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The pitch had taken Maya six weeks. Six weeks of mockups scrapped at midnight, of a client who couldn't articulate what he wanted until she'd shown him eleven things he didn't, of finally, finally landing on the version that made him go quiet on the video call and say, "That's it. That's exactly it." She'd driven to her mother's house with the win still warm in her chest, rehearsing how she'd say it. Casual. Not bragging. Just: we got the Hendricks account today.

She smelled the paint before she got the door open.

"Maya!" Her mother's voice carried from the kitchen, bright as a bell, and for one unguarded second Maya let herself believe it was for her. Then she rounded the corner and saw Celeste up on the step stool, roller in hand, a streak of sage green across her collarbone like war paint.

"Look what your sister did," Diana said, gesturing at the walls with both hands, like she was unveiling a monument. "Isn't it gorgeous? She just has such an eye."

The color was the one Maya had suggested eight months ago, standing in this same kitchen with paint swatches fanned out like playing cards. Diana had wrinkled her nose at it then. Too cold, she'd said. Looks like a hospital. Maya had let it go, the way she let most things go, and apparently the room had simply waited for someone else to say the same words back to her mother in a voice that landed.

"It's nice," Maya said, and meant it, which somehow made it worse.

Ryan came in from the backyard carrying two folding chairs, and Maya's stomach did the small, familiar drop it always did when she saw him now, the drop that used to be about missing him and had curdled, over the last year, into something closer to secondhand embarrassment for the version of herself that once thought this was the man she'd marry. Diana lit up again.

"Ryan! Come meet, well, you already know Maya." A short laugh. "Sorry, I mean, you two already, obviously." Diana waved a hand like she was clearing smoke, moved on. "Ryan, sweetheart, tell Maya about the cabin your parents are looking at for vacation."

"You mean my old boyfriend," Maya said lightly, testing whether anyone would flinch.

Nobody did. Ryan smiled the easy smile he'd always had, the one that used to be for her, and said something about a lake house upstate, and Celeste came down off the step stool wiping green paint onto her jeans and slid her arm through his like she was reclaiming territory that had never been contested. Maya reminded herself, it hadn't. Not really. Celeste had simply wanted the version of Ryan that Maya had already broken in, already taught how to fold a fitted sheet and order for two people at a restaurant without asking, and taken him the way she took most things: not through theft exactly, just through proximity and patience, the way water finds the crack already there.

Dinner ran long, the way it always did at Diana's, four different dishes competing for space on a table built for two fewer. Maya waited for a lull. Waited through the story about the neighbor's dog, through Diana refilling everyone's wine, through Celeste describing, in more detail than necessary, the exact shade of the kitchen paint and how she'd "just known" the second she saw the swatch.

At one point Celeste got up to grab a sweater against the draft from the back door, and came back with the red silk scarf looped around her neck instead, the one Diana had given her years ago for her twenty-fifth birthday, back when gifts like that still felt like they meant something. "It's the only thing that actually keeps me warm," Celeste said, tucking the ends into her collar, and Diana beamed at her like the scarf itself were proof of some bond between them that Maya had never quite been issued a matching version of.

"We landed a big account today," Maya said, finally, into the smallest gap she could find. "Hendricks. It's the one I've been working on for like six weeks."

"That's wonderful, honey," Diana said, already turning to Celeste. "Speaking of work, did you tell her about the promotion?"

Celeste's face did something complicated, pleasure trying to arrange itself into modesty. "Mom, it's not official yet."

"It's basically official. Tell her."

"Okay, well." Celeste set down her fork with the studied casualness of someone who has been waiting all night to be asked. "They're promoting me to run client strategy. Full creative direction on the pitch side." She said it lightly, like it had simply happened to her, the way weather happened to a person.

Maya's fork stopped halfway to her mouth. Full creative direction on the pitch side was, word for word, the title Maya had once written into her own five-year plan, a plan she'd only ever shown to Rachel, half joking, half not.

"That's great," Maya said, and heard how thin it came out.

"Isn't it exciting?" Diana said, already reaching to top off Celeste's wine, the gesture so automatic it barely registered as a gesture at all. "She's always had such a natural instinct for this stuff."

The conversation moved on without her, the way a river moves around a stone. Maya ate. Nodded at the right places. Listened to Celeste describe a role that used Maya's own language, almost word for word, the phrases Maya had used to describe her own ambitions late at night on Rachel's couch, and understood with a strange, distant clarity that she was watching her own life narrated back to her by someone standing slightly to her left.

"Maya, sweetie, can you help me clear?" Diana asked, and Maya stood so fast her chair scraped the floor.

In the kitchen, alone for a moment with the plates and the new sage-green walls, Maya let her shoulders drop. Breathed. Told herself this was ordinary family friction, the kind every sister endured, the kind that would sound petty and small if she tried to say it out loud to anyone who hadn't lived inside it for thirty-four years.

Diana came in behind her, humming, and set a stack of bowls in the sink.

"Celeste," Diana said, not looking up, rinsing a glass. "Can you grab the dessert plates? They're in the, "

"It's Maya," Maya said.

Diana blinked. Looked at her properly for the first time all evening, a small furrow between her brows like she was doing arithmetic that wasn't quite balancing. "Right. Sorry. Long day." She laughed, short and easy, already reaching past Maya for the cabinet. "You two would think I'd have this down by now."

She said it the way you'd apologize for forgetting an umbrella. Already forgiven herself. Already moving on to the dessert plates.

Maya laughed too, because that was what you did, and handed her mother the stack of dishes, and did not say that this was the fourth time this year, that she had started, privately, keeping count the way other people counted steps or calories, some grim ledger she hadn't meant to start and couldn't seem to stop adding to.

Later, drying the last of the wine glasses while Celeste and Ryan said their loud, affectionate goodbyes in the front hall, Maya caught her reflection in the black window over the sink. The kitchen light behind her turned the glass into a mirror, imperfect, doubled by the dark outside. For a second, just one, she looked at the shape of herself in it, the line of the jaw, the dark hair pulled back the same way Celeste wore hers lately, and could not immediately say which sister she was looking at.

It should have unsettled her more than it did. How easily she looked away from the glass and went back to the dishes, the way you'd glance at a stranger who resembled someone you used to know, and then simply continue with your evening, because what else was there to do.

She dried her hands on the dish towel hanging from the oven door; it was Celeste's towel, patterned with lemons, bought for this kitchen the way everything in this kitchen now seemed to belong first to Celeste and second, if at all, to whoever else happened to be standing in it.

"Drive safe, honey," Diana called from the hallway, and it took Maya half a second too long to understand the word was meant for her.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two

[image: ]


Maya was good at her job. She had to remind herself of this sometimes, the way you'd remind yourself of a fact you knew but had stopped feeling, like the distance to the moon or the boiling point of water. She was good at her job. She had built the pitch from nothing, from a client who kept saying "I'll know it when I see it" like that was a helpful thing to say to a designer, and she had made him see it. That was worth something. That had to be worth something.

The office at nine in the morning had a quality of light she'd always liked, low sun through the west windows turning the dust into something almost golden, almost worth photographing. She sat at her desk with her second coffee and pulled up the Hendricks files to send over the final assets, feeling, for the length of about four minutes, entirely fine.

Then Marv leaned into her doorway the way he always did, one hand braced on the frame, coffee in the other, a man who had never once knocked on anything in his life.

"Hey, you get a chance to look at the Simmons proposal?"

"Working on it now."

"Good, good." He lingered, the way he did when he had something else to say and was working up to it sideways. "Oh, hey, funny thing. Your sister stopped by last week. Celeste? She came by to drop something off for you, I think, and ended
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