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TAYLOR

“You’re getting married?”

The words leave my mouth before I can soften them. Before I can turn them into something normal, like Oh my God, I’m so happy for you.

Instead, I sound like someone announcing a medical emergency.

My older sister, Vera—thirty-seven, glowing, composed in a way I’ve never managed to be—just laughs. She lifts her hand and the chandelier light fractures across the diamond on her finger.

“Yes, Taylor,” she says, patient and radiant. “I’m getting married.”

Diana, her girlfriend of three years, stands beside her with that steady, mechanic-calloused hand wrapped around Vera’s waist like she’s anchoring her to the earth. Diana presses a kiss to Vera’s temple, then to her lips, and the entire living room erupts.

Applause. Shrieks. My mother crying dramatically into a monogrammed handkerchief. My other three sisters crowd around Vera like she’s a celebrity.

Under the gleam of imported chandeliers and the heavy gold-framed mirrors lining the walls of our mansion, it feels like a scene from someone else’s life.

Not mine.

I clap. I smile. I even whoop at one point. I play my part perfectly.

But there’s a pit opening in my stomach.

As the second-born daughter, I already feel like I’ve been lapped in some invisible race. Twenty-nine shouldn’t feel old. It shouldn’t feel like the clock is ticking loud enough to echo in marble halls.

But my thirty-seven-year-old sister is getting married.

My twenty-six-year-old sister is “seeing someone serious.”

My twenty-three-year-old sister just moved in with her boyfriend.

And my youngest sister, Mckenna—twenty years old, barely out of adolescence—is still with her high school sweetheart.

I’ve never even kissed anyone.

Not properly. Not in a way that counts. Not in a way that makes your stomach flip and your brain go quiet.

The women swarm the dining table, champagne flowing. Wedding venues. Color palettes. Imported flowers. Destination options. Someone says Tuscany. Someone else says Cape Town vineyards. Diana jokes about eloping to avoid the madness.

They gush over the ring. It’s expensive. Of course it is. We don’t do subtle in this family.

I try to stay bubbly. I refill glasses. I nod enthusiastically.

But with every laugh, something in me folds in on itself.

Another year alone.

Another year being the dependable daughter. The career woman. The one who “has time.”

When the cake is cut and the third bottle of champagne is opened, I quietly slip away.

Upstairs, my bedroom is cavernous and tastefully decorated in creams and golds. It’s beautiful.

It’s also silent.

My phone is buzzing.

Leticia and Molebo have hijacked the group chat.

LETICIA: You people defending that Marvel ending are SICK.

MOLEBO: It was character development. You wouldn’t understand nuance.

LETICIA: Nuance? They massacred my man.

Mixed in are:

LETICIA: Also congrats to Veraaaa 🥹

MOLEBO: Big sister said LOVE WINS.

I smile faintly and type back a half-hearted response, contributing one sarcastic comment about CGI quality. When I’m done, I open Instagram.

Big mistake.

Engagement photos. Proposal videos. “He asked and I said yes.” “Forever with my best friend.” “My fiancé.”

Even girls I went to high school with—the ones who used to borrow my math homework—are suddenly glowing in white dresses.

I scroll.

And scroll.

And scroll.

At some point the night turns into morning without my permission.

An email notification jolts me.

Then another.

Then five more.

Work.

I blink at the time.

5:02 a.m.

My seven a.m. meeting.

I laugh, except it’s not funny.

I lie back on my bed and stare at the ceiling, calculating sleep cycles. If I close my eyes now, I’ll get maybe an hour and a half.

Pointless.

I give up.

The shower water is scalding. I stand under it longer than necessary, letting the heat beat against my shoulders like punishment. By the time I lace up my running shoes, the sky is still indigo.

Running has become my therapy. My penance. My distraction.

I sprint down the driveway of our family estate as the horizon begins to glow. The air is crisp, quiet. No applause. No champagne. No wedding talk.

Just me and my breath.

By six-thirty, I’m back. Sweat-soaked. Slightly steadier.

The house is silent—everyone asleep after the celebration.

In the kitchen, the remains of last night’s party linger. Half-eaten cake. Champagne flutes. Flower petals scattered across marble countertops.

I grab a spoon and dig straight into the chocolate cake.

No plate.

No ceremony.

Just sugar straight to the bloodstream.

I swallow it down with bitter coffee and head upstairs for my meeting.

At seven sharp, I log into the virtual conference room.

I’m an IT technician at G-Tech—one of the leading firms in the region. It sounds impressive when I say it at family gatherings. It sounds stable. Responsible.

In reality, it’s bug fixes. Code patches. User complaints.

I sit through two hours of discussions about website responsiveness and backend restructuring.

By noon, my eyes burn.

By two, I’ve fixed three minor bugs and answered twelve emails.

By four, I collapse on my bed “for a minute.”

I wake up at midnight.

The room is dark except for the blinking light of my router.

This is my life.

Jealousy over happy couples.

Work.

Exercise.

Sleep.

Repeat.

I’ve tried the dating apps.

God, have I tried.

Coffee dates with men who talk about cryptocurrency for forty minutes straight. Dinner with a man who corrected my pronunciation of “quinoa.” A finance bro who said he was “looking for something submissive.”

Every time I sit across from one of them, I feel... irritated. Detached.

And when I imagine kissing them?

My whole body recoils.

I always leave dissatisfied. Sometimes angry. Usually both.

Maybe I’m too picky.

Maybe the dating pool is actually sewage.

I open my laptop again. Check emails.

The bats outside my window screech faintly. It’s late.

There’s a new message from my boss.

Subject: Transition Back to In-Office Work

I groan out loud.

We’re returning to the office full-time starting next week.

I’ve been remote since I was twenty-six. I built a routine around it. Structured my solitude carefully.

Now I have to put on real clothes and pretend I enjoy fluorescent lighting.

Two days later, I’m back.

The G-Tech building smells like printer toner and corporate ambition. The walls are an uninspired shade of gray meant to encourage productivity.

I adjust my blazer and walk briskly down the hall, eyes on my phone.

And then—

Impact.

“Ow! Watch it, Laine!”

I freeze.

That voice.

I look up.

Padma Khal.

Of course.

Padma stands there in a white button-down and tailored trousers, square glasses slightly askew from the collision. Her dark hair is pulled into a sleek low bun. She looks annoyingly composed even when startled.

My office nemesis.

We’ve been circling each other like rival planets for six years.

We are both senior IT technicians.

We are both excellent.

We disagree on everything.

Once, we argued for two full hours about the user interface redesign of the G-Tech website. Two hours. In front of our boss.

“Padma,” I say coolly, “still can’t see to save your life?”

She rolls her eyes, pushing her glasses up her nose.

“Must you always resort to primary school insults? How old are you? Five?”

When we collided, her coffee spilled.

Down the front of her pristine white shirt.

It soaks into the fabric, and—

I stop breathing.

Her bra is visible.

It’s black.

The contrast against the white shirt is... distracting.

Heat creeps up my neck.

Guilt.

I did that.

I clear my throat and pull a handkerchief from my bag.

“Let me help you with that.”

She stares at the handkerchief like I’ve presented her with a relic from the Victorian era.

“Chivalrous now? A handkerchief? I can’t tell if you’re five or fifty.”

I step closer anyway, dabbing awkwardly at the stain.

The air between us shifts.

She smells like cardamom and espresso.

Her jaw tightens slightly, but she doesn’t move away.

I become acutely aware of how close we are. How my fingers are hovering near her collarbone.

I drop my hand quickly and step back.

“I was being nice,” I say, defensive now. “Now you’re being a bitch. Enjoy your stain.”

I turn to leave.

“You’re going the wrong way!” she calls after me. “Board meeting in five!”

I freeze mid-stride.

I look down the hall.

She’s right.

Of course she’s right.

I pivot slowly, walking past her without meeting her eyes.

“I hate you,” I mutter under my breath.

“Highly unoriginal,” she replies smoothly, falling into step beside me.

We walk toward the boardroom together.

Close.

Too close.

My heart is beating harder than it should.

And I don’t know if it’s because I hate her.

Or because, for the first time in a very long time, I felt something that wasn’t indifference.
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PADMA

“Did you see my emerald sari, Padma? I’m going to Kaveshan’s wedding and I can’t find it anywhere!”

Zainub’s voice ricochets off the living room walls like we live in a stadium instead of a modest three-bedroom house with peeling paint and a couch that’s seen better decades.

I don’t look up from my laptop at first. I’m mid-sentence in a Slack message, untangling a backend issue one of the junior techs created at 2 a.m. and abandoned like a crime scene.

“No,” I say flatly, still typing. “But if it’s missing, statistically it’s in the laundry room.”

There’s silence.

Then dramatic breathing.

I sigh and finally look up.

My older sister stands in the middle of the living room in her underwear, hair half-pinned, face flushed, like she just ran a marathon instead of arguing with fabric.

“Why are you sweating?” I ask.

“I just had a fight with my rose sari,” she says indignantly. “I’ve gotten fat.”

I blink.

“You did not just say you fought a sari.”

“It betrayed me,” she insists. “It used to zip. Now it does not zip.”

“That’s because you keep drying them on high heat,” I say. “Fabric shrinks. It’s physics.”

“It’s betrayal,” she repeats darkly.

I rub my temple. “I think I saw the emerald one in the laundry room. Bottom basket.”

She gasps like I’ve saved her life. “Thank you. If it’s not
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