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(First-person — Maren)

The first thing Harbor City does every morning is pretend it didn’t keep you up.

It wipes last night’s noise off the sidewalks with street-cleaners that hiss like tired animals, lays a thin glaze of damp over everything, then throws open the blinds of Linden Row like nothing happened. Like no one cried in a bathroom stall at Highline. Like no one kissed someone they shouldn’t have behind a late-night diner. Like the city doesn’t have receipts.

Outside my window, the block is waking up in layers. A delivery truck idles by the curb, rattling the metal gate of the bodega. Someone’s music leaks through thin apartment walls—bass soft enough to be polite, steady enough to annoy. The air smells like wet concrete and espresso, the kind that gets into your clothes even if you don’t drink it. A gull screams over the rooftops like it owns the place.

I do that thing where I tell myself I’m fine while my body disagrees.

My phone is face-down on the kitchen table. I can still feel it buzzing from earlier, even though it stopped ten minutes ago. A phantom vibration. A dare.

I flip it over anyway, like a person who learns slowly.

HCCI REMINDER: Harbor Meridian Civic Mixer — Tonight 7:00 PM. Warehouse Gallery, Linden Row. Business casual. Bring pitch materials if available.

Business casual. Like I haven’t been wearing “business casual” as a personality trait for three years.

I stare at the message until the words lose meaning and become shapes. My reflection floats in the dark screen—sleep-soft face, hair doing whatever it wants, eyes already planning my downfall. I’m wearing an old sweatshirt that says HARBOR CITY in cracked letters like the city itself is fading from its own merch.

In the corner, my tote bag slumps against a chair leg, paper peeking out: grant drafts, budget spreadsheets, a half-crumpled flyer from a community meeting where the microphones kept cutting out and everyone kept talking anyway. Determined people. Tired people. People who can’t afford to be delicate.

People who deserve a city that doesn’t treat them like a background.

I press my thumb to the edge of the grant proposal and feel the paper give. It should feel like progress. It feels like I’m holding a breath I’ve been holding for too long.

From the hallway, water rushes. The shower turns on. Tessa is up.

Of course she is. Tessa always wakes up like she’s late to a life she built herself. Even on her “day off,” she moves through the apartment like the city might try something if she slows down.

I slide my phone into my palm and open my notes app. The top line is yesterday’s version of my pitch.

THE HARBOR MURAL PROJECT
A community-led public art initiative revitalizing neglected spaces...
It goes on. It always goes on. Words that make sense to me and somehow turn into static when I say them out loud in front of someone who can fund it.

That’s the part I don’t put in the notes app: the way my throat tightens the moment money enters the room. The way my voice tries to shrink, like volume is a sin. The way I smile too quickly, as if kindness can soften the fact that I’m asking for something.

As if asking is a flaw.

I hate that about myself. I hate how fast I become twelve again, standing in a kitchen that didn’t feel like mine, watching adults scan my report card like it was a weather report. Sunny if the numbers were good. Stormy if they weren’t. Love as a reward. Silence as punishment.

I’m not twelve. I’m twenty-six. I coordinate community arts programs for HCCI, which sounds like I’m important until you’re the one who has to explain to a kid why the after-school workshop got cut because a sponsor pulled out. Until you have to smile at a council member who calls the neighborhood “up-and-coming,” like it wasn’t already here.

Up-and-coming. Like we’re a trend.

The kitchen is small, the kind of small that forces honesty. There’s one narrow counter, chipped white paint on the cabinets, and a window that refuses to close all the way, letting Harbor City breathe into the room. Our fridge is covered in magnets and flyers and a crooked photo of Tessa in front of a tiny oven with flour on her cheek, grinning like she won a war.

That photo is the closest thing we have to a family portrait.

I pull my mug from the cupboard. It says ASK ME ABOUT MY GRANTS in black marker because Tessa made it for me as a joke and I have never laughed harder at something that isn’t funny.

The kettle clicks on. The sound is too loud in the quiet.

I’m still standing there when Tessa walks in, towel on her head, skin pink from hot water, wearing the expression of a woman about to pick a fight with the universe.

“Tell me you’re not raw-dogging anxiety at six a.m.,” she says, opening the fridge like it offended her personally.

“I’m not,” I lie.

Tessa grabs the orange juice, takes a swig straight from the carton, and watches me over the rim like I’m a suspect.

“You have that look,” she says.

“What look?”

“The one where you’re pretending to be fine but your left eye twitches.”

“My left eye does not—”

“It does. I’ve lived with you for two years. I’ve seen your face do weird things. Like when you got that email that said ‘we loved your proposal, but—’”

I wince so hard my shoulders go up.

“Don’t say it,” I tell her.

Tessa sets the carton down with a soft thud and points at me. “I’m saying it because you need to hear it. ‘We loved your proposal, but the current funding climate...’”

“Stop.”

“‘...doesn’t allow us to—’”

“Tessa.”

She lifts both hands, surrendering, but her smile is sharp in the way that means she’s about to be kind and ruthless at the same time.

“Okay,” she says. “I won’t quote your trauma emails. But I will ask: are you going to the mixer tonight like a functional adult, or are you going to fake a stomach virus and then spend three hours reorganizing your spice rack?”

I open my mouth. Close it. My spice rack does need help. That’s not the point.

“It’s not a mixer,” I say, because my brain loves semantics when it’s scared. “It’s a civic partnership networking event.”

Tessa snorts. “A mixer.”

“It’s in a warehouse gallery.”

“A mixer with exposed brick.”

“I have to go,” I say, and the words come out like a confession. “It’s... it’s not optional.”

Tessa’s eyes soften. She pulls a container of leftovers out of the fridge and puts it on the counter like she’s feeding me fuel for battle.

“Why does it feel like you’re about to walk into a courtroom?” she asks.

“Because it is,” I say before I can stop myself.

Silence sits down between us. The kettle whistles like it wants attention. The window leaks cold air onto my wrist.

Tessa doesn’t argue. That’s how I know she understands. She just moves closer and presses her hip against the counter beside me, shoulder brushing mine.

“Okay,” she says. “Then we prep.”

“We?”

“You think I’m letting you go in there with that ‘I’m just happy to be here’ smile?” She makes my smile on her own face—polite, apologetic, too eager. It’s horrifying. “No. We are upgrading you to ‘I belong in this room.’”

I laugh, but it comes out thin.

Tessa taps my mug. “Tea?”

“Coffee.”

“Of course it’s coffee,” she says, like this is evidence in a case.

While the kettle finishes its dramatic performance, I open my laptop and pull up the grant deck again. The slides look clean. The numbers add up. The photos of the kids’ art are bright enough to make me believe in the future for exactly three seconds.

It’s always the same problem: on paper, I’m brave.

In person, my bravery has conditions.

I scroll to the section called WHY THIS MATTERS and feel my throat tighten. It matters because the city is changing too fast. Because the corner store that let kids buy candy on credit got replaced by a minimalist candle shop that sells “coastal nostalgia” for thirty euros. Because there’s scaffolding up on the wall by Pier 9 Station where a mural used to be, and every time I walk past it I feel like someone erased a piece of us.

HCCI is supposed to protect spaces like that. We do. We try. But trying doesn’t pay the artists. Trying doesn’t stop a developer from painting over a story.

Money does.

I hate that money does.

Tessa leans over my shoulder and reads the slide. “This is good,” she says.

“It’s not good,” I say automatically.

“It is good,” she repeats, firmer.

I keep scrolling, because my brain is always convinced there’s a secret trap hiding in my own work.

Tessa’s voice drops. “Talk to me.”

I sigh and press my palms flat against my thighs like I can hold myself still.

“It’s not the deck,” I admit. “It’s... the part where I have to stand there and ask. The part where it feels like—”

“Like you’re begging,” Tessa finishes.

I look at her, startled, because she said it like she pulled it straight out of my chest.

“I don’t want it to feel like that,” I say. “I want it to feel... normal. Professional. Strategic.”

Tessa crosses her arms. “And you think it feels like begging because...?”

Because asking for anything used to mean I wasn’t being easy. Because being easy was the cost of being loved. Because the moment you needed more, people got tired.

I don’t say any of that. I swallow it instead, because swallowing is my oldest skill.

“It’s just,” I say carefully, “these people have money. And I’m walking in there with—”

“With a plan,” Tessa cuts in.

“With hope.”

“With a plan,” she repeats, like she’s building a staircase out of the words. “With receipts. With impact. With a program that actually changes something. Do you know how rare that is?”

I stare at the screen. The cursor blinks. Patient. Unbothered. Unlike me.

Tessa nudges my shoulder. “Also,” she adds, “you’re not asking for you.”

I glance at her.

“You’re asking for the kids who paint on those tables,” she says, pointing toward the HCCI logo on my laptop sticker like it’s a compass. “For the artists who don’t get to do passion projects because rent exists. For the wall that got covered in scaffolding like it was nothing.”

I swallow again. Harder this time.

“I know,” I say. My voice comes out rough. “I know. That’s why I have to go.”

Tessa’s expression softens into something almost gentle. “Okay,” she says. “Then we do it your way. No fake confidence. Real confidence.”

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Not a dramatic sigh. Just a small release in my ribs.

My phone buzzes again. I flinch before I even look.

Another email. Another reminder. Another reason to feel like I’m behind.

But it’s not HCCI.

It’s from Priya.

Subject: Quick heads up for tonight
Message: Heard Harbor Meridian is sending someone high-level. Might be worth being ready. Don’t let them steer the narrative.
Harbor Meridian.

The name sits in my stomach like a cold coin. Big money. Glass towers. Crown Heights District. The part of Harbor City that looks like it was designed to never sweat.

I don’t know who they’re sending. I don’t know what it means. I don’t know if it’s good or dangerous or both.

I do know that “high-level” people are exactly the kind who can make you feel small without ever raising their voice.

Tessa sees my face. “What?”

I turn the screen toward her.

She reads it, then whistles low. “Oof.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” she says, squaring her shoulders like she’s about to step into traffic for me. “So we practice. Right now. You, me, the kitchen. I’m a rich person who thinks your neighborhood is a vibe.”

“I hate you.”

“You love me,” she corrects, and points a finger at my chest. “Stand up.”

I stand because my body knows what a drill sounds like. My stomach twists like it’s trying to tie itself into a bow.

Tessa clears her throat and changes her entire posture—chin up, shoulders back, eyes polite and empty. It’s uncanny.

“Hi,” she says in a voice that makes me want to throw something. “I’m so excited about what you’re doing. It’s just... such a beautiful community. So authentic.”

I blink. “Oh my God.”

“I know,” she says. “I’m disgusting. Now go. You respond.”

My mouth goes dry. I do what I always do: I smile too fast.

“I’m—” I start. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

Tessa winces. “No.”

“What?”

“No happy,” she says. “Not first. Happy is dessert. Start with value. Start with facts. Start with: you’re lucky to be hearing this.”

My cheeks heat. “I can’t say that.”

“You can,” she says. “You just don’t want to because you’re scared they’ll decide you’re difficult.”

I look away, because that lands.

Tessa’s voice lowers. “Maren. You are allowed to take up space.”

I swallow.

The city outside keeps moving. Someone laughs on the sidewalk. A car door slams. A siren starts and then fades like it got bored.

I try again. I straighten my shoulders the way Tessa does when she’s about to tell a landlord to go to hell.

“Hi,” I say, slower. “Thanks for coming. We’re launching a mural initiative that will put paid work directly into local artists’ hands and create safe, visible spaces for youth programming.”

Tessa’s eyes light up. “Yes.”

I keep going before my brain can sabotage me.

“It’s community-led,” I add. “We have artist mentors. We have measurable outcomes—workshop attendance, retention, neighborhood participation. We’re not painting for aesthetics. We’re building belonging.”

The words come out like they were waiting behind my teeth.

Tessa nods like a proud stage mom. “Okay, who are you and what did you do with my roommate?”

“Shut up,” I mutter, but I’m smiling and it doesn’t feel like an apology.

She grins. “Again. But this time, add the ask.”

My stomach drops.

Tessa points at me. “Not ‘if you want.’ Not ‘maybe.’ Not ‘only if it’s possible.’ You say what you need.”

I stare at the table. My mug. The chipped counter. The magnets. This kitchen that has heard me cry quietly at one a.m. and then wake up at seven and pretend I didn’t.

I hear my own voice in my head, younger: Don’t be difficult. Don’t be needy. Don’t be too much.

Tessa watches me like she can see the battle.

“Maren,” she says gently, “what do you need?”

My throat tightens. I hate the question because it’s simple. Simple is dangerous. Simple leaves no hiding places.

“I need funding,” I say, the words tasting like metal. “For artists. For materials. For stipends. For wall prep. For permits. For—”

“For proof that your work matters,” Tessa says softly.

I flinch, but she’s not wrong.

I inhale through my nose. The air smells like coffee and old wood and city damp.

“I need someone to believe in it,” I admit.

Tessa’s face softens into something fierce. “You need to believe in it,” she corrects. “Because you already do. You just forget when money enters the room.”

My eyes sting. Not tears, not yet. Just heat.

Outside the window, a man walks past with a paint-splattered ladder balanced on his shoulder. He moves like he’s done this
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