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    Chapter  1

    What April Carries

     

    April arrived the way April in Berlin always does, with a confidence that is not quite arrogance but close to it. The chestnuts along the Reichsstraße were in full leaf, their canopies wide and serious, and the light that came through them fell on the pavement in shifting patterns that Julia had once spent twenty minutes watching without her mothers saying anything. She had been thinking about fluid dynamics, she said afterward, or possibly about the light itself.

    Three weeks had passed since the restructuring. Five since the auditorium.

    The institute had found its new shape the way a river finds its bed after the landscape shifts, not without effort, but with the persistence of something that knows what it is supposed to do. The third floor had the energy of a team assembled with care. Helena Schwarz ran it with watchful, unhurried authority, and the directors around her had settled into the rhythm of people placed exactly where their abilities were needed.

    The presidential office was as it had always been. The flowers on Monday mornings in the three vases Pauline had chosen years ago. The two desks at their slight angle, Sarah's and Pauline's, positioned for a natural line of sight between them without having to perform the act of looking at each other. The sliding wall to Julia's office, open. The ottoman between the desks.

    At some point in most mornings, Julia was on the ottoman. She had the ability to make herself entirely comfortable on a piece of furniture not designed for extended occupation, folding herself into it with the ease of someone who has found her specific place and settled into it as if settling into the truest version of where she was supposed to be.

    This particular Thursday in the second week of April, she was on it with her legs folded under her and her tablet on her knees and the slight line between her brows that meant she was working through something not yet resolved. She had been there since shortly after nine. It was now eleven forty.

    "The transition between the surface flux component and the deep circulation sequence," Julia said, without looking up. "When we go from the Atlantic overturning data to the Southern Ocean feedback, the visualization breaks the continuity. The science doesn't break it, but the visualization does."

    Pauline looked up. "Where exactly?"

    "Slide eleven into twelve. The scale shift is too sudden. It reads as two different phenomena when it's one continuous system."

    Sarah set down her pen. "Show me."

     

    Julia unfolded herself from the ottoman and crossed to Sarah's desk with her tablet, angling it so both her mothers could see. Pauline leaned forward. There was a silence of the kind that has thinking in it.

    "She's right," Pauline said.

    "I know," Sarah said. "The data transition is clean. The visual transition isn't." She looked at Julia. "Can you bridge it with an intermediate state? Keep the continuity at the same depth and let the new scale emerge from the existing one rather than replacing it?"

    Julia was already making notes. "I think so. I'll need the full depth gradient data for the South Atlantic segment."

    "Pauline has it."

    "I have it," Pauline confirmed. "We can look  after lunch."

    Julia made the note, returned to the ottoman, refolded herself into it, and was back inside the work within forty-five seconds. Sarah watched this and said nothing and returned to her own work with the expression of someone who has observed something that pleased them and intends to keep that to themselves.

     

    The afternoon passed in the way of good working afternoons, without drawing attention to itself. Lunch was brief and unremarkable, and afterward Julia went to Pauline's desk and they worked through the gradient data together for the better part of an hour while Sarah moved between her screen and her notebook, producing the particular quality of silence that Julia had once described to Swantje as the silence of someone building something very large in a very small, precise space.

    By four o'clock the bridge between slides eleven and twelve was solved, and Julia had sent the revised sequence to both her mothers and returned to the ottoman.

    At ten past four, Celine knocked on the open door with the expression she wore when carrying something she had been asked to deliver in person.

    "Sorry to interrupt," she said. "Sarah, there's a message from the summit coordination office. Professor Hartmann's office." A small pause. "He asked that it be given to you directly."

    Sarah held out her hand.

    The note was on the formal letterhead of the Global Climate Summit, Barcelona, the same letterhead they had been seeing with increasing frequency since the previous autumn. Professor Dr. Hartmann, Chair of the Scientific Committee, wrote in the precise English of a man for whom it was a third language, and his letter said what it said clearly and without ornamentation.

    Sarah read it once. Then she read it again.

    Pauline was watching her.

    "Sarah," Pauline said.

    Sarah looked up, at Pauline and then at Julia, who had looked up from her tablet at the change in the room's quality with the attentiveness she brought to every shift in atmosphere in any space her mothers occupied.

    "What is it?" Julia asked.

    Sarah set the note on her desk. "We have the keynote," she said. "The Barcelona summit. Professor Hartmann's committee has selected us for the opening keynote."

    The room was very quiet.

    Then Pauline said, simply: "Oh."

    It was not the response of someone who had not hoped for this. It was the response of someone who had hoped long enough that having it arrive was an entirely different thing from having hoped for it, and the distance between those two states required a moment to stand in.

    Julia was looking at her mothers with the still, focused expression she wore when something was happening that she wanted to see completely. Then she looked at the note.

    "The opening keynote," she said. "At the UN summit."

    "Yes," Sarah said.

    "That's," she stopped. Started again. "How many people?"

    "The General Assembly hall holds approximately eighteen hundred," Sarah said. "But the broadcast reach is considerably larger. The keynote sets the tone for all the policy framework sessions."

    "Five months," Pauline said quietly. "October."

    "October twentyfour," Sarah confirmed. She looked at Celine, who had remained in the doorway with the diplomatic patience of someone who has learned to occupy the threshold of a room without quite being in it. "Can you ask Karla to come up? And Jana."

    "Of course," Celine said. Then quietly: "Congratulations." She withdrew.

    The three of them looked at each other.

    "Five months," Sarah said, and her voice was level and carried beneath it something not quite calm, something more like the feeling of standing at the edge of something very large and finding that you are ready for it.

    Pauline nodded. "The Atlantic overturning integration."

    "The bipolar feedback coupling," Sarah said.

    "The visualization sequence," Julia said.

    They looked at each other, the look of three people who can do the arithmetic of what remains without saying it aloud. What remained was substantial. What remained was also entirely possible.

    "All right," Sarah said. "We have work to do."

    Karla arrived twelve minutes later and read the note Sarah held out to her. Her face did something involuntary at the third line.

    "Good God," she said.

    "Yes," Sarah said.

    Karla put the note down carefully. "October."

    "Twentyfour."

    "That is nineteen weeks."

    "Nineteen weeks and two days," Julia said from the ottoman, helpfully.

    Karla looked at her, then at Sarah and Pauline, and the look between them held the full weight of what that meant: the preparation, the logistics, the security, the refinement of three interlocking bodies of scientific work into a keynote for the most consequential audience the institute had ever faced.

    "All right," Karla said, and her voice had the quality it always had when she moved from receiving information to processing it into action. "I'll need the full summit documentation. I'll pull Alina in for the government coordination, there will be German delegation considerations, the Foreign Office will want to be briefed. Jana needs the security assessment for Barcelona immediately."

    "I've asked Celine to find her," Sarah said.

    "Good." Karla looked at Pauline. "How is the model integration?"

    "Moving," Pauline said. "The Atlantic sequence is nearly complete. The Southern Ocean coupling needs a few more weeks. The bipolar framework," she glanced at Sarah.

    "The bipolar framework is the core of what we present," Sarah said. "It is also the most mathematically demanding. We need time."

    "You will have what you need," Karla said. It was not a promise of easy conditions. It was a statement of organizational will, the kind Karla made when she had decided something and intended to hold the building around it until the decision had been honored. "I will make sure of it."

    She left with the note in her hand and the look of a woman who already has her first three decisions made and is working on the fourth.

     

    Jana arrived at quarter to five. She read the letter standing at the corner of Sarah's desk, because Jana had never in her professional life read an important document sitting down unless there was no alternative.

    "Barcelona," she said.

    "Yes."

    "October twentyfour."

    "Yes."

    Jana looked up. There was a pause during which she was clearly doing calculations that had nothing to do with climate science and everything to do with the geography of a large public venue, the logistics of protecting three people in an unfamiliar city, and the complications of a UN event at which every significant government would have a security presence.

    "I'll need to contact the summit security office this week," she said. "And I want someone in Barcelona for a site visit before August. Not Sinje, not Leyla, not Mila, they stay where they are. I'll send two from my team. Site assessment, venue access points, coordination with the UN security office." She was already thinking past the sentence. "We do a full advance before any of us set foot in that building."

    She returned the letter and looked at the three presidents with an expression between a smile and concern, the expression of a person who holds a deep professional investment in an outcome and a deep personal one and cannot separate them.

    "You'll be extraordinary," she said. It was not a compliment designed to reassure. It was an assessment in Jana's particular register, the register of accuracy rather than warmth. Coming from her, it carried both.

    After Jana had gone, the office settled into the quieter register of a late afternoon. The garden below was green and unhurried. The light had softened to the lateral quality of an April afternoon in the northern latitudes, the kind that makes interior spaces feel inhabited rather than merely occupied.

    Pauline had turned back to her screen. Sarah had picked up her notebook. Julia was on the ottoman, and the line between her brows was back, but different now, the line of someone working through not a technical problem but a larger one.

    After a few minutes, without looking up, she said: "Mama Sarah."

    "Yes," Sarah said.

    "Eighteen hundred people in the room."

    "Yes."

    A pause. "And the broadcast."

    "Yes."

    "I'll need the visualizations to work differently for that scale," Julia said. "Not just larger. Actually differently. The intimacy of how we show these systems in our own auditorium won't translate. The relationship between the viewer and the data changes at that scale."

    Sarah stopped writing and looked at her daughter.

    "That is exactly the right question," Sarah said quietly.

    Julia looked up. Something in her face was the face of someone who has been told something they needed to hear and has received it fully. She held her mother's gaze and nodded once, and the line between her brows smoothed out, because the question was named now and a named question is already half a solved one.

    "I'll start with the scale mapping tonight," she said. "After dinner."

    "Not tonight," Pauline said, without looking up.

    Julia looked at her.

    "Tonight we are going home," Pauline said, "and we are having dinner, and Ashley and Anna are going to destroy something we love, and we are going to sit on the sofa and not think about scale mapping."

    Julia's face did the thing it did sometimes when Pauline said something that landed exactly where it was needed, a small, involuntary softening she didn't manage in time and had stopped trying to manage.

    "All right," she said.

    "The scale mapping," Pauline continued, still not looking up, "will be exactly where you left it in the morning."

    "I know," Julia said. "I know it will."

    It was twenty past five when Sarah's notebook closed and Pauline's screen went dark and Julia set down her tablet and unfolded herself from the ottoman for the last time that day. The office assumed its end-of-day quality, holding the warmth of what had happened in it with the patience of a room accustomed to serious things.

    Julia picked up her bag and looked around the office once, not checking that everything was in order but noting that it was, that it would be here tomorrow.

    The flowers in their vases. The desks at their angle. The ottoman between them.

    She followed her mothers into the corridor.

     

    In the lift, Sarah looked at the letter in her hand, she had, without deciding to, brought it with her and put it into her bag. Pauline watched her do it and said nothing. Julia stood between them, her shoulder against Sarah's arm, and the three of them rode down in the companionable quiet of people who have received a large thing and are simply carrying it, not yet unwrapping all of what it means.

    Outside, the April evening was warm and certain of itself. The institute stood behind them with its lit windows and its floors of people who did not yet know what the day had brought.

    Klaus had the car at the entrance. Leyla and Sinje were on either side of the door, and Mila was a few steps back and to the left, which was always her position, close enough to be useful and far enough to see everything that required seeing. She had known since four fifteen, because Jana had told her, and she had said nothing except what was necessary.

    She met Julia's eyes as the three of them came through the door. Julia's expression said several things at once: that she knew that Mila knew, that she was glad Mila knew.

    Mila gave a slight nod. Sufficient.

    They got into the car. Klaus pulled away. The Reichsstraße opened in early evening light, the chestnuts full and green, the city unhurried around them.

    "Barcelona," Julia said after a moment, as if testing the word's weight, pressing on it to see how solid it was.

    "Barcelona," Sarah agreed.

    Pauline looked out at the chestnuts and the golden light on the old facades and said nothing for a moment, then: "We should call Elena and Thomas tonight."

    Sarah turned to look at her.

    "They'll want to know," Pauline said simply. "Before they read it somewhere."

    Sarah held Pauline's gaze, and what passed between them was the warmth of two people who have known each other long enough that even the small decisions carry the weight of all the previous decisions, all the previous evenings, all the previous drives home.

    "Yes," Sarah said. "We'll call them tonight."

    Julia, between them, looked from one to the other with the expression she wore when her mothers were being what they were to each other and she was close enough to feel it, a particular quality of stillness, held and grateful and entirely sure.

    She leaned into Sarah's arm.

    Outside, the April evening continued. The city moved around the car in its easy Thursday way, entirely unaware of what it was carrying. Somewhere ahead, past the summer, Barcelona waited. The summit hall waited. The world that needed to hear what they had built waited.

    Five months.

    It was enough time. It would have to be enough time.

    And the work, as it had always been, was already underway.

  
    Chapter 2

    The Sofa, the Dogs, and the Things That Matter

     

    The apartment on the Reichsstraße held the evening the way it always did, with the unhurried warmth of a place that has been lived in with genuine attention. The parquet floors, dark and warm under their feet, held the memory of a century of evenings in this building, though none of them quite like this one.

    Ashley and Anna had been collected from Julianne, who had reported, without evident remorse on the dogs' behalf, that Anna had disassembled the better part of a cushion from the hallway bench and that Ashley had assisted by distributing the evidence as widely as possible across the apartment floor. The cushion had been assessed, found to be beyond rescue, and mourned briefly by Pauline, who had liked it. The dogs themselves were entirely untroubled by this, and had greeted the three of them at the door with the total-body joy of creatures for whom the return of their people is every evening the best possible news.

    Now Ashley was at the foot of the sofa with her chin on her paws and one eye open, and Anna had made herself into a compact circle on the armchair she had claimed as her own sometime in March and defended since with quiet consistency.

    On the blue velvet sofa, the three of them were arranged in the configuration that had evolved, over the months, into something so natural that none of them chose it consciously anymore. It simply happened. 

    Pauline was in one of Julia's robes, pale blue and considerably too short for her. Sarah had found Pauline's cream top at some point after dinner and was wearing it. Julia was in Sarah's bottoms, dark grey and slightly too long, folded once at the waist, her feet bare, her hair loose.

    She was across both of them. Her head on Sarah's chest, rising and falling with Sarah's breath, and her legs stretched across Pauline's stomach with the ease of someone who has learned, slowly and with great deliberateness, that she is allowed to take up space. Pauline had one hand resting on Julia's ankle without thinking about it. Sarah's arm was around her.

    The dinner things were washed and put away. Elena and Thomas had been called, and the conversation had lasted forty minutes and had mainly involved Elena. Julia, listening from the kitchen doorway with a dish towel in her hands, smiled so widely that she had to press her face briefly into the cloth.

    Thomas had said very little as usual.

    Now the apartment was quiet. The city outside was doing what Berlin does on May evenings, which is to say that it was alive without being loud, its particular frequency the frequency of a city that has been through a great deal and arrived at a kind of equanimity about its own existence.

    Sarah spoke first. 

    "I've been thinking about Bianca," she said.

    Pauline made the small sound that meant she was listening.

    "She's doing well. Better than well. But I think she could be more effective if we gave her more structure around her reporting." Sarah paused. "A weekly meeting. The three of us and Bianca. She explains her current tasks, what she's seeing across the three projects, what needs synchronizing. She's across everything but I don't think she's always sure what we most need from her overview."

    "Yes," Pauline said, without hesitation. "You're right. And at that meeting she could synchronize with our sweetheart as well, coordinate with Julia on where the presidential support team stands and what's coming toward them."

    Julia, who had been listening with her eyes half closed, lifted her head slightly. "I like that very much. And I want to say something about Helena while we're on it."

    "Say it," Sarah said.

    "She's doing a beautiful job. The way she's leading the support team,  it's exactly right, she has the right instincts and the team has responded to her. But the communication structure with Tatjana is still too loosely coupled. When the atmospheric physics work needs support it sometimes arrives at Helena's team without sufficient framing and it slows everyone down. They need a cleaner handoff protocol."

    There was a brief silence.

    Then Sarah said, with a quality in her voice, something closer to pride. "Our girl is growing into her leadership."

    Julia put her head back down on Sarah's chest. A beat. Then she sat up, turned to Sarah, and kissed her on the cheek with the total commitment of someone for whom affection is not punctuation but the sentence itself. Then she turned to Pauline and did the same, both hands briefly on Pauline's face.

    "I have the greatest mothers on this entire planet," she said. "I love you both so much."

    Pauline added "We love you too, sweetheart, more than you can possibly calculate."

    "Impossible to calculate," Sarah agreed. "I have tried. The numbers don't cooperate."

    Julia laughed, the laugh that was entirely unguarded and that the institute's team had been privileged to hear more and more of in recent months, the laugh of someone who has learned that joy is not a thing that needs to be justified or kept small.

    She settled back across them.

    For a few minutes no one spoke. Ashley shifted at the foot of the sofa and resettled herself with a soft sound of contentment. Anna twitched in her sleep. The lamp on the side table made its patient circle of gold.

    Then Pauline said, without preface: "Julia, you're doing a beautiful job with Mila."

    Julia was quiet for a moment. When she spoke there was something careful in her voice, careful in the way of someone who is trying to say something true without overstating it, which was a particular challenge when the true thing was itself fairly large.

    "She's brilliant, Mama. Genuinely. And so humble about it. She doesn't lead with what she knows, she leads with what she wants to understand, that's unusual, that's not something you can teach someone." She paused. "And she's honest. Precisely honest. Not painfully honest, not honestly as a performance. Just, she says what is true and she doesn't dress it differently depending on who's in the room."

    "No," Sarah said quietly. "She doesn't."

    "She'll be ready earlier than we thought," Pauline said. "Her thesis is coming on faster than her timeline had it. I think August is a real possibility, not an optimistic one."

    "She'll defend it beautifully," Julia said. "She'll be terrifying in her defense. In the best way. She'll know everything and she'll say it quietly and no one will know what hit them."

    Sarah was smiling. Julia could not see her face from where she lay but she could feel it in the quality of the arm around her, in the way Sarah's breathing changed slightly when something amused her.

    "I've been thinking about her," Sarah said, after a moment. "About what she is to us. What she's become."

    Pauline said nothing. She was listening in the way she listened when Sarah was working toward something that was worth waiting for.

    "We all know it," Sarah continued, "What she did for Raya, without hesitation, without a single calculation of cost. She gave everything she had in a blink." A pause. "I have met very few people in my life of that quality. Outside of this sofa."

    "She is one of the best human beings I have encountered," Pauline said, and the word encountered was deliberate, was Pauline's word for something that had happened to her rather than something she had arranged.

    "Raya is the same," Julia said.

    "Yes," Pauline agreed. "Both of them."

    A comfortable silence followed, the silence of three people who are thinking about the same person and finding the thinking pleasant.

    Then Pauline said: "What do we do with Mila when she finishes her doctorate?"

    It was not a logistical question, or not only. The way she asked it had the weight of something that had been sitting quietly in the room for a while and had finally decided to introduce itself properly.

    "Presidential research team," Sarah said, without hesitation. "That's where she belongs scientifically. She's beyond the support team, she's been beyond it for months."

    Pauline nodded. "Yes. But,  "

    "But it can't only be that," Julia said. She had shifted slightly, not sitting up, but present in a different way, engaged. "She has two roles, Mama Sarah, and both of them are real. She's a scientist and she's , she's something else. When we're outside the institute she watches everything. She sees things even sometimes before Sinje and Leyla, I've noticed it. She doesn't announce it, she doesn't make a production of it, she just , adjusts, positions, manages the space around you." Julia paused. "She needs to feel that both things are recognized. That she's the scientist but that the other thing is also real and valued, not something she does additionally, quietly, without acknowledgment."

    Pauline was quiet for a moment. Then: "She is not like Sinje and Leyla. Sinje and Leyla are protectors who are also part of our family. Mila is our protector and a brilliant scientist, and she grew into both roles simultaneously, and she's done it without anyone asking her to and without any flag to tell us it was happening."

    She paused. "When I watch her outside, she is like a hawk, Sarah. She is completely aware of you, of every approach, every variable. I think she doesn't fully know that she does it."

    "She knows," Sarah said quietly. "She simply doesn't require praise for it."

    "Since Pia came for Raya," Julia said, "and they've become what they've become to each other, Mila is lighter. There's something in her that was always slightly held, always slightly contracted, and it's easier now. Not gone. But easier."

    "She was carrying her sister alone for a long time," Sarah said. "Carrying the worry of her, the responsibility. Now she isn't alone in it and it's changed something in how she stands in her own life."

    The lamp made its quiet gold. Anna shifted in her sleep and made a small, extravagant sound that was some dogs' opinion of something.

    "We don't need to solve her exact role tonight," Sarah said. "Fortunately."

    "Fortunately," Pauline agreed.

    "We have until August at earliest."

    "August at earliest," Julia confirmed.

    "Good." Sarah settled slightly deeper into the sofa. "Then we won't solve it tonight."

    A pause.

    "We will absolutely think about it all night anyway," Julia said.

    "Obviously," Pauline said.

    "Without question," Sarah said.

    They all laughed, quietly, in the way of people who know themselves clearly and find it genuinely funny.

    After a little while, when the laughter had settled back into the lamplight and Ashley had sighed at the foot of the sofa with the feeling of a creature who approves of the atmosphere if not the hour, Sarah spoke again, and her voice had the quality it took on when she was moving from the personal to the professional in the way that in this apartment and at this hour was actually still the personal, because they were the same thing, had always been the same thing.

    "Barcelona," she said. "The team."

    "Tell us," Pauline said.

    "I think we do what we did in Geneva. The three of us lead the keynote with the presidential research team and the presidential protection team. Karla coordinates with Thomas and Elena and leads the presidential support team as the second tier. Then all three CTOs and their deputies as the third tier, with Bianca leading that group."

    "Bianca leading the third tier," Pauline said, trying it. "Yes. That makes sense. She has the full-picture awareness and she knows all three projects with equal depth. She won't play favorites and she won't lose the thread."

    "I like it," Julia said.

    "Me too," said Pauline.

    "Then that's decided." Sarah said it with the flat, final satisfaction she brought to things that had been properly resolved, the tone of someone closing a parenthesis that had been open long enough. "We are perfect tonight."

    She paused.

    "Which brings me," Sarah said, and there was a shift in her voice, something that was both light and deliberate, "to the last item."

    Julia, who had been entirely still across both of them, felt the change in Sarah's voice in the way she felt all of Sarah's registers, in her whole body, before her mind had fully processed it.

    "Julia," Sarah began, "would you like to sleep tonight from the, "

    She did not finish the sentence.

    Julia was already moving, already up, already on Sarah's lap with both hands on her mother's face, and she kissed her with the completeness and the certainty of someone who has been given a family and has never for a single moment taken it for granted, who wakes every morning slightly astonished at the fact of it and sleeps every night grateful in a way that has no bottom.

    Then she turned to Pauline and gave her exactly the same, both hands, same certainty, same completeness.

    Ashley woke up at the movement. Anna opened one eye from the armchair.

    "You two monsters are coming as well," Sarah informed them.

    Ashley stood immediately, with the alert enthusiasm of a dog for whom any change in plan is an improvement on the previous plan. Anna regarded the room for a moment with the measured expression of a creature doing a cost-benefit analysis, found it satisfactory, and stepped down from the armchair with dignity.

    Julia climbed down from Sarah's lap and gathered Ashley against her, the dog's white-and-black fur warm and solid, and pressed her face briefly into the back of Ashley's neck in the way she did sometimes, the way of someone who finds in the uncomplicated affection of animals something that requires no explanation and no earning. Ashley bore this with the patience of a dog who genuinely does not mind.

    "Come on then," Pauline said, standing, extending a hand to Sarah, who took it.

    The lamp in the living room stayed on for a moment longer after they had gone down the hallway, making its small gold circle in the quiet room, the sofa holding the warmth of the three of them and the cushions in their rearranged state and the slight impression of an evening that had been spent entirely well.

    Then Sarah came back for it, because she always remembered the lamp, and turned it off.

    And the apartment settled into the good dark of a home that is entirely inhabited, entirely itself, four floors above the Reichsstraße and its chestnuts and its century of evenings, the city quiet around it and Barcelona still three months away and the work still waiting, patient and alive, for the morning.

     

  
    

  
    

  
    Chapter 3

    Bianca and Helena

     

     

    The coffee was still hot when Bianca knocked on the open door of the presidential office, and that small fact mattered more than it might have in a building where schedules had the particular authority that came from being set by people who respected everyone's time, including their own.

    Sarah looked up first. "Come in, Bianca."

    Bianca Dalessio crossed the threshold with the ease of someone who had been in this room many times. 

    "Good morning," Bianca said. She took the chair that Pauline gestured toward, the one facing the angle between the two desks, and set her notebook on her knee. "I want to say first, I'm still finding my feet. I mean that honestly."

    "We know," Pauline said. "That is not a criticism. It's an observation."

    "It's also accurate," Sarah said. "Three weeks in a new structure is three weeks."

    Bianca nodded, and some of the careful composure she had worn in the doorway settled into something more direct. "What I can tell you, and I want to be precise about this, is that what I'm doing is not surveillance. I'm not reporting to you on what the CTOs are thinking or what decisions they're making inside their projects. That's their domain and I respect it entirely."

    "Then what are you doing?" Julia asked. She was not challenging; she was genuinely asking.

    Bianca turned toward her slightly. "I'm sitting in the spaces between the projects. The things that don't belong to any one project but affect all three. If Project A and Project B are both building toward a dataset convergence and they haven't spoken to each other about assumptions, I notice that. I bring it to the relevant people. That's the whole of it."

    Sarah said, "And is that working?"

    "Slowly," Bianca said. "Marie is exceptional to work with. She sees the cross-project dimension immediately, she practically meets me halfway before I've finished saying what I've observed. Lorenzo is the same. Different style, but the same instinct. He has a long-range view and he's generous with it."

    Pauline had her hands around her coffee cup. "And Chiara?"

    A brief pause. Not evasion, exactly, but the pause of someone deciding how honestly to answer something.

    "Chiara disagrees with me," Bianca said. "Often. And not always, not usually, in the room where the work is. Mostly at home."

    The three presidents were quiet for a moment. 

    Pauline set down her cup. "Bianca. I'm going to say something, and I want you to hear it as something said with care rather than as a correction."

    Bianca met her eyes. "Of course."

    "That has to stop." Pauline's voice was entirely level. "Not because Chiara is wrong to have concerns about her work, or about your role, or about the three projects, or about anything at all. She may have concerns that are entirely legitimate and worth hearing. But the place to hear them is not your home. It cannot be your home."

    Bianca opened her mouth and then closed it again.

    Sarah leaned forward slightly. "What Pauline is describing is not a small thing. When work follows you into your private life in that form, as conflict, as disagreement that doesn't resolve because there's no professional framework to hold it, it doesn't stay contained. It grows. And what it grows into is damage to both things simultaneously, to the work and to what you have with each other."

    "I know," Bianca said quietly.

    "Do you?" Julia said. It was gentle, the way she always was, but direct.

    Bianca looked at her. "I thought it would dissipate," she said. "I told myself it was the adjustment period. That once Chiara got comfortable with what the role actually looked like in practice, the friction would ease on its own."

    "Is it easing?" Pauline asked.

    A longer pause. "No. It's getting worse."

    "Then it won't ease on its own," Sarah said. "Things of this kind do not ease on their own. They harden."

    Bianca looked at her notebook, and then at some middle distance between it and the two desks, with the expression of someone arriving somewhere they had been avoiding. "I've been afraid to have the conversation with her. Not because of Chiara , she's not, I mean, I trust her completely. It's more that I didn't want to acknowledge that there was a problem. Saying it out loud makes it a problem."

    "It already is one," Pauline said. "You just said so yourself."

    "Yes." Bianca looked up. "Yes. I'll talk to her. Not to resolve a work disagreement, but to say very clearly that work disagreements belong at work, and I need that boundary to be real." She paused. "I should have done it weeks ago."

    "You'll do it now," Sarah said, and there was no reproach in it, only the particular steadiness of a woman who has handled her own hard conversations and knows they are survivable. "That's what matters."

    Bianca wrote something in her notebook. She looked more settled than she had in the doorway, which was often how these conversations ended when they went honestly.

    "On the weekly meeting," she said. "I'd like to propose Thursday mornings, if that works. Brief, focused. I'll bring a short overview of what I've observed across the three projects, any cross-project friction, any communication gaps, anything from the support team that hasn't found its way up cleanly. Thirty minutes at most."

    "Thursday mornings work," Pauline said.

    "Same time as today?" Julia asked.

    "If that suits you."

    Julia looked at her mothers and received two small nods. "Thursday mornings at nine," she said.

    Bianca closed her notebook and stood, and the ease with which she did it, the way her shoulders had come down from where they had been when she walked in, was its own kind of answer to the question of whether the conversation had been necessary.

    "Thank you," she said. "All three of you."

    After she had gone, the room held its ordinary quiet for a moment. Julia uncrossed her legs and stretched her arms above her head.

    "She'll be good," Julia said.

    "She already is," Pauline said. "She just has to learn that honesty at work and honesty at home are the same habit."

    Sarah reached for her coffee. "She knows. She just needed to say it to someone other than herself."

    Julia nodded slowly and looked back at her tablet, and the morning resumed its shape around them.

     

    The call to Helena Schwarz came late in the afternoon, when the light through the garden windows had turned the particular amber of a spring day running out of sky.

    Helena arrived at the presidential office with the brisk self-containment she brought everywhere, a small woman with a large awareness of rooms, and she took the same chair Bianca had occupied that morning.

    She looked, Sarah thought, like someone who had been waiting to be called to exactly this conversation and had prepared carefully for it without wanting to show that she had.

    "We're glad you could come up," Pauline said. "We've been wanting to do this properly, not in passing, not between other things."

     

    "I appreciate that," Helena said.

    "Tell us how it's going," Sarah said. "Honestly."

    Helena folded her hands in her lap. "I'm making progress," she said. "The cross-team synchronization is more complex than I anticipated, partly because the structure is genuinely new and partly because the people in it come from a structure that worked differently. Lorenzo ran his project with a great deal of autonomy. His team is excellent and they're used to a particular kind of independence. I don't want to disrupt that. I'm trying to move carefully."

    "That's sensible," Pauline said.

    "What about the presidential research team?" Julia asked. She had been quieter than usual this afternoon, sitting with her feet on the floor instead of folded under her, her tablet set aside. "The handover of tasks between Tatjana and your team. Is that working?"

    Helena was quiet for precisely long enough that it became its own answer.

    "It's a work in progress," she said finally.

    Julia looked at her with the patient directness that occasionally surprised people who expected from her something more diffident. "I don't think it's working," Julia said. "I think tasks are moving between Tatjana's team and yours and something is getting lost in the transition. I don't think that's Tatjana's fault, and I don't think it's yours. But I think it's happening."

    Helena pressed her lips together for a moment. "Yes," she said. "You're right." The admission came with a slight tension around it, the tension of someone who had been hoping the problem would resolve before it needed to be named. "There are things I've been receiving that I don't believe I was given the full context for, and on at least two occasions I've sent something back to Tatjana's team that, I suspect overlapped with work they had already done. We haven't talked about it directly."

    "Why not?" Pauline asked.

    "Because I didn't want to begin a working relationship with friction," Helena said. "I was trying to smooth it over until we had more rhythm."

    Sarah said, "Helena, how many things in this building that have been smoothed over rather than spoken about have actually resolved?"

    Helena looked at her. A small, rueful sound escaped her that might, in a less formal person, have been a laugh. "Very few," she said.

    "None," Julia said. Not unkindly. "In my experience, none."

    "I understand," Helena said. She straightened slightly. "You want me to speak to Tatjana directly."

    "We want you to set up a meeting with her," Pauline said, "not to address a problem as if it's an accusation, but to establish, very precisely, what each of you expects the other to hand over, in what form, with what context, by what point in a cycle. If you have different expectations, and I suspect you do, you'll only find that out by saying them to each other out loud."

    "And if she has a different way of thinking about it than I do?" Helena asked.

    "Then you will find that out in the meeting," Sarah said, "rather than in a slow accumulation of missed things that neither of you names until they've become large enough to cause real damage."

    Helena considered this. Outside the windows, the garden had moved into shadow, and the amber light had gone from the glass and left something softer in its place.

    "I think part of what I was doing," Helena said slowly, "was trying to protect the relationship by not stressing it. But I can see that what I'm actually doing is protecting the surface of it while the underneath becomes, "

    "Fragile," Pauline said.

    "Yes." Helena nodded. "Fragile. That's the word."

    "It's also the word for what happens to institutions when their people work around each other instead of with each other," Sarah said. "At every level."

    "I'll ask Tatjana for time tomorrow," Helena said. "I'll go in with what I need from the handover and ask her what she needs from me, and we'll build it from there."

    "Good," Pauline said.

    "And the weekly meeting," Julia said. "That's the other reason we called you."

    "Yes." Helena's posture relaxed slightly, a move toward the practical. "I had hoped you'd want to formalize it."

    "Every Thursday," Julia said. "Bianca comes at nine. We'd like you to come at nine-thirty. The conversation is similar in scope, how the communication is moving, where you're seeing gaps, what needs attention before it becomes a problem."

    "Thirty minutes," Sarah added. "Focused."

    "That works very well," Helena said.

    She stood to go, and there was a different quality to her leaving than to her arriving. She had come with the controlled readiness of someone braced for something, and she left with the slightly more open look of a person who has been told an uncomfortable truth and found, to their own mild surprise, that it was easier to carry than the avoidance had been.

    At the door she paused. "I want to do this well," she said. It was not a performance of humility; it was just true. "I know I'm in the early stage and there are things I can't yet see. I want you to tell me when you see something I'm missing."

    "That is exactly what Thursdays are for," Sarah said.

    Helena nodded once and was gone.

    For a moment the office was entirely still. The day had run long, and the three of them sat in the familiar comfort of a room that had held a great deal of honest conversation and had come through it in good order. Julia leaned back on the ottoman and let herself tip sideways until her shoulder was resting against the side of her mother Pauline's desk, not quite touching Pauline's arm but very close.

    Pauline reached down without looking up from whatever she had returned to on her screen, and her hand rested briefly on Julia's hair.

    "Long day," Julia said, to no one in particular.

    "Good one," Sarah said.

    The distinction seemed, in the quiet amber of the late afternoon office, with the garden beyond the windows and the sound of the building settling around them, to be exactly the right one.

    The apartment was quiet when Bianca went to the kitchen. Chiara was at the counter with a glass of wine and her tablet propped against the fruit bowl, reading something with the focused stillness she brought to reading, her dark hair loose across her shoulders, still dressed from the day. She was beautiful in the particular way that Bianca had never quite gotten used to, even after two years, and the sight of her in their kitchen on an ordinary evening was still something that landed.

    "Hey," Bianca said.

    Chiara looked up. "Hey." A brief, warm look that was genuine, and then her eyes returned to the screen.

    Bianca opened the refrigerator, found the container of leftover pasta from two nights ago, and put it on the counter. She poured herself a glass of water and stood across from Chiara in the easy proximity of two people who have arranged themselves around the same kitchen for long enough that the arrangement is automatic.

    "Good day?" she asked.

    "Fine." Chiara scrolled something. "The team found a discrepancy in the coastal salinity model. We spent the afternoon backtracking it." A pause. "We found it."

    "Good."

    "You?"

    Bianca moved the pasta to the stove. "I had a meeting with the presidents this morning. About how the new role is sitting. What's working, what isn't." She kept her voice easy. "It was useful."

    Chiara did not respond immediately. The particular silence that followed was a familiar one.

    "And?" Chiara said.

    "And we're going to set a weekly check-in. Thursday mornings. Brief, structured." Bianca turned the heat on low beneath the pan. "It helps me stay aligned with what they're seeing."

    "What they're seeing," Chiara said. There was something in the repetition.

    "What's happening across the three projects. Communication, handovers, the kind of things that don't belong to any single project but affect all of them."

    Chiara set her tablet down. She picked up her wine and looked at it rather than at Bianca. "So you're still telling them what we're doing inside the project."

    Bianca turned from the stove. She kept her voice careful and genuinely gentle. "No, Chiara. I'm not. I've said this."

    "You're sitting in our meetings."

    "I'm sitting in cross-project meetings, yes. When there's a question that spans more than one project. That's the role."

    "And then you go to them."

    "And then, on Thursdays, I give the presidents a picture of how the structure is functioning. Not what decisions you're making. Not what your team is working on. How information is moving. Whether anything is falling through the gaps between projects." She paused. "That's different."

    Chiara said nothing. She took a sip of wine.

    Bianca watched her for a moment and then said, quietly, "I want to talk to you about this. About all of it. But I want to do it here, properly, not as an argument."

    "I'm not arguing," Chiara said.

    "No," Bianca agreed. "Not yet."

    It was the wrong thing to say, or perhaps it was the right thing, because it was honest, and sometimes honesty is the thing that opens a door that has been being held shut.

     

    Chiara set down her glass harder than she needed to. "You know what it feels like?" she said. "It feels like you are standing between me and my own work. Between me and the people I answer to. Like there is now a layer that wasn't there before, and that layer is you, and I don't, I didn't agree to that, Bianca. Nobody asked me whether I thought this made sense."

    Bianca turned the stove off. She moved around the counter and leaned against it, facing Chiara, close enough that the conversation became something different from the one that had been happening across the kitchen.

    "You're right," she said. "You weren't asked. The structure was decided above both of us and we're both living in it now." She chose her words carefully. "But Chiara, I need you to hear something. I am not watching you. I am not evaluating your work or reporting on your decisions or trying to position myself between you and Sarah and Pauline. I am trying to look at the spaces between the three projects and catch things before they become problems. That is genuinely all I am doing."

    Chiara looked at her. Her jaw was tight, but her eyes were not cold. They were the eyes of someone who is angry and also frightened, which is a different thing.

    "And if you see something in my project that concerns you," Chiara said, "you go to them."

    "If I see something that affects the other projects, I bring it to the relevant people. Sometimes that might be you first. Sometimes it might need to go further." Bianca held her gaze. "But I would never go above you without telling you I was doing it. That is not who I am."

    "You're also my partner," Chiara said, and there was something rawer in it now. "And I don't know how to feel about my partner being the person who, " She stopped. She turned away and put her hands flat on the counter and looked out the window at the street below, the ordinary evening traffic, a couple walking a dog, the world going about its business outside their apartment.

    "Who what?" Bianca asked.

    "Who might have to tell them something I wouldn't want them to know."

    The sentence sat between them, and it was the real one, the one that had been underneath everything else.

    Bianca was quiet for a long moment. "Chiara," she said. "Is there something you're worried about? In the project?"

    Chiara turned around. Something in her face broke open slightly, not into tears but into the thing that comes just before them or just before anger, the place where they are the same thing. "No," she said. "That's not it. It's not, I'm not hiding anything. I am running my team well and the work is good and I know that. That's not what this is."

    "Then what is it?"

    Chiara pressed her fingers briefly to her eyes. Then she lowered her hands and looked at Bianca with the directness of someone who has run out of the energy to approach something sideways.

    "I don't know how to be your partner and your colleague at the same time anymore," she said. "I don't know where one ends and the other starts. And that, " Her voice caught slightly. "That scares me. Because I don't want to lose what we have here, in this apartment, in this life, over something that should stay in the building."

    Bianca crossed the small distance between them and put her hands on Chiara's arms, not pulling her close, just present. "That is what I wanted to talk to you about," she said. "That exact thing. I talked to the presidents today and they said something that I have been already knowing and not saying."

    Chiara looked at her. "What did they say?"

    "That what we have been doing, bringing the work home in this form, as disagreement, as fear, as things that don't resolve because there's no structure here to hold them, it doesn't protect the relationship. It damages it." Bianca's hands tightened slightly on Chiara's arms. "And I have been letting it happen. I thought if I didn't push, if I kept it low, you would settle into the new structure and it would ease. But it isn't easing."

    "No," Chiara said. "It isn't."

    "So I want to say it clearly." Bianca met her eyes. "What happens in the building stays in the building. If you have a concern about my role, you bring it to me at work. You can be direct, you can be angry, you can tell me exactly what you think, but in the building, in the right moment, with the right frame. What I need here, " she looked around their apartment, the kitchen with the wine and the cold pasta, the jacket on the hook, the ordinary beautiful life of them, "is for this to be ours. Not the institute's."

    Chiara said nothing for a moment. Her breathing had slowed.

    "I haven't been fair to you," she said quietly. "I've been taking it out on you here because I didn't know where else to put it."

    "I know."

    "That's not all right."

    "No," Bianca said. "It isn't. But I also didn't tell you clearly enough what I was telling you now. So we are both starting from tonight."

    Chiara exhaled. Something that had been held in her shoulders since Bianca had come through the door released, visibly, and she leaned forward until her forehead was resting against Bianca's. They stood like that for a moment, the kitchen warm around them, the street sounds from the window, the pasta still sitting cold on the stove.

    "I hate fighting with you," Chiara said.

    "Then let's stop," Bianca said.

    A small, tired, real laugh from Chiara. "Just like that."

    "Just like that," Bianca said. "At least here. At work you can fight with me as much as you want. Apparently I'm very difficult."

    Chiara laughed again, more fully this time, and something came back into her face that had been absent for weeks without Bianca having had a name for the absence until she saw it return.

    She pulled Bianca properly close, and Bianca went, and they stood in the middle of their kitchen in the unceremonious way of two people who have been through something and come out the other side of it and are relieved to find each other still there.

    "The pasta is cold," Bianca said, into Chiara's shoulder.

    "I don't care about the pasta," Chiara said.

    "Good." Bianca turned her head. "Neither do I."

     

     

  
    Chapter 4

    Everything is moving fast

     

    The velvet sofa in the Reichsstraße apartment had a particular quality in the evenings that it did not have at any other hour. It was the same sofa, the same deep fabric, the same generous width, but in the evenings, with the lamps making warm pools of light across the parquet and the high ceilings holding the quiet of the old building around them, it became something more than furniture. It became the place where the day was finally, fully set down.

    Sarah was at one end with her legs stretched along the length of it, Pauline at the other with hers tucked under her, and Julia was between them in the way she was always between them when the three of them were on the sofa, which was to say completely, her back against Sarah's side and her legs across Pauline's lap and her head tipped slightly toward Sarah's shoulder. On the carpet in front of them, Ashley and Anna had arranged themselves in the overlapping, entirely unselfconscious heap of two puppies who have exhausted themselves thoroughly and consider the floor a perfectly acceptable solution.

    The apartment was quiet in the way it was quiet on evenings when nothing needed to be said urgently and everything could be said slowly, or not at all.

    It was Julia who broke it.

    "We still haven't decided," she said, "what Mila's role will be. After tomorrow. When she has her doctorate."

    Pauline's hand moved idly along Julia's shin. "No," she said. "We haven't."

    Sarah said nothing. She had a small smile that Julia knew well, the smile of someone who has already been somewhere the conversation has not yet arrived.

    Julia looked up at her. "Mama Sarah."

    "Mm."

    "You already have an idea."

    The smile deepened. "I might."

    "What is it?" Julia shifted to look at her more directly, which required a small rearrangement that disturbed neither Anna nor Ashley on the carpet below. "Tell us."

    Sarah looked across at Pauline, and something passed between them in the way things passed between them, quickly and without needing words. Then she said, "We don't change too much. We promote her to Senior Director for Physics. She works with the presidential research team, the collaboration she already has, the relationships she's already built, but she stays independent. She keeps reporting to you."

    Julia was very still for a moment.

    Pauline said, "It gives her room to move. She's not absorbed into the research team, she's not isolated in her current position. She can work in any direction that makes sense, and you can place her where she's most useful without any structural confusion about where she belongs."

    "And with two roles," Sarah added, her tone carrying the quiet precision of someone who has thought a thing through to its edges, "she stays fully within our structure. There's no ambiguity about what she is and who she answers to."

    Julia's mouth had opened slightly. She closed it. Then she said, "Mama Sarah." Her voice had gone to the soft register it went to when something had moved her. "I have been thinking about this for weeks. I kept turning it over and I couldn't find anything that worked properly, and you just, " She stopped. "How do you do that?"

    Pauline laughed quietly. "Still our police commissioner," she said to Sarah. "Structural problems and then a solution from somewhere no one else was looking."

    "It also explains the role to everyone around her," Julia said. She was sitting up properly now, animated in the way she became when something had clicked into place. "No one has to wonder what she is or why she has access to both teams. It's clear."

    "That was rather the intention," Sarah said.

    "It's the most brilliant idea." Julia looked at Pauline. "Isn't it?"

    "It is," Pauline agreed. "And she will love it. You know she will."

    Julia settled back against Sarah's side, and Sarah's arm came around her in the automatic way it did, and for a moment the three of them were quiet again, but it was a different quiet than before, the quiet of something having been resolved and the resolution being good.

    "Now she has to get there," Sarah said. "Tomorrow."

    "She will," Julia said, with the certainty of someone who has sat beside Mila Woll through enough  of work to know precisely what she is capable of.

    "Sweetheart," Pauline said, "you helped her get there."

    Julia shook her head slightly. "She's brilliant, Mama Pauline. I helped, yes. But she did it. She did all of it."

    "Both things are true," Sarah said.

    Ashley lifted her head from Anna's side at that moment, decided the room contained nothing requiring her attention, and put it back down. The apartment settled again into its evening warmth.

    "Assuming all goes as it should tomorrow," Pauline said, "the doctorate will be confirmed and we can move forward."

    Sarah nodded. "We'll use Thursday's executive meeting. We announce the Barcelona working groups first, handle everything sensitive, and then, a short break, some refreshments, we invite the presidential support team in." She paused. "And if Raya can come, and Pia if Mila wants her there, Julia makes the announcement."

    Julia sat up again. She turned to look at Sarah and then at Pauline and then back at Sarah. Then she threw her arms around Sarah's neck and kissed her on the cheek, and then reached back and did the same to Pauline, with the unself-conscious enthusiasm of someone who has not yet finished being amazed by her mothers and does not expect to be anytime soon.

    "I love you," she said. "Both of you. Again and again."

    Sarah and Pauline pulled her in from both sides simultaneously, and Julia disappeared into the embrace entirely, and from somewhere inside it came a muffled sound that might have been a laugh or might have been something else, and neither of them let go for a long time.

    On the carpet, Anna opened one eye, assessed the situation, and closed it again.

    It was Wednesday, and the clock on the wall of the presidential office read sixteen twenty when the door opened.

    Julia came in first, and her face said everything before she said a word. Behind her came Mila, and behind Mila came Sinje and Leyla, and all four of them were wearing the particular expression of people who have just come from something that went exactly as it needed to go and are still inside the feeling of it.

    Sarah and Pauline looked up from their desks.

    "It went as expected," Julia said, and her voice had the brightness of someone reporting news they already knew would be good and are still glad to say out loud. "Mila was brilliant." She looked at Mila beside her and then back at her mothers. "She is Doctor Mila Woll."

    Sinje said, "We were in the room." She glanced at Leyla. "Julia's protection, yes, but, we were there. She really was unbelievable."

    "Unbelievable," Leyla confirmed. She was smiling the full-face smile she rarely wore in professional settings and was wearing now without any apparent effort to contain it.

    Mila herself said nothing yet. The smile on her face was the kind that has run out of room and taken over everything, and she was standing in the presidential office in the particular way of someone who is trying to be composed and has been defeated by the attempt completely and is not unhappy about it.

    Sarah and Pauline stood.

    They came around their desks to Julia first, and Sarah took her by the shoulders and Pauline took her face briefly in both hands, and the look between the three of them was the private, complete look of a family in a moment that belongs only to them. "Thank you," Sarah said to her. "For being there with her." Julia nodded, and her eyes were bright.

    Then they turned to Mila.

    Sarah opened her arms, and Mila stepped into them, and then Pauline was there as well, and what happened next was not a formal congratulation. Mila pressed herself close in a way that was entirely unguarded, her arms around them both, and held on with the grip of someone who has been carrying something heavy toward a finish line for a very long time and has just crossed it and needs a moment to believe it.

    When she found words, they came unevenly, in the way of things that have been felt for too long to come out smoothly.

    "My presidents." Her voice was low and pressed against the effort of staying level. "I don't have words. I don't know how to, you saved my life. My future. Everything. Including Raya." She pulled back just enough to look at them both. "Everything I have that matters, I have because of you."

    Sarah and Pauline held her gaze between them, and neither of them spoke immediately, because some things do not need to be answered, only received.

    Then Mila turned to Julia. "And my boss," she said, and something shifted in her voice, something that was very particular to what existed between them, the weeks of  evenings and careful teaching and Mila working until she understood something and Julia never once making her feel small for the time it took. "My brilliant, lovely boss. Without your help I would not be standing here. I know that. Not in this office, not with this result, not in any of it."

    Julia looked at her with the directness she had developed in the past year, the directness of someone who has learned to receive gratitude without deflecting it. "You did the work, Mila," she said. "All of it."

    "We both know that's not the whole truth," Mila said.

    Julia did not argue. She smiled instead, and the smile was the warm, unguarded one she kept mostly for people she was certain of, and Mila knew that she had been heard.

    Then Mila went to Leyla and Sinje. She did not offer a hand. She opened her arms, and they came into them without hesitation, one on each side, and the three of them stood in the middle of the presidential office in the unceremonious completeness of people who have been through enough together to have earned this.

    "You two," Mila said. "You have no idea what it means to me. To have you there. Both of you. I didn't used to have anything like this."

    "We know," Leyla said quietly.

    "We're happy to have you," Sinje said. "Very happy."

    When everything had settled, when the room had returned to something like its ordinary shape and the six of them were simply standing in it together, Sarah spoke.

    "Mila." Her tone was the clear, organized tone she used when she was moving from the emotional into the practical, which in her case meant she had been planning something. "Leyla, Sinje,  please keep this to yourselves for today. Within the institute, I mean. Mila, you of course tell your sister."

    Mila nodded.

    "Tomorrow," Sarah continued, "we have the executive team meeting at ten-thirty in Conference Room A. We'll be announcing the Barcelona working groups. After the main part of the meeting, there will be a short break, some refreshments will come in, and the presidential support team will join us." She looked at Mila. "I hope Raya can be there. And if she would like to bring Pia, she is welcome."

    Mila stared at her.

    The color that rose in her face was the particular color of someone who has been handed something they had not known to expect and whose body has responded before their mind has caught up with it.

    "I don't" She stopped. Started again. "I don't have words. Again." She looked at Pauline, and then at Julia, and then back at Sarah. "Raya will move heaven and earth. I know her. She'll be there." A pause. "Pia will be so happy." Another pause, shorter. "But is it official? Until tomorrow, I mean. Is it,"

    "Mila," Pauline said, with the particular gentleness she kept for moments when someone needed to be steadied rather than informed, "don't worry about the timing. When my wife organizes something like this, everything is in place."

    Mila looked at Sarah. Sarah's expression was the composed, certain expression of someone who has checked every piece of what she has arranged and found it sound.

    Mila went to them again. All three of them, in sequence, without ceremony, with the simple need of someone who cannot stay at arm's length from the people she loves when something large has happened.

     

  
    Chapter 5

    The Celebration

     

     

    Thursday morning Sarah was at her desk in deep blue, a suit that fit her the way everything she wore fit her, precisely and without effort, her honey-brown hair pinned in an elegant chignon, a silk scarf in a softer blue at her throat, the one Pauline had given her two birthdays ago and that had become, without either of them remarking on it, simply part of her.

    Across from her at the familiar angle that kept them in each other's eye line without either having to turn, Pauline worked in a blue that sat somewhere between early morning sky and deep water, her dark hair pinned with the same care, her cobalt scarf catching the light when she moved.

    Between them on the ottoman, Julia sat with her legs folded and her tablet in her lap, the third blue in what the three of them made together today, her honey-brown hair pinned as her mothers' was, her scarf folded at her throat, her eyes moving between her screen and the middle distance where the mathematics lived when she was thinking through something.

    It was nine fifty-eight when Sarah looked up. Pauline was already closing her document. Julia was already unfolding from the ottoman, stretching her arms briefly above her head with the unselfconscious ease of someone who has been folded in one position for too long and is glad to move.

    No one said anything. They gathered what they needed and walked to the elevator together.
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