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Chapter One: The Diagnosis
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Maya Torres had cross-examined men who lied for a living, and she had never once let her face move first.

It was a skill, that stillness. She had built it the way she built everything — deliberately, at cost, over years she didn't get back. Law school had given her the vocabulary. The firm had given her the reps. But the stillness itself, the thing that made partners trust her in front of a jury, she had built alone, in front of a bathroom mirror at twenty-six, practicing not blinking while a supervising partner screamed a cross-examination at her for the third time that week.

So when Dr. Okafor said the word pancreatic, and then the word stage four, and then, more gently, something about comfort and quality of time, Maya's face did not move.

Her father's did.

Ernesto Torres had spent thirty-one years running the floor at Bellwood Fabrication, and in all that time, Maya had seen him flinch exactly twice — once when a press jammed two feet from his hand, and once now, in a beige office with a watercolor print of a lighthouse on the wall, no ocean in sight, no reason for a lighthouse at all except that someone had decided sick people needed to look at something calm.

"Okay," Ernesto said, after a while. Just that.

Danny said more. Danny always said more. He leaned forward in the chair on the other side of their father, elbows on his knees, and asked the doctor the questions Maya's brain had already answered before Dr. Okafor opened her mouth — because Maya had spent the drive over doing what she always did before a deposition, which was preparing for every version of the answer, including the one nobody wanted.

Stage four. She'd looked it up in the parking lot, phone screen too bright, thumb steady. Five-year survival rate, low single digits. Median survival post-diagnosis, months, not years. She had read it the way she read case law — fast, clinical, filing it into the part of her brain that processed information without feeling it — and she had thought, distinctly, I need more time to prepare for this, as if there would ever be enough.

"How many months," Danny said. Not how long does he have. Danny always found the version of the question that sounded less like a verdict.

Dr. Okafor's answer was careful, hedged, full of ranges. Maya heard the number underneath it anyway. She was good at hearing numbers underneath careful language. It was, after all, her job.

Six. Maybe eight, if he was strong, if he responded to treatment, if a dozen other ifs lined up in his favor.

Her father's marathon was scheduled for six months from that Tuesday. She knew this because she had, in a small unhinged corner of her mind that had nothing to do with anything, checked the race calendar for their city two nights before, the way she sometimes checked bar exam pass rates or interest rate forecasts — information for its own sake, filed and forgotten.

It stopped being forgotten right there in the beige office.



Nobody spoke in the elevator. Ernesto stood between his two children with his hands in his coat pockets, and Maya watched his reflection in the brushed steel doors — a man who looked, if you didn't know better, like someone waiting for a bus. Not like someone who'd just been told an ending had a date on it now, even if the date was blurry.

In the parking garage, Danny broke first. He always did; it was the shape of their family, had been since their mother died when Maya was nineteen — Danny absorbing grief loudly, out loud, in the room, and Maya absorbing it somewhere private and load-bearing, a structural wall nobody saw until it cracked.

"We should get a second opinion," Danny said. "Okafor's good, but there's a guy at Sloan who—"

"Danny." Ernesto's voice was quiet enough that it worked like a hand on the shoulder. "I heard her fine the first time."

"That doesn't mean we have to accept—"

"I'm not accepting anything. I'm not doing anything yet. I'm going home." He looked at Maya, and something in his face asked her a question he wasn't going to say out loud, something like is this really happening, and Maya, whose entire professional life was built on having an answer for everything, had none.

"I'll drive you," she said instead, because it was the only true sentence available to her.



Ernesto's apartment smelled the way it always had — coffee, WD-40, the particular staleness of a man who lived alone and didn't mind it. Maya had grown up two towns over in a house that no longer existed in any form she recognized; her father had downsized twice since her mother died, each apartment smaller than the last, as if he were quietly practicing for occupying less and less space in the world. She used to find that thought sad. Standing in his kitchen now, watching him fill the kettle with hands that did not shake, she found it unbearable.

"You don't have to stay," Ernesto said. "Don't you have that filing thing."

"I moved it." She hadn't. She'd have to email Reyna at nine that night and lie about a family emergency, which — she registered the grim humor of it — would not, this once, be a lie.

He made two cups of coffee neither of them wanted and set hers down across from him at the small table by the window, the one with the view of a parking lot and, past it, a strip of gray river that never seemed to be doing anything.

"I keep thinking about the marathon," he said.

Maya looked up. "What marathon."

"The city one. In the spring." He turned his mug a quarter turn, an old habit, aligning the handle to nothing in particular. "I used to say I was going to run it. Every year, practically. Your mother used to tease me about it — Ernesto's going to run the marathon, like it was a joke we were all in on." He smiled, but it didn't hold. "Never did. Never even signed up. Kept telling myself next year I'd be in better shape, next year I'd have the time."

"You were working sixty-hour weeks, Dad. You didn't have next year to give away."

"No," he agreed. "I guess I didn't."

He didn't say the rest of it. He didn't have to. Maya sat with her hands around a coffee cup going cold and did the thing she never let herself do in front of clients, in front of juries, in front of anyone who might use it against her: she let her face move.

Not much. Just enough that her father reached across the table and put his hand over hers, the way he used to when she was small and scared of something specific and namable — a dog, a thunderstorm, a math test. He didn't have a name for this thing. Neither did she.

"I'm not asking you to fix it," he said. "I know you, mija. I know you're already trying to figure out the play. There isn't one here. Some things don't have a play."

"There's always a play," Maya said, and heard, even as she said it, how much it sounded like something she'd say to a client three days before a trial she knew they'd lose — a lawyer's reflex, offering competence in place of comfort, because competence was the only currency she'd ever fully trusted.

Her father just looked at her, tired and fond and unconvinced, and let it go.



She didn't decide anything that night. That was the version of the story she'd tell later, when people asked how it started — that it hadn't been a decision so much as a fact that arrived fully formed, the way a verdict does after twelve people have already made up their minds during opening statements and spent the trial waiting to be told they were right.

But she did look up the registration page before she went to sleep. She did read, twice, the line that said registration closes in five days. And she did lie in the dark of her apartment, in the particular quiet that comes after a day that has rearranged the furniture of your life without your permission, running the math the way she ran every problem — backward from the outcome she wanted.

Six months. Twenty-six point two miles. A man who had never run one in his life, and a daughter who hadn't run more than the length of an airport terminal to catch a connecting flight, in at least a decade.

There isn't always a play, her father had said.

Maya lay there a long time, arguing with a man who wasn't in the room, building the opening statement for a case she hadn't yet admitted she'd already agreed to take.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: Closing Arguments
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The Delgado case was supposed to take Maya's whole brain that week, and for exactly forty minutes on Wednesday morning, it did.

She stood in Courtroom 4B in her second-best suit — the good one was at the cleaner's, a fact that had irritated her at seven a.m. and now felt like a joke with no punchline — and delivered a closing argument she had rewritten four times since Sunday, none of the revisions related to the case at all. She'd changed a comma. She'd changed it back. She had, at one point, simply sat at her kitchen table at eleven p.m. staring at the phrase preponderance of the evidence until it stopped meaning anything.

"Ladies and gentlemen," she said now, to six people who had the power to decide whether Marcus Delgado owed his former landlord four years of unpaid maintenance fees he insisted he'd never agreed to, "this case is not complicated once you set aside what you're being asked to feel, and look only at what you're being asked to believe."

It was a decent line. She'd used a version of it before. She watched juror number three, an older man in a cardigan who reminded her uncomfortably of her father in the specific way he sat with his hands folded, and thought about nothing at all related to Marcus Delgado for the length of one full breath.

She won. Of course she won — it was a two-hour trial over a maintenance dispute, not exactly the kind of case that tested her, and she'd known she would win it the way she'd known most things in her career: because she'd prepared for every version of the counterargument before the other side had finished forming it. Delgado shook her hand outside the courtroom with the stunned gratitude of a man who has just watched a stranger solve his life with paperwork, and Maya smiled the smile she gave clients, warm enough to be human, contained enough to still be billing hours, and thought: I am extremely good at the wrong kind of problem.



Priya caught her in the hallway outside the associates' bullpen holding two coffees, one of which she held out like evidence.

"You won the maintenance thing," Priya said. It wasn't a question. Priya tracked the whole floor's dockets the way some people tracked fantasy football, mostly for the drama.

"I won the maintenance thing."

"You look like you lost the maintenance thing."

Maya took the coffee. It was, she noted, from the good place two blocks over, not the machine in the break room, which meant Priya had left the building on purpose, which meant Priya already knew something was wrong before Maya had said a word — this was the other skill Priya had, quieter than the docket-tracking, more useful: she read rooms the way Maya read case files.

"My dad has cancer," Maya said. Flat. The way you'd report a filing deadline. "Pancreatic. Stage four."

Priya didn't do the thing people do, the flinch-and-recover, the oh my god I'm so sorry delivered like a reflex before the sentence had finished landing. She just stood there in the fluorescent hallway holding her own coffee, and said, "Okay. What do you need."

It was, Maya would think later, exactly the right question, and also a question nobody else had thought to ask her — not Danny, who wanted to do something, fix the medical team, escalate the plan; not her father, who wanted, mostly, to be left in some version of normal for as long as normal was available to him. Priya just asked what Maya needed, as if Maya were a case that could be worked, which — God help her — was the only framework Maya currently had the tools to survive inside.

"I don't know yet," Maya said, which was true for about six more hours.



She told Danny that night on the phone, standing in her kitchen with the fridge open and nothing in it she wanted, the cold air the only thing keeping her upright.

"I think we should look into clinical trials," Danny said immediately. She could hear him pacing on his end, the particular creak of his apartment floor she remembered from when they were kids sharing a wall, though it had been fifteen years since either of them lived in that house. "There's a place in Houston that's doing something with pancreatic — I read about it, hold on, I have the tab open—"

"Danny."

"What."

"He heard the doctor. We all heard the doctor."

"Doctors are wrong all the time, Maya, that's not — I'm not saying I don't believe her, I'm saying there are options, and if we don't at least look—"

"I know." She closed the fridge. The kitchen went dark except for the stove light, and she stood in it, phone against her ear, feeling something she recognized from courtrooms — the particular fatigue of arguing with someone who wasn't wrong, exactly, just aimed at a target that had already moved. "I know there are options. I'm not saying don't look. I'm saying — I don't think Dad wants a trial. I think he wants to go home and live in whatever time is left like it's still his life and not a research subject's."

Danny went quiet in a way that meant he was either about to yell or about to cry, and with Danny you genuinely could not always tell which until it happened.

"I'm not ready," he said finally, and his voice had lost its case-building edge, gone thin and thirty-eight and scared. "I'm not — I don't know how to not do something about this. If I'm not doing something, I'm just watching."

"I know," Maya said again, because it was true, and because she didn't have anything better, and because some nights the whole job of loving your family was just saying I know until the worst of it passed through the room.

She didn't tell him about the marathon page still open in a browser tab on her laptop. She wasn't sure yet whether that was a plan or a symptom, and Danny, God love him, would have opinions about both.



She went to see her father again on Thursday, ostensibly to bring him groceries, actually because she'd found herself unable to concentrate on a discovery motion for the better part of an hour and needed to be somewhere that wasn't her office or her apartment, somewhere the ground felt solid.

He was on the couch when she let herself in, a legal pad on his knee — an old habit, lists, always lists, the factory floor supervisor in him never fully retired — and when she leaned over to see what he'd written, she expected groceries or errands or names of people to call.

Instead: Race. 26.2. April. Underlined twice. And under that, in smaller writing, like he wasn't sure he was allowed to want it: Ask Maya.

She stood there with a paper bag of oranges and rice going soft in her arms, looking at her father's handwriting — the same handwriting that had signed her permission slips and her mother's death certificate and every card he'd ever given her, Love, Dad, like there was ever any question — and she thought about the closing argument she'd given two days ago, the one about setting aside what you're asked to feel and looking only at what you're asked to believe.

She didn't believe she could run a marathon. She had no evidence for it at all.

But she believed, looking at Ask Maya underlined on a legal pad in a dying man's apartment, that this was the only closing argument that had ever actually mattered, and that she had already, somewhere between the diagnosis and this couch, rested her case.

"Dad," she said. "I want to talk about the race."

He looked up at her, and for the first time since Tuesday, something in his face wasn't bracing for bad news.

"Yeah?" he said. "Tell me."
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Chapter Three: The Flyer in the Drawer
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"Tell me what you're picturing," Maya said, sitting down across from her father, the groceries abandoned on the kitchen counter, the oranges rolling loose from the bag she hadn't bothered to unpack. "Because I want to make sure we're picturing the same thing before I say yes to anything."

It was a lawyer's question. She knew it the second it left her mouth — the instinct to pin down terms before agreeing to a deal — and she watched her father clock it too, the small private amusement crossing his face that meant there she is, the daughter he'd raised, showing up right on schedule even here, even now.

"I'm not picturing me running it," Ernesto said. "I know what I am. I know what six months of this—" he gestured, vaguely, at his own chest, at the thing inside him neither of them had a comfortable word for yet — "is going to do to a man my age. I'm not picturing crossing any lines."

"Then what."

He was quiet for a moment, turning the legal pad face-down on his knee like it embarrassed him now that she'd seen it. "I used to tell your mother I'd run it someday. Every year around February, when they'd put the banners up downtown for registration, I'd say, this is the year. And every year I found the reason it wasn't." He shook his head, more at himself than at her. "Money was tight, or the shift changed, or my knee, or — there was always something, and the something was always true, that's the hell of it. It wasn't even a lie. I really was too tired. I really did need the overtime more than I needed a finisher's medal."

"Dad—"

"Let me finish, I don't do this part twice." He said it lightly, but it landed the way anything landed now, weighted with the six months sitting in the room like a third person nobody had invited. "I'm not asking you to run it for me, like some kind of stand-in. That's not — I don't want you carrying my name on your back like a bib number, mija, that's not it." He tapped the pad. "I want to see it. I want to stand at that finish line, or wherever I can still stand, and watch somebody I love do the thing I never let myself do. I think that might actually be better than doing it myself. I've had thirty years to think about why I never signed up. I don't think it was the knee."

Maya sat with that. Outside, a truck backed up somewhere in the lot, its warning beep steady and indifferent, and she found herself grateful for it — a sound that had no idea what was happening in this apartment, that just kept doing its ordinary job.

"Why do you think it was," she said.

"I think I was scared that if I finished it, it'd just be over. And then I'd have to find something else to want." He almost smiled. "Which is a stupid thing to be scared of. Turns out there's always something else that's going to make you stop wanting things, one way or another. Might as well not save it up."

Maya's throat did something she didn't have a legal term for.



He wanted to find the flyer.

He was sure he'd kept it — of course he'd kept it, the man kept everything, decades of factory floor safety notices and Christmas cards and a shoebox of ticket stubs from movies he couldn't have told you the plots of — and he made Maya help him go through the hall closet like the two of them had all the time in the world, which, Maya reminded herself, was itself now a kind of luxury: an ordinary Thursday afternoon, spent looking for a piece of paper.

They found it in the third drawer of an old filing cabinet Ernesto had hauled from apartment to apartment for a decade, tucked behind expired coupons and a manual for a dishwasher he no longer owned. A single sheet, folded in quarters, the paper gone soft and yellow at the creases. RIVERSIDE CITY MARATHON, it said, in a font that had clearly been redesigned twice since whatever year this was from. A route map. A registration fee that made Maya laugh out loud — twenty-two dollars, a number that belonged to a different economy entirely.

"Nineteen ninety-four," Ernesto said, squinting at a smudged date stamp. "You weren't even born yet. I was — what, twenty-eight? Younger than you are now."

"You kept this for thirty years."

"I keep everything. You know that."

"You kept the intention, though." Maya turned the flyer over. On the back, in handwriting so much younger than the man now sitting on the floor beside her, boxes had been checked — Yes, I will run — the pen pressed hard enough to nearly tear the paper, an exclamation point after his own signature like a promise made to no one.

He never mailed it. That was the part that undid her, more than the diagnosis, more than the beige office and the lighthouse painting that wasn't of any real ocean. A man who had wanted something badly enough to check the box and sign his name and press the pen down hard enough to leave a mark, and then simply — didn't send it. Folded it up. Put it in a drawer, behind a dishwasher manual, and let thirty years happen instead.

"I'm going to run it," Maya said. Not a question this time. Not even really to him.

Ernesto looked at the flyer in her hands, at the box he'd checked half a lifetime ago, and something in his face loosened in a way she hadn't seen since before the beige office, before stage four, before any of it.

"You've never run more than a few blocks in your life," he said. "I've watched you sprint for a bus like it personally insulted you."

"I know."

"Registration for the real thing closes in what, five days? You looked it up, I know you looked it up, you've had that face on since Tuesday."

"Four days," Maya said. "I checked this morning."

"You're out of your mind."

"I'm your daughter. Where do you think I got it."

He laughed — a real laugh, short and surprised out of him, the kind of sound that seemed to catch even him off guard, like his body had momentarily forgotten what it was supposed to be doing this week. Maya held onto that sound the way she'd hold onto a piece of evidence she knew she'd need later, filed it carefully somewhere she could find it again on the days she suspected were coming, the ones the beige office had promised her without saying so directly.



She didn't call Danny that night. She told herself it was because it was late, because there'd be time tomorrow, because Danny would want a whole structured conversation about medical logistics and risk and whether this was even a responsible use of the time they had left, and she didn't have the architecture for that conversation built yet.

The truer reason was smaller and more embarrassing: she wasn't ready for anyone to try to talk her out of it. Not yet. She wanted one night of just being a woman who had decided to do something impossible for her father, before she had to defend the decision to someone who loved him just as much and would ask, not unfairly, whether impossible was really the gift she thought it was.

She sat at her kitchen table with her father's flyer, now hers, tucked into a folder like a piece of discovery — Exhibit A, she thought, and almost laughed at herself — and beside it, her laptop open to the registration page.

Twenty-two dollars in 1994. One hundred and eighty-five dollars now. Inflation, she thought distantly, was its own kind of proof that time moved whether you signed up for it or not.

She filled in her name. Her date of birth. Her emergency contact — Danny, obviously, always Danny, the way it had been since their mother died, the two of them listed on each other's paperwork like the last two witnesses to a life neither of them had chosen to inherit alone.

Reason for running, the form asked, in a small optional text box she could have skipped.

She sat with the cursor blinking there for a long time.

My father checked this box thirty years ago and never sent it in, she typed, finally. I'm sending it for both of us.

She hit submit before she could revise it, which was, for Maya Torres, an entirely unprecedented act of faith.
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Chapter Four: Sign-Up Confirmation
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The confirmation email arrived at 11:47 p.m. with a subject line so cheerful it felt almost hostile: You're In! Riverside City Marathon — See You at the Start Line!

Maya read it twice, then a third time, the way she read a signed contract after a deal had already closed, checking for a clause she might have missed that could still let her out of it. There wasn't one. There was a confirmation number, a bib category — first-time full marathon — and a training resources link she didn't click, because clicking it would make the next part real, and some part of her wanted to sit for one more night in the version of this where she'd merely decided to run a marathon, not yet the version where she had to.

She didn't sleep much. She lay in the dark doing math instead — twenty-six point two miles divided by twenty-six weeks, which came out to a number that sounded almost reasonable when you said it that way, one mile a week of buildup, except she knew, even without having run a step of training yet, that it didn't work like that. You didn't get to the whole distance by adding a little bit each week like compound interest. Bodies weren't contracts. They didn't honor good-faith installment plans.

She got up at six, put on the only things in her closet that could generously be called athletic wear — leggings from a yoga class she'd attended exactly four times two years ago, a T-shirt from a 5K charity walk her firm had sponsored, the kind of race where nobody actually ran — and stood in front of her apartment door for a full minute before opening it, the way she used to stand outside a courtroom before a trial she wasn't sure she'd win.

Then she went outside and ran.She made it four minutes.

Not four minutes of running — four minutes total, including the thirty seconds at the very start when her body, confused and betrayed, seemed to consult itself about whether this was actually happening. Then her lungs, which had spent thirty-four years assuming they'd never be asked to do more than climb four flights of stairs to her apartment, filed an immediate and forceful objection. By the second block, her chest was a fist. By the third, her legs had developed opinions she'd never solicited, a burning in both calves that felt less like exercise and more like an appliance overheating. She stopped at the corner of Fifth and Larchmont, hands on her knees, and a woman walking a dachshund gave her the specific look reserved for people who might be having a medical event in public.

"I'm fine," Maya said, to no one, gasping it out like testimony. "I'm fine, I'm just—" She didn't finish the sentence, because she didn't have an end for it that wasn't dying, which felt like an unfortunate word to reach for this particular week.

She walked home. It took longer than the run had. She let herself into her apartment, drank a full glass of water standing at the sink, and looked at herself in the microwave's dark reflection — hair stuck to her forehead, face the color of the inside of a grapefruit, a woman who had just been comprehensively and immediately defeated by four minutes of jogging.

She started laughing. It surprised her, the laugh — it came up out of somewhere below the exhaustion, some vein of dark comedy she hadn't known was still open for business this week — because the whole thing was so stupid, so disproportionate, a thirty-four-year-old attorney with a law degree and a 94th-percentile LSAT score, laid flat by four minutes at an easy jog. She'd once out-argued opposing counsel for six straight hours without a bathroom break. Her body, it turned out, did not care about any of that. Her body had its own docket, and it did not recognize her other credentials.

She texted Priya a single line: I registered for the marathon. I also just got destroyed by my own block.

Priya's reply came back in under a minute. the marathon??? THE marathon?? call me right now

"Say the whole thing," Priya said, when Maya called, "because I need the whole thing, not the group-chat version."

So Maya told her — the flyer, the drawer, the checked box from 1994, the four minutes that had just ended her. She told it in the flat, organized way she told juries things, cause and effect, exhibit by exhibit, and only realized halfway through that her voice had gone thick in a couple of places, that she'd had to stop and breathe through the part about Ask Maya written on the legal pad.

Priya didn't say anything for a second when she finished. Then: "Okay. So you need a training plan, and you need someone to run with you who isn't going to let you talk yourself out of it in week three, which — no offense — you will absolutely try to do, because you are the kind of person who negotiates with pain instead of just having a normal human relationship with it."

"That's uncomfortably accurate."

"I ran two marathons. I'm not fast, I'm not a coach, but I know the shape of the thing, and more importantly I know what it looks like when someone's about to quit, because I've watched people quit at mile eighteen with tears in their eyes over things that had nothing to do with their legs." A pause. "This is going to be about your dad the whole way through, you know that, right? Every mile. It's not going to get less about him just because your quads start hating you."

"I know."

"Okay. Then here's what we're doing. Couch to marathon isn't a real thing people usually attempt in six months from a standing start, I want to say that once, out loud, so it's said. It's aggressive. It's not impossible, but it's aggressive, and it means we build volume fast and pray your joints cooperate. You're going to hate me by March."

"I already sort of hate you for the four minutes comment."

"That's not hate, that's love with cardio anxiety." Priya's voice softened, just slightly, the joking dropping away for one clean sentence. "I'm glad you called me. I'm sorry about your dad. I'm going to help you do this thing, and it's going to be really hard, and I don't think that's a bad reason to do something hard right now. Sometimes hard is the whole point."

Maya told Danny two days later, over coffee at their father's kitchen table, because she'd decided — after turning it over more times than the decision probably deserved — that he should hear it from her in person, not as a fact he stumbled into secondhand.

He took it exactly as she'd predicted, which didn't make it easier.

"You registered," Danny repeated, like the words needed translating. "For a marathon. In six months. Having never run one before. While Dad is—" He stopped himself, glanced toward the hallway where Ernesto was in the bathroom, out of earshot, and dropped his voice anyway, instinctively, the way they'd both learned to do as kids talking about their mother's chemo in another kitchen a lifetime ago. "While he's dying, Maya. That's the timeline you picked for your personal fitness journey."

"It's not a fitness journey."

"Then what is it? Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like you found a project. A big, demanding, all-consuming project that's going to take up every morning and every weekend for the next six months, right when he needs people actually present, not out on some—" he made a vague, furious gesture — "training run."

"He asked me to do it."

That stopped him. Not for long — Danny recovered fast, always had — but for a second his face did something uncertain, the anger looking for new ground to stand on. "He asked you to run a marathon."

"He wrote it on a legal pad. Ask Maya. He wanted to see someone finish the thing he never let himself start." Maya kept her voice level, courtroom-level, because she knew if she let it shake even slightly, Danny would hear the shake instead of the argument, and the argument was the part that mattered. "This isn't me running away from him, Danny. This is the one thing he's actually asked for since Tuesday. You want to do something? This is the something. I'm doing the something."

Danny sat with that, jaw working, and Maya watched him do the thing he always did when he was losing an argument he still believed he was right about — he went quiet, which for Danny was its own kind of surrender, temporary and reluctant.

"I still think it's a lot to put on yourself," he said finally. "On top of everything else."

"Probably," Maya said. "I'm doing it anyway."

Ernesto came back into the kitchen just then, moving a little slower than he used to, though neither of his children commented on it, both of them keeping that particular observation filed away in the place where they were learning to keep all the small, terrible arithmetic of this — how much slower this week than last, how much less of the sandwich eaten, how long the pause before he sat down.

"You two fighting about my race?" he asked, easing into his chair.

"We're not fighting," Danny said.

"We're negotiating," Maya said, and her father laughed, the same surprised, unguarded laugh from two days ago, and for one morning, in one kitchen, that was enough to hold the whole fragile structure of the thing together.
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Chapter Five: Mile Zero
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Priya's training plan arrived as a spreadsheet, which was the first thing that made Maya trust it.

She'd half expected something aspirational and vague — run more, rest sometimes, believe in yourself — but what landed in her inbox Sunday night was twenty-six rows of cold, specific instruction, color-coded, with a tab labeled NOTES (READ THESE, MAYA, ESPECIALLY YOU) that turned out to contain, among other things, a bulleted list titled Things That Feel Like Injuries But Are Just Your Body Being Rude: shin soreness, weird toe numbness, a specific ache behind the knee that Priya promised, in bold, is not your ACL, I promise, stop googling it.

Week One asked almost nothing of her. Three runs, each one run-walk intervals — ninety seconds running, ninety seconds walking, repeated for twenty minutes — plus a rest day disguised as a Tuesday. Maya read it three times looking for the catch. There wasn't one. It was, Priya had written in the notes tab, deliberately, insultingly easy, because the whole plan falls apart if you get hurt in week one being a hero, so don't.

She went out Monday morning before work, in the same borrowed-looking athletic clothes, and this time she did not sprint out of her front door like she was fleeing a burning building. She walked to the corner first, the way the spreadsheet told her to, a five-minute warm-up walk, and something about following the instructions exactly — the way she'd follow a judge's ruling she disagreed with, precisely, without editorializing — made the whole thing feel less like a personal referendum on her worth and more like a task with a rubric.

Ninety seconds running. She could survive ninety seconds. She'd survived worse in ninety seconds — cross-examinations that felt longer, silences in hospital rooms that felt longer. Her lungs still complained, her calves still remembered Thursday's disaster and held a grudge, but she made it through the interval, walked her ninety seconds, and did it again. And again. Eight times. Twenty minutes, start to finish, and when she stopped, she wasn't collapsed on a curb being assessed by a woman with a dachshund. She was just tired, ordinarily tired, the kind of tired that had a bottom to it.

She texted Priya a photo of her phone's stopwatch: 20:14. Still alive. Slightly offended by how hard walking felt at the end.

Priya sent back a single word: good.

She ran the second interval session Wednesday morning, and something had shifted in the intervening two days, some small recalibration in her chest that made ninety seconds feel less like an emergency. Thursday she skipped, per the spreadsheet, and found herself oddly restless about it, the way she used to feel on days a trial got continued — some engine in her idling with nowhere to go.

Saturday was the longer effort: thirty minutes, same intervals, a little further into her own neighborhood than she usually let herself wander on foot. She passed the elementary school she'd gone to as a kid, boarded up now and slated, according to a sign zip-tied to the fence, for redevelopment into condominiums. She passed the pharmacy where her mother used to send her to pick up prescriptions with a folded twenty and instructions to bring back exact change. She hadn't run through this part of the city in — she did the math without meaning to, the lawyer's habit of dating everything — twenty years, easily. Maybe longer.

Somewhere around minute twenty-two, legs heavy, breath ragged in the particular rhythm the intervals had started to teach her, she thought about her father at twenty-eight, checking a box on a flyer, meaning it completely, and not sending it in. She wondered what block he'd have run past if he had. What version of this neighborhood he'd have seen. Whether he'd have made it four minutes or forty.

She finished the thirty minutes on a bench outside the old pharmacy, sweat-soaked, legs trembling faintly in a way that felt, for the first time, less like failure and more like use — the specific, honest fatigue of a machine that had just done real work instead of merely being punished by it.

She brought her father to watch the fourth session, the way he'd asked to, back before either of them had said the word marathon out loud without flinching.

It wasn't a request he made lightly — she could tell that from how he'd asked, almost shy about it, the way he used to ask if he could come to her school assemblies when she was small and pretended not to care whether he showed up. Can I come watch one of your runs sometime. Just to see it. And Maya, who had spent six days building a fragile new relationship with her own body in total private humiliation, had said yes before she'd let herself think about how strange it would be to be witnessed at this stage, still so bad at the thing, still barely past minute one before her form fell apart.

He sat on a bench in the park near his building, in a coat too heavy for the weather because he ran cold now, always cold, something about the treatment or the disease itself that Maya hadn't fully sorted out yet and didn't want to ask about directly. He had a thermos of coffee and, absurdly, his old factory stopwatch — a heavy analog thing he'd kept from Bellwood decades after the plant closed, the kind of object that outlived its purpose and got kept anyway, out of some loyalty Maya understood better with every year that passed.

"I'm not going to be fast," she warned him, stretching by the bench, aware of how self-conscious this felt, more than any deposition, any closing argument. "This is going to look bad. I need you to know that going in."

"I ran a floor full of stamping presses for thirty-one years," Ernesto said. "I've seen bad. Go."

So she went. Ninety seconds running, ninety walking, around the park's inner loop, past the same bench each time, and each time she passed it she caught her father's face — not watching her form, not timing her the way she'd half expected, just watching her, the specific unguarded attention of a man cataloging something he wanted to keep. On her fourth loop, gasping through the running interval, she saw him click the stopwatch anyway, an old habit with nothing to measure, just a man's hands needing something familiar to do with themselves.

She finished the twenty minutes near the bench, hands on her knees, and when she looked up he was standing — slowly, one hand on the bench arm for balance in a way he wouldn't have needed two months ago — and for a second she thought he was going to say something about her time, her form, some piece of paternal coaching left over from three decades of a shop floor.

Instead he just said, "There she is," quiet, like he was confirming something he'd suspected all along, and pulled her into a hug that smelled like coffee and cold air and the wool of his coat, sweat and all, not caring.

"I checked the box in '94," he said into her hair, "and I never sent it in because I think some part of me knew I'd never actually watch myself become the kind of person who finishes something like this. I didn't trust myself to become that person." He pulled back, held her by the shoulders, looked at her the way he used to look at report cards, the good ones. "I get to watch you become her instead. That's not the consolation prize I thought it'd be, Maya. Turns out it might be better."

Maya, who had cried exactly twice in the last decade in front of another human being — once at her mother's funeral, once, absurdly, during closing arguments in a custody case that had nothing to do with her own life — stood in a public park in sweat-soaked yoga pants and cried for the third time, unbothered, in front of the one person whose opinion of her had never once required a verdict.

That night she updated the spreadsheet herself, in a new column Priya hadn't asked for, labeled simply NOTES. Next to Session 4, she wrote: Dad came to watch. Told him it'd look bad. It did. Best twenty minutes of the week anyway.

She thought about deleting it — it wasn't data, it wasn't Priya's business, it broke the clean architecture of the document — and then she left it there, because some evidence, she was beginning to understand, didn't exist to convince anyone of anything. Some of it you just kept, the way her father had kept a flyer for thirty years, so that later, whenever later turned out to be, there would be proof that this part, at least, had actually happened.
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Chapter Six: Objection, Overruled
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The partner meeting happened on a Tuesday, which Maya was starting to think of, uncharitably, as the firm's preferred day for detonating her week.

Reyna Cole ran family litigation the way Maya imagined a small nation might be run by someone extremely competent and mildly unwell — total command of every detail, zero patience for anything that smelled like distraction. She had made partner nine years ahead of the average, and she wore that fact the way some people wore cologne, a presence you registered before she'd said a word.

"The Whitfield custody matter's going to trial in eight weeks," Reyna said, sliding a folder across the desk without ceremony. "I want you second-chairing. Judge Alvarez, contested custody, ugly financials, the mother's lawyer is going to try to make this about the father's temper instead of the actual parenting plan, and I need someone in the room who can keep a jury—" she caught herself, waved a hand, "—keep the judge, sorry, focused on facts instead of theater. That's your specific talent. You don't let rooms get emotional when emotional isn't useful."

Six weeks ago, Maya would have taken the folder and said thank you and meant it entirely. She had wanted exactly this kind of assignment since her first year — high stakes, a partner's trust, a case that would matter on a résumé for a decade. She reached for the folder now and felt, for the first time in her career, a small internal object clanging against the decision, a temporal pressure that had nothing to do with billable hours.

"Eight weeks," she repeated. "What's the trial schedule look like — full days, or—"

"Full days, most of it. Alvarez doesn't like to drag things out, which works in our favor, but it means you're not getting mornings back for prep, you're doing that at night." Reyna glanced at her, the specific assessing look she gave associates when she suspected she was about to hear an excuse. "Is there a problem."

Maya thought about Priya's spreadsheet, about the long runs stacking up in the coming weeks exactly where trial prep would need to live, about the eight-week overlap between Whitfield and the heaviest volume of her own training block. She thought about her father's stopwatch clicking for no reason at all, just a man's hands needing something to hold onto.

"My father's sick," she said. It was the first time she'd said it inside these walls, and she felt the sentence cost her something, a kind of currency she didn't like spending in front of Reyna Cole specifically. "Terminal. I'm — there are some things happening on a personal timeline the next few months that I need to protect."

Reyna's face didn't do anything dramatic. She wasn't a dramatic woman. But something in her posture recalibrated, the way a scale resets when you add an unexpected weight to one side. "I'm sorry to hear that," she said, and it sounded, to Maya's practiced ear for sincerity, like she meant it. "What kind of protection are we talking about. I need something specific, Maya, not a general disclaimer — you know how I work."

"I need my mornings. Consistently. And I may need a few full days on short notice, depending on how things go."

"For medical appointments."

"For training," Maya said, and watched the word land strangely in the room, too small and too large at once. "I'm running a marathon in April. With him watching. It's — it matters more than I can fully explain in a partner meeting."

There was a silence long enough that Maya started, despite herself, building the next argument, the fallback position, the version of this where she offered to take a reduced role on Whitfield instead of walking away from it entirely.

"I ran one," Reyna said instead. "Chicago, 2011. My mother had a stroke eleven weeks before race day." She said it the way she said everything, precisely, no unnecessary color, but something had shifted underneath the words, some door left open half an inch that Maya had never once seen ajar in three years of working for this woman. "I'm not going to pretend I understand your specific situation. But I understand needing your mornings for something the rest of the world would call irrational and you'd call the only rational thing left." She pulled the Whitfield folder back toward herself, considering. "Second chair, but I'll build the schedule around your mornings. You do the substantive work at night and on weekends, I don't care
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