the crowd with her hostess smile firmly in place, and climbed the stairs to her bedroom.

She just needed a minute. Just needed to breathe.

That's when she saw it.

Marcus's laptop, open on the bed. Screen glowing. She hadn't meant to look—she wasn't that wife, the one who snooped, the one who didn't trust. But the email was right there, bold and unread:

Re: Your Application - Position Filled

Her stomach dropped. Application? He'd told her this morning he had an interview next week. Another interview. The fifth one this month. She'd wished him luck, made him his favorite breakfast, told him she believed in him.

She clicked before she could stop herself.

The email was from November. Two months ago.

Thank you for your interest, but we've moved forward with another candidate...

Maya's hands were shaking as she scrolled up. More emails. Rejection after rejection, some from December, some from weeks ago. Some from October. He'd been getting rejections for months and telling her about interviews.

No. Worse.

He hadn't been getting anything. Because below the rejection emails was his sent folder, and when she clicked it, her vision narrowed to a pinpoint.

Zero sent emails. Zero applications. Zero interviews.

He'd been lying about all of it.

Maya sat down on her bed—her bed, in her house, that she paid for—and felt something crack open inside her chest. Not her heart. Something deeper. Some foundation she'd been building on for three years, crumbling all at once.

Downstairs, she could hear laughter. Someone had put on '90s R&B. Someone else was dancing. Her party, her people, her carefully constructed evening of hope and possibility.

And upstairs, alone, Maya Bennett finally let herself see what she'd been working so hard not to notice.

She'd been waiting for Marcus to become the man he kept promising to be.

But he'd never even been trying.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Keisha: Where'd you go? You okay?

Maya looked at the message for a long moment. Then she stood up, smoothed her dress, checked her reflection in the mirror. The woman looking back at her had perfect makeup and empty eyes.

She typed back: Be down in a minute. Everything's fine.

The lie tasted like champagne and ash.

She closed the laptop, turned off the bedroom light, and went back downstairs to her party, her smile fixed in place. Because that's what Maya did. She kept everything together. She made sure everyone else was okay.

Even when her own world was quietly falling apart.
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Chapter 2

Keisha
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The problem with accountants, Keisha had learned, was that they couldn't lie to themselves about the numbers.

She sat at her desk on the first Monday of the new year, spreadsheet glowing on her dual monitors, and calculated exactly how much money she'd wasted on bad dates in the past twelve months. Sixty-two dollars on drinks with the guy who'd spent an hour explaining Bitcoin. One hundred and forty on dinner with the man who'd brought his mother. Eighty-five on the wine she'd needed after the one who'd asked if she was "naturally aggressive or just intimidating."

Total: $2,847.

She could have bought new tires. Could have taken herself to Cabo. Could have lit the money on fire and at least gotten warmth out of it.

"Keisha?" Her assistant's voice crackled through the intercom. "Your ten o'clock is here."

Keisha minimized the spreadsheet, maximized her professional smile. "Send them in."

The Hendersons were retiring, selling their construction business, and needed someone to structure the deal so the IRS didn't eat them alive. Keisha spent ninety minutes walking them through options, watching Mrs. Henderson's face relax as she realized they'd actually get to enjoy their grandkids instead of just funding their college.

This was the part of her job Keisha loved. The solving. The clarity. The way numbers always added up correctly if you did the work.

Unlike people. Unlike men. Unlike every relationship she'd attempted since her divorce four years ago.

By lunch, she'd restructured three portfolios, caught an error in a client's quarterly filings, and ignored two texts from Brad-or-Brett-from-Saturday-night, who apparently thought "sorry about the startup talk" was enough to warrant a second chance.

It's not, she typed, then deleted it.

Thanks but no thanks, she tried instead. Too polite.

She settled on: Good luck with the company and blocked his number.

Her phone rang immediately. Maya.

"Please tell me you're calling to talk me out of becoming a nun," Keisha said instead of hello.

"Is that even an option for us?" Maya's voice sounded strange. Stretched thin.

Keisha sat up straighter. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing. I just—can you do lunch?"

"I have a meeting at one."

"Thirty minutes. Please."

There it was. That note underneath. That sound Maya made when she was holding something too heavy and trying to pretend it weighed nothing.

"Postino's?" Keisha was already reaching for her purse. "Twenty minutes."



Maya was sitting at their usual table in the back, still in her work clothes but somehow looking smaller than she had at the party. She'd ordered them both the bruschetta board and was systematically shredding a napkin into precise strips.

"Okay," Keisha said, sliding into the booth. "What did he do?"

Maya's hands stilled. "Why do you assume—"

"Because I know you. Because you only make your voice that calm when everything's on fire. And because you texted me at six this morning asking if I was awake, then said never mind." Keisha leaned forward. "So what did Marcus do?"

For a long moment, Maya just looked at her napkin pile. Then, quietly: "He's been lying about the job search."

"Lying how?"

"Lying as in there is no job search. As in he's been telling me about interviews that don't exist and rejections from applications he never sent." Maya's voice was steady, controlled. The producer voice. The voice that meant she was barely holding on. "I saw his laptop. New Year's Eve. While everyone was downstairs celebrating new beginnings, I was upstairs realizing my husband has been unemployed for eight months and hasn't applied to a single job in at least four."

Keisha felt rage bloom hot in her chest. "That motherfucker."

"Don't."

"Don't what? Be mad? Maya, he's been—"

"I know what he's been doing." Maya finally looked up, and her eyes were dry but devastated. "I know. And I need you to not be mad yet because if you're mad, then I have to be mad, and if I'm mad, then I have to do something about it, and I don't know if I can do something about it."

The bruschetta arrived. Neither of them touched it.

Keisha forced herself to breathe, to think like the accountant she was instead of the friend who wanted to drive to Maya's house and throw Marcus's shit onto the lawn. "Okay. Let's look at this logically. What are your options?"

"I don't know."

"Yes, you do. You're one of the smartest people I know. You run a production company. You manage budgets and deadlines and egos bigger than this entire restaurant. So what are your options?"

Maya pulled her hands into her lap. "I confront him."

"And?"

"And he apologizes. Makes excuses. Promises to do better."

"Which he won't."

"Probably not." Maya's voice was barely a whisper.

"So then what?"

"I don't know, Keisha. I don't..." She pressed her palms against her eyes. "We've been together three years. We're married. You don't just walk away from a marriage because—"

"Because your husband is lying to you and living off your money while you kill yourself at work?" Keisha's voice came out sharper than she meant it to. "Yeah, actually, you do."

Maya lowered her hands. "It's not that simple."

"It literally is."

"Says the woman who hasn't let anyone get close enough to have this problem."

The words landed like a slap. Keisha sat back, feeling the familiar armor slide into place. The walls. The distance. The thing that kept her safe and separate.

"You're right," she said coolly. "I don't let people close. Because when I did, when I was young enough and stupid enough to believe in forever, I got cheated on. My husband fucked his paralegal in our bed and then convinced me it was my fault for working too much. So yeah, I keep people at arm's length now. Because arm's length means nobody gets to destroy you."

Maya's face crumpled. "Keisha, I'm sorry. I didn't mean—"

"You did. And maybe you're right. Maybe I'm too closed off. Maybe I'm too cynical. But at least I'm not lying to myself about who people are."

The silence between them felt like broken glass.

"I'm scared," Maya finally said. "If I leave him, if I'm alone... what if that's it? What if I'm thirty-eight and this was my last chance and I'm just... nobody's person?"

Keisha reached across the table, grabbed Maya's hand. Held on even though touching hurt, even though vulnerability made her want to run. "You're my person. And Diana's. And Simone's. We're your people. And we're not going anywhere."

"That's not the same."

"No," Keisha agreed. "It's better. Because we actually show up."

Maya's eyes filled, finally. "I thought I'd be different. Thought I was the one who'd make it work. My parents have been married forty-two years. They made it look so easy."

"Your mom is a saint and your dad is a retired engineer who built her a craft room. That's not Marcus. Marcus isn't going to build you anything."

"I know." Maya wiped her eyes with the shredded napkin. "God, I know. I just... when did I become this person? The one who settles? The one who makes excuses?"

"You're not that person. You're just scared of being alone. Which is human. But Maya..." Keisha squeezed her hand. "You're already alone. He's been checked out for months. You're just finally letting yourself see it."

Maya nodded slowly, something shifting in her face. Not acceptance. Not yet. But maybe the beginning of it.

"I need to talk to him," she said.

"Want me to be there?"

"No. I need to do this myself." Maya pulled her hand back, sat up straighter. Keisha watched her friend rebuild herself right there at the table, brick by brick. "I'll talk to him tonight. I'll... I'll figure it out."

"And if you need backup?"

"I'll call."

They picked at the bruschetta, talked about safe things—Diana's new listing in Paradise Valley, Simone's community theater audition, the client who'd asked Keisha if she was single during a meeting about his divorce settlement. Maya even laughed, which felt like a minor miracle.

But when they left the restaurant, when Maya hugged her goodbye in the parking lot, Keisha felt it: the shape of something ending, the weight of something beginning.

"Hey," she said before Maya could walk away. "Whatever happens tonight? You're going to be okay. You know that, right?"

"I hope so." Maya smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. "Thanks for lunch. For listening. For being honest even when I don't want to hear it."

"That's what friends are for."

"Is it?" Maya tilted her head. "Because sometimes I think we tell each other what we need to hear but don't say what we need to say."

Keisha felt something uncomfortable twist in her chest. "What does that mean?"

"It means you spent our whole lunch telling me to leave Marcus because he's emotionally unavailable. But Keisha..." Maya's voice was gentle now, careful. "You've been dating emotionally unavailable men for four years. On purpose. So you never have to risk anything real."

"That's different."

"Is it?"

Before Keisha could answer, Maya was walking toward her car, leaving the question hanging in the bright January sun.



Keisha went back to work, but the numbers wouldn't cooperate. She stared at spreadsheets and saw only Maya's face. Heard only her own voice, sharp and certain: You're already alone.

Was she talking about Maya? Or herself?

Her phone buzzed. A text from her mother: Dinner this Sunday? Dad wants to see you.

Another text, this time from Diana in their group chat: Emergency girls' night? I need wine and witnesses.

Another from Simone: Trevor and I need to talk. Pray for me.

The three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again.

Keisha typed: Count me in for girls' night. My place? Thursday?

Diana: Perfect. I'll bring wine.

Maya: I'll bring dessert. And probably tears.

Simone: I'll bring... I don't know what I'll bring. Myself? Is that enough?

Keisha felt something crack open in her chest. The armor, maybe. Just for a second.

That's always enough, she typed.

Then she went back to her spreadsheets, but couldn't stop thinking about what Maya had said. About walls. About distance. About how she'd spent four years protecting herself from pain by making sure nobody could ever matter enough to hurt her.

Her phone buzzed again. A number she didn't recognize.

Hi, this is Ethan. We met at the coffee shop last week? You mentioned you were an accountant and I said that was incredibly sexy in a very awkward way? Anyway, I was wondering if you'd want to get dinner sometime. No pressure. Just... dinner.

Keisha stared at the message. Remembered the guy—tall, kind eyes, nervous laugh. He'd held the door for her, made a joke about tax season, asked for her number with the kind of genuine interest she hadn't seen in years.

She'd given him her number figuring he'd never use it. Nice guys never called.

Except apparently this one did.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Every instinct screamed at her to say no. To keep him at arm's length where he couldn't disappoint her, couldn't prove himself to be just another Marcus or Trevor or Julian, couldn't become someone she'd have to recover from.

You're already alone, she'd told Maya.

But what if Maya had been talking to both of them?

Keisha closed her eyes, took a breath, and typed before she could talk herself out of it:

Hi Ethan. I remember you (and your awkward tax jokes). Dinner sounds good. When?

She hit send before she could delete it.

The three dots appeared immediately.

Saturday? 7pm? I know a great Italian place in Old Town.

Keisha felt her heart start to hammer. This was a mistake. This was exactly how people got hurt. This was—

Sounds perfect, she typed.

Then she put her phone face-down on her desk, stared at the ceiling, and wondered what the hell she'd just done.

Outside her office window, Phoenix sprawled in the afternoon light, the city sharp and bright and full of possibility.

Or maybe just full of really excellent ways to get your heart broken.

Time would tell.
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Chapter 3

Diana
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The black American Express card was declined at Neiman Marcus at 11:47 a.m. on a Tuesday, which was somehow worse than if it had happened on a weekend, when at least there would have been fewer witnesses.

Diana stood at the counter with three shopping bags already paid for—gifts for Julian's mother's birthday dinner that night—and watched the saleswoman's face shift from professional courtesy to carefully managed concern.

"I'm so sorry, Mrs. Parks. Would you like to try another card?"

Diana's smile didn't waver. She'd perfected this smile over seven years of marriage: warm, unflappable, the smile of a woman for whom money was never a concern. "Of course. How silly of me."

She handed over her personal Visa, the one attached to her real estate commissions, and felt something cold settle in her stomach as the woman swiped it. This card would work. She knew it would work because she'd checked the balance this morning, because she always checked, because underneath the designer clothes and the perfect highlights, Diana Parks was still that girl from Maryvale who counted every dollar.

The transaction went through. Diana signed with a flourish, thanked the saleswoman, and walked out into the bright Arizona afternoon carrying bags that suddenly felt heavier than they should.

In her car—the Range Rover that was technically Julian's but that she drove, that existed in that grey area of marital property where everything was "ours" but nothing was really hers—Diana sat with her hands on the steering wheel and tried to breathe normally.

A declined card didn't mean anything. Credit cards got declined all the time. Fraud alerts, computer glitches, mistakes. It happened to everyone.

Except it had never happened to her. Not in seven years. Not since she'd married Julian Parks, corporate attorney, with his family money and his downtown loft and his effortless way of making her feel like she'd finally arrived at the life she was supposed to be living.

Diana pulled out her phone, opened the American Express app, entered her password.

Incorrect password. Please try again.

She tried again. And again.

Your account has been locked. Please contact customer service.

The cold thing in her stomach turned to ice.

She called the number, waited through the automated menu, finally reached a human being.

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Parks, but that account has been frozen by the primary cardholder. I can't provide any additional information. You'll need to contact Mr. Parks directly."

Diana hung up without saying thank you.

She sat in the Neiman Marcus parking lot, watching women walk in and out with their shopping bags and their easy confidence, and tried to remember the last time Julian had done something like this. Tried to remember if there had been signs she'd missed, clues she'd overlooked while she was too busy being the perfect wife in the perfect marriage with the perfect life.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Julian: Running late tonight. Don't wait for me for dinner.

Not sorry. Not I'll make it up to you. Just a statement of fact, a change of plans, as if his presence at his own mother's birthday dinner was optional.

Diana's fingers moved before she could stop them: Why was my card declined?

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

We'll talk about it later.

Later. Everything with Julian was later. Later we'll talk about having kids. Later we'll take that vacation. Later we'll spend more time together. Later, later, later, until "later" became a place they never actually arrived.

Diana looked at the bags in her passenger seat—$800 worth of gifts for a woman who'd never really liked her anyway, bought on a credit card that apparently wasn't hers to use—and felt something sharp lodge itself beneath her ribs.

She started the car, pulled out of the parking lot, and drove toward Old Town Scottsdale, where her office was, where she had a four o'clock showing for a house she'd already shown three times to clients who probably weren't going to buy it.

But at least it was something she was good at. Something that was hers.



The house was a mid-century modern in Arcadia, all clean lines and mountain views, the kind of place Diana would have killed to live in if Julian would ever consider leaving his precious downtown loft. She walked the clients—a tech couple relocating from Seattle—through the space, pointing out the renovated kitchen, the original terrazzo floors, the way the desert light poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

"It's stunning," the wife said, running her hand along the kitchen counter. "But I don't know. Is it too small?"

It was 3,200 square feet. Diana's childhood home had been 900.

"It's intimate," Diana said smoothly. "Perfect for a couple. And the outdoor space more than compensates—you could entertain fifty people on that patio."

The husband was already mentally calculating. Diana could see it in his face, the spreadsheet running behind his eyes. "We'd need to put in at least another hundred thousand in renovations."

"More like fifty," Diana countered. "And you'd still be under market value for this neighborhood."

They walked the property for another twenty minutes, Diana answering questions on autopilot while her mind spiraled elsewhere. To frozen credit cards and cancelled plans. To the way Julian had been distant lately, distracted, always on his phone with "work emergencies" that somehow required closed doors and lowered voices.

To the fact that she'd chosen to notice none of it.

"We'll think about it," the wife said at the door, which meant no. Diana had been doing this long enough to know.

"Of course. Take your time." She shook their hands, gave them her card, watched them drive away in their Tesla.

Alone in the empty house, Diana walked back through the rooms, her heels clicking on the terrazzo. She stopped in the primary bedroom, looking out at the mountains, and tried to remember the last time Julian had really looked at her. Not the version of her she presented to the world—polished, perfect, perpetually pleased—but the actual her underneath.

She couldn't.

Her phone rang. Diana almost didn't answer, but it was her mother, and you didn't ignore your mother.

"Diana, honey. Just confirming you're still coming to dinner tonight."

"Of course, Mom. I have your gift in the car."

"Is Julian coming?"

Diana heard the hope in her mother's voice. After growing up in a cramped house with six siblings, after marrying a bus driver and spending forty years stretching every dollar, her mother still got a little breathless talking about Diana's lawyer husband and his fancy career.

"He'll try. He's got a work thing."

"On my birthday?" The hope curdled to disappointment. "Diana, that man works too much."

"I know, Mom."

"You need to talk to him. Marriage is about priorities."

Diana almost laughed. Her mother, who'd spent forty years making excuses for Diana's father's temper, his drinking, his inability to remember anniversaries—now she was giving marriage advice?

"I will, Mom. I'll see you at six."

She hung up before her mother could say anything else, before the conversation could spiral into the usual territory: when were they having kids, why did Diana work so much, didn't she want to give Julian a son to carry on the Parks name?

Diana looked around the empty house one more time. She'd sold seventeen properties last year, brought in close to $300,000 in commissions. She was good at this. She was successful.

So why did she feel like she was constantly playing a part in someone else's life?



Her mother's house in Maryvale looked exactly the same as it had for twenty years: small, neat, surrounded by chain-link fence. Diana parked on the street and sat for a moment, gathering herself. Putting on the Diana her family expected: the one who'd made it out, who'd married up, who proved you could transcend your beginnings if you just worked hard enough and wanted it badly enough.

Inside, her sisters had already arrived, their kids running through the small living room like tornados. Diana kissed cheeks, accepted hugs, fielded the usual questions about her house, her car, her mysteriously absent husband.

"He's working," she said for the fourth time, and saw the look her sister Carmen exchanged with their mother.

Sure he is, the look said. Or maybe he's just like all men—taking you for granted.

Dinner was tamales and rice, her mother's specialties, served on the same dishes Diana remembered from childhood. She sat squeezed between her nephew and her youngest sister, trying to take up less space, trying to enjoy it.

But all she could think about was the frozen credit card. The locked account. The way Julian had said they'd "talk about it later" as if she was a child being told to wait for an explanation.

"Diana?" Her mother was looking at her. "You're very quiet tonight."

"Just tired. Busy day showing houses."

"When are you going to slow down? You don't need to work so hard. Julian makes plenty of money."

"I like working, Mom."

"But don't you want to start a family? You're not getting any younger."

There it was. The conversation Diana had been dodging for three years. Her sisters were already looking at her, waiting for the answer they all wanted to hear.

"We're not ready yet," Diana said.

"Not ready?" Carmen laughed. "Girl, you're thirty-nine. When are you going to be ready?"

Diana felt her smile tighten. "When we decide to be."

"Julian's not getting cold feet, is he?" This from her mother, concern sharpening her voice. "Men do that sometimes. Get comfortable and stop moving forward."

"Julian's fine. We're fine. Everything's fine."

The lie tasted like her mother's tamales—familiar, filling, not quite enough.

After dinner, Diana helped clean up while her sisters corralled their children. Her mother cornered her at the sink, drying while Diana washed.

"Are you happy?" her mother asked quietly.

Diana's hands stilled in the soapy water. "What?"

"With Julian. With your life. Are you happy?"

It was such a simple question. Why couldn't Diana answer it?

"I have everything I ever wanted," she said instead.

"That's not what I asked."

Diana looked at her mother—this woman who'd spent her whole life in Maryvale, who'd raised six kids on nothing, who'd never had designer clothes or luxury cars or any of the things Diana had convinced herself mattered.

"I don't know," she heard herself say. "I don't know if I'm happy or if I'm just... comfortable. If I'm living my life or performing it."

Her mother set down the dish towel, pulled Diana into a hug that smelled like the same perfume she'd worn for thirty years. "Baby girl. You don't have to be someone else for us. We loved you before Julian. We'll love you after."

"After?"

Her mother pulled back, looked at her with eyes that saw too much. "If it comes to that. I'm just saying."

Diana drove home in silence, her mother's words echoing in her head. Before Julian. After Julian. As if there were two versions of her life, cleanly divided.

The loft was dark when she arrived. Julian wasn't home yet, even though it was past nine. Diana set down her purse, kicked off her heels, and walked to the windows that overlooked downtown Phoenix. The city glittered below her, full of light and life and people living their Tuesday nights.

She pulled out her phone, called Julian.

Voicemail.

She tried again.

Voicemail.

On the third try, he picked up. "Diana, I'm in a meeting."

"At nine p.m.?"

"It's important. I'll be home soon."

"When?"

"I don't know. An hour. Maybe two."

"We need to talk."

"About what?"

"About why my credit card was declined today. About why you changed the password on our account without telling me. About—"

"Jesus, Diana. It's not a big deal. I'm restructuring some things. We'll talk about it when I get home."

"Restructuring what things?"

"Can this wait? I really need to—"

"No, it can't wait. Julian, what's going on?"

Silence. Long enough that Diana thought he'd hung up.

"I'm handling it," he finally said. "Trust me."

Then he did hang up.

Diana stood at the window for a long time, phone in hand, watching the city lights blur. Trust him. As if trust was something you could just decide to do, regardless of evidence. As if she hadn't spent seven years trusting him, believing in him, building a life around him.

She thought about her mother's question. Are you happy?

She thought about Keisha, who'd been single for four years and seemed perfectly content. About Simone, who'd been waiting for Trevor to propose and was still somehow optimistic. About Maya, who was dealing with Marcus's bullshit but at least knew what the bullshit was.

Diana walked to Julian's home office—the room that was always locked, always off-limits, always his private space—and tried the door handle.

Locked.

She went to the bedroom, to Julian's nightstand drawer where he kept everything. Found the small key hidden under his watch box.

Back at the office door, Diana's hand shook as she put the key in the lock. This was wrong. This was a violation of privacy. This was—

The door opened.

The office was immaculate as always. Organized. Professional. Nothing out of place. Diana sat down at his desk, opened his laptop.

Password protected.

She tried their anniversary. His birthday. Her birthday.

Nothing.

She tried his mother's birthday.

The screen unlocked.

Diana's stomach turned over. Not at the password itself, but at what it meant: she wasn't even in his top three.

She opened his email, scrolled through. Work stuff. Client correspondence. Nothing unusual.

Then she saw it. A folder labeled "Personal" that she almost scrolled past.

She clicked.

The first email was from someone named Lauren. The subject line: Can't wait to see you tonight.

Diana's vision narrowed. She clicked.

I know you said you'd handle things with Diana, but it's been six months. When are you going to tell her? I can't keep doing this—sneaking around, being the secret. I love you, but I need more than late-night phone calls and stolen hours.

Diana read it again. And again.

Six months.

Lauren.

Tell her.

She scrolled down. More emails. Dozens of them. Stretching back to August. Flirtatious at first, then intimate, then in love. Plans for a future that didn't include Diana. Talk of apartments and new beginnings and finally being together properly.

Diana's hands were numb as she closed the laptop, stood up, walked out of the office like a ghost.

In the living room, she sat on the cream-colored sofa that Julian had picked out, that she'd never really liked, and stared at nothing.

Six months.

He'd been cheating for six months.

While she was showing houses and attending his work functions and playing the perfect wife. While she was defending him to her family and making excuses for his absences and convincing herself that marriage took work.

Six months.

Her phone buzzed. The group chat.

Diana: Emergency girls' night? I need wine and witnesses.

Her fingers moved automatically: My place. Thursday. Please.

Three responses came immediately.

Maya: I'll bring dessert. And probably tears.

Simone: I'll bring... I don't know what I'll bring. Myself? Is that enough?

Keisha: That's always enough. I'll bring wine. And bail money if needed.

Diana almost smiled. Almost.

Then she heard the key in the door, Julian's footsteps in the entryway.

"Diana? You still up?"

She looked at him as he walked into the living room—this man she'd married, this life she'd built—and felt nothing but ice.

"How was your meeting?" she asked.

He loosened his tie, poured himself a scotch. Didn't look at her. "Long. Tedious. The usual."

"With Lauren?"

The glass stopped halfway to his mouth.

"What?"

"Lauren. The woman you've been fucking for six months. The woman you're planning a future with. Was the meeting with her?"

Julian's face went pale, then red. "Diana—"

"Don't." She stood up, smooth and controlled. "Don't insult me with lies on top of lies. I saw the emails. All of them."

"You went through my computer?"

"You're cheating on me and you're worried about privacy?"

"It's not— It's complicated. You don't understand."

"Oh, I understand perfectly." Diana's voice was calm, arctic. "You've been having an affair. You've been hiding money from me. You've been planning to leave. The only thing I don't understand is why you didn't have
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