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​Chapter 1 - The Story I'm Sticking To
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The apartment was clean the way a hotel room is clean. Not lived-in clean. Achieved.

Elena stood at the kitchen counter and poured two fingers of Scotch into a glass she'd bought because it was the right kind of glass, the kind that suggested a woman who had her things together. It was eight o'clock on a Tuesday. She had been home for forty-seven minutes. She knew this because she'd checked the time when she walked in, the way she always did, not because it mattered but because precision was something she could control.

She carried the glass to the window.

The city did its thing below: cabs, a woman walking a dog that was too big for the sidewalk, a delivery man on a bicycle cutting the wrong way through an intersection. Elena watched for a moment, then looked at the glass instead. The light caught the liquid. She took a sip and set it on the sill and did not pick it up again.

Her phone buzzed. Jules.

Still on for Thursday?

Elena typed back: Yes. Seven. Don't be late.

Jules's reply came instantly: I am never late.

Elena put the phone face-down on the counter and finished the Scotch standing up.



The restaurant Jules picked was the kind of place that was always just loud enough that you had to lean in to hear the person across from you, which Jules considered an advantage. She arrived four minutes early, which was not the same as on time, regardless of what she claimed, and was already into a glass of wine when Elena sat down.

"You look tired," Jules said.

"I'm not tired."

"I know. That's what's concerning."

Jules Ferreira was thirty-five and worked in procurement, two desks to the left of Elena's office, and had the specific quality of someone who could not be managed. Elena had tried, in the early months of their friendship, deploying the same strategies she used on difficult vendors: measured agreement, strategic redirection, the occasional controlled concession. Jules had watched all of this with visible amusement and then said, on a Tuesday in February three years ago: I know what you're doing and I like you anyway. You're welcome.

They ordered. Jules got the pasta. Elena got the salmon and picked at it.

"Okay," Jules said, refilling her own glass. "Tell me the thing."

"There's no thing."

"Elena."

"I had a meeting with the Delgado account today. It went fine. I submitted the quarterly projections. Those also went fine." She moved a piece of asparagus to the side of the plate. "Everything is fine."

Jules tilted her head. "The way you just said that word three times suggests you are trying to convince someone."

Elena looked up. "How's Paulo?"

"Do not Paulo me right now."

"I'm just asking."

"He's fine. We're fine. Everything is fine." Jules gave her a flat look. "See? Doesn't feel great, does it?"

Elena set down her fork. She picked up her wine. She thought about what to say, and the thing she came out with was not the thing she had been circling, but it never was. It was the other thing, the story, the one she kept in the front of her mouth where it was easy to reach.

"Daniela and I would have had an anniversary this April," she said. "I was thinking about that today. I don't know why."

Jules nodded, not saying anything yet. This was one of the things Elena valued about her. Jules knew when to hold.

"It ended the way these things do," Elena continued. "Slowly, and then not slowly. She had gotten very close with someone from her social circle. Sarah Oduya. They were — you know how women can be, sometimes. Very intense friendships. I think it made Daniela realize what she wanted, eventually. What she wasn't getting at home."

"From you."

"From the marriage."

Jules took a sip of wine, set it down, and in that small pause between movements, Elena heard the thing she always almost heard: the question Jules wasn't asking.

"It was better for both of us," Elena said. "We were not bringing out the best in each other toward the end."

"No."

"And Daniela has rebuilt well. She's remarried. I've heard she's happy."

"That's good."

"It is." Elena picked up her fork again. "I'm not bitter. I want to be clear about that. I processed all of this a long time ago."

"Mm," Jules said.

The restaurant noise swelled briefly around them. Someone at the bar laughed too hard at something.

"You know what I keep thinking about?" Elena said, and then stopped.

Jules waited.

"Never mind." Elena cut into the salmon. "How's the Reyes contract looking?"

Jules studied her for a moment the way she did sometimes, the way that made Elena feel briefly like a specimen in a jar. Then she let it go. She always let it go. Which was not the same as forgetting it.

"The Reyes contract," Jules said, "is a disaster that I am managing beautifully."

She launched into the details. Elena listened. The food came and went. They ordered dessert and didn't finish it and split the check the way they always did, Jules calculating the tip in her head before Elena could reach for her phone.

Outside, the night had gone cool. They stood on the pavement for a moment.

"Elena," Jules said.

"Good night, Jules."

"Okay." Jules kissed her cheek. "Thursday."

"Thursday."

Elena walked to the parking structure and sat in her car for four minutes with the engine off. The heater ticked once and went silent. She looked at the concrete pillar in front of her and thought about nothing in particular, or made herself think about nothing in particular, which was not the same thing.

She was fine. She had processed everything. The marriage had ended because of circumstances and timing and the natural erosion of two people who wanted different things. That was the version she had. It was accurate. It was sufficient.

She started the engine and drove home.

The apartment was exactly as she'd left it. She rinsed the glass from earlier, dried it, put it back in the cabinet. She changed into pajamas and lay down on the side of the bed she had designated as hers, which was both sides, which was something she'd stopped noticing about a year in.

She put her phone face-down on the nightstand.

She did not pick it up again.
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​Chapter 2 - What People Think of Us
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The board member's name was Gerald Whitmore, and he had been on the nonprofit's board for eleven years, which was nine years longer than he had contributed anything useful to it.

Sarah knew this the way she knew most things: from evidence, accumulated quietly, assessed without sentiment. Gerald had the particular confidence of a man who had never been told no by anyone he respected, and he expressed this confidence primarily through the rhetorical device of asking questions he already believed he'd answered. Today's question was whether the community health program's Q3 participant numbers justified its current budget allocation.

"These are solid numbers, Gerald," Sarah said, for the second time. Her voice was the same both times. She kept it the same on purpose.

"I'm just wondering if we're being rigorous enough in our measurement framework."

"We're using the framework the board approved in March." She touched the corner of the agenda in front of her, not picking it up. "If you'd like to revisit the framework, I'm happy to schedule a separate working session. We can walk through the methodology in detail."

She watched him decide whether to pursue it. She gave nothing with her face. After a moment he wrote something in the margin of his agenda and nodded, and the meeting moved forward.

Across the table, her program director, a woman named Constance who had been with the organization for six years, caught Sarah's eye and looked immediately at the ceiling. Sarah looked at the agenda. She did not smile until she was certain Gerald was looking elsewhere.

The meeting ended at four-fifteen. Sarah walked back to her office, answered three emails, and at four-forty-five closed her laptop, which was the signal she gave herself that the day was done. She had learned this from a therapist she'd seen for a year after the Daniela years, the years she privately thought of as the years of managed uncertainty. The therapist had told her that people who worked for causes they believed in often had no internal signal for stopping, and that this was not a virtue. It was a way of not sitting still long enough to feel anything.

Sarah sat still now. For about ninety seconds. Then she called Daniela.

"Hold on," Daniela said, picking up. The sound of something clattering in the background, domestic and easy. "I'm just finishing dinner."

"I can call later."

"Don't you dare, I've been in meetings since nine." A chair scraping. "There. Hi. How was the board thing?"

"Gerald."

"Ah."

"He asked, again, whether the Q3 numbers justified the budget."

"And you said?"

"That we're using the framework the board approved in March and that I'd be happy to schedule a working session."

Daniela made a sound that was half-laugh, half-groan. "You're so good at that. I would have just stared at him."

"I did stare at him. I just kept my face normal while I did it."

"That's a skill."

"It's a survival skill."

There was a warmth in talking to Daniela that still sometimes surprised Sarah, given everything. Not everything, exactly. Given the specific way things had unraveled, slowly, and what Sarah had been careful not to do during the unraveling, and how none of that careful behavior had prevented a two-year period of distance between them that had felt, at its worst, like losing the person who knew her best. Daniela had come back to her eventually. They had rebuilt, over dinners and honest phone calls and one very long conversation in Daniela's kitchen after the divorce was finalized, the specific and durable thing they now had. It was different than before. It was, Sarah sometimes thought, better. Honesty had a way of doing that, if you let it.

"Are you still coming Saturday?" Daniela asked.

"I said I'd come."

"You said probably."

"Probably means yes."

"Elena." Daniela said it lightly, in the tone of someone setting something down rather than throwing it. "She might be at the networking event on Thursday, actually. I think someone from her company usually goes."

Sarah looked at the middle distance. "Okay."

"You don't have to do anything about that."

"I know."

"I'm just saying."

"I know, Dani."

A brief quiet. Not uncomfortable. They had gotten good at these.

"She's different," Daniela said. "Or she seems it. I haven't spoken to her much, but from what I hear."

"You don't have to sell me on her."

"I know. I just didn't want it to be weird if you ran into each other."

"It won't be weird."

Whether or not that was true, Sarah filed it and moved on, because there was nothing useful to be done with it now. They talked for another twenty minutes about Daniela's stepkids and a book Daniela was reading and a minor kitchen renovation that had apparently become major, the way renovations did. When they hung up, Sarah sat in the quiet of her office for a moment.

She thought about Thursday, briefly, and then put it somewhere she wasn't currently opening.



Her apartment was a twelve-minute walk from the office, which she almost always walked regardless of weather, because the twelve minutes was useful. It was the transition. Without it she arrived home still wearing the shape of the day, and then the evening was just the day continued in different clothes.

Tonight she was home by six. She changed into loose pants and a worn-out shirt that had belonged, at some point, to someone she'd dated briefly two years ago, and she watered her plants in the order she always watered them. The birds of paradise first, then the monsteras, then the three pothos that had colonized the kitchen windowsill, then the fiddle leaf in the corner that had been dying when she bought it and was now, with some effort, not dying.

She had twelve plants. People who visited occasionally made some comment about this, usually delivered as if they were saying something revealing. Sarah had considered what they thought they were revealing. She had decided it was not interesting.

She made dinner, ate it standing at the counter because the table was covered in work materials and she hadn't cleared it in three days. She read for an hour, a book she'd started two weeks ago and was enjoying without feeling urgent about, and at nine-fifteen she washed her face and got into bed and lay there in the dark with her eyes open.

She was not thinking about Thursday.

She was thinking about the framework the board had approved in March, and whether there was a case to be made for revising it in a way that would preemptively close the question Gerald had opened today. She ran through the argument. It was a good argument. She would put together a brief document and send it to Constance tomorrow.

This was what her mind did when it was left alone in the dark. It found work. She had known this about herself for a long time and had decided it was not something to be fixed, because it was also why she was good at her job, and her job was something that mattered.

She was asleep by ten.

Across the city, in a hotel bar where a consulting company was hosting their regional team dinner, someone was saying something unfunny loudly enough that the whole room could hear it. On a residential street, a cat sat in a lit window, watching nothing. In an apartment that was very clean, a



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





