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PROLOGUE
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Liza always believed that love didn’t have to be loud.

It could live in small things. In the way she warmed Maeve’s socks on the heater before winter mornings. In how she described sunsets in colors she wasn’t sure she got right. In the way she said “It’s beautiful” even on ordinary days, just so her sister would feel like she wasn’t missing something.

The night before everything changed, the town was quiet in the way only small towns could be — like the whole world had agreed to whisper.

Maeve sat at the old upright piano in their living room, fingers moving gently across the keys. She played by memory, by feeling, by the way the wood hummed beneath her hands. The melody was soft, uncertain.

Liza watched from the kitchen doorway, flour still dusted on her sweater from closing up the bakery.

“You messed up that part,” Liza teased lightly.

Maeve smiled without stopping. “No I didn’t.”

“You did. Third note. Too fast.”

“You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true.”

Maeve laughed, and the sound wrapped around Liza’s heart like a ribbon pulled tight. She wondered, not for the first time, how someone who had never seen light could be the brightest thing in her life.

But brightness casts shadows, too.

“Liza?” Maeve said quietly, hands slowing on the keys. “Are you... happy?”

The question caught her off guard. Liza leaned against the doorframe.

“Of course I am.”

There was a pause. Maeve tilted her head slightly — that way she did when she was listening for truths people didn’t say.

“You hesitated.”

––––––––
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“I did not.”

“You did.”

Liza looked at her sister — really looked at her. At the way Maeve faced the world with courage she never gave herself credit for. At the way everyone else saw fragility, while Liza saw strength.

“I’m happy,” she said again, softer this time. “I just... worry about you.”

Maeve smiled gently. “You always have.”

“Someone has to.”

“Not forever,” Maeve whispered.

Liza didn’t understand why those words made her chest ache.

She walked over and pressed a kiss into Maeve’s hair. “Get some sleep soon, okay?”

“Okay.”

That was the last normal moment.

The last quiet night.

The last time Liza watched her sister play piano in a world that was still whole.

She didn’t know that love, the quiet kind, was already preparing to say goodbye.
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Chapter 1
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The first thing Liza ever learned how to describe was the sky.

She was six years old, sitting cross-legged in the dry summer grass behind their house, while four-year-old Maeve leaned against her shoulder. Fireflies blinked in the tall weeds, and the air smelled like warm dirt and laundry soap drifting from the open window.

“Is it big today?” Maeve asked.

“The sky?” Liza said.

Maeve nodded. “Sometimes it feels bigger.”

Liza squinted upward like she could measure it. “It’s... very big today. Like it forgot where to stop.”

Maeve smiled. “What color?”

Liza hesitated. She had never been good with colors. Blues were easy, but sunsets confused her. “It’s mostly blue,” she said carefully. “But the sun is going down, so it’s turning orange near the bottom. And pink. Like when Mom mixes paint and doesn’t clean the brush.”

Maeve giggled. “Messy sky.”

“Yeah,” Liza said. “Messy sky.”

That became their ritual. Every evening when the weather was nice, they sat outside and Liza narrated the world.

Clouds became animals. Trees turned into dancers. The lake at the edge of town sparkled like “someone spilled a box of diamonds,” even though Liza had never seen a real diamond in her life.

Maeve listened like every word mattered.

And to Liza, it did.



Inside the house, things were louder.

“Maeve, careful!” their mother Clara called for the fifth time that afternoon.

Maeve had bumped into the kitchen chair again. It made a dull thud against the tile.

“I’m okay, Mom,” Maeve said softly.

Liza watched from the hallway, holding the drawing she’d made at school — a picture of their family. She’d used her favorite crayons, pressing hard so the colors looked bold. She had even drawn Maeve with extra long hair, the way she liked to braid it.

“Mom?” Liza said, stepping forward. “Look what I made.”

“Just a second, honey,” Clara replied, already kneeling beside Maeve. “Are you sure you’re not hurt? Let me feel your knee.”

Liza stood there for a moment longer.

Then she lowered the paper.

“It’s okay,” she muttered to herself. “I can show her later.”

She folded the drawing once. Then again. Then she walked back to her room and slid it under her bed.

She told herself it didn’t matter.

She was the older sister.

Older sisters understood things.



At night, Liza could hear her parents talking in the kitchen after they thought the girls were asleep.

“We have to think about her future,” Clara whispered.

“I know,” their father Thomas replied. His voice always sounded tired at night. “But we can’t make the whole world soft for her.”

“I’m not trying to make it soft. I’m trying to make it safe.”

Liza hugged her pillow tighter.

She knew who they were talking about.

They were always talking about Maeve.

Doctor visits. Special schools. Mobility training. Savings accounts “for later.”

Liza didn’t resent it.

Not yet.

She just wished, sometimes, that someone would ask what she wanted to be when she grew up.



School came easier for Liza.

She made friends quickly. She learned to read fast. Teachers smiled at her like she was dependable, helpful, “such a good big sister.”

She hated that phrase.

It felt less like a compliment and more like a job she never applied for.

One afternoon, during second grade art class, her teacher knelt beside her desk.

“This is beautiful, Liza,” she said, holding up a watercolor painting of a sunset over the lake. “You have a real eye for light.”

Liza beamed. “Really?”

“Really. You should show this to your parents. Maybe we can put it in the school hallway display.”

Liza carried the painting home like it was made of glass.

Her hands trembled when she walked through the front door.

“Mom! Dad! I—”

Maeve was sitting at the table with a mobility instructor, a stranger with a bright voice and a cane demonstration kit spread out like surgical tools.

“This helps you understand distance,” the woman was saying gently. “You tap, listen, and feel.”

Clara looked up briefly. “Liza, sweetheart, can you give us a minute?”

Liza froze. “But I—”

“Just a few minutes, okay?”

Liza nodded.

She stood there long enough for the instructor to say, “And this is how we step off a curb safely.”

Then she walked quietly to her room.

She set the painting on her desk.

She stared at it.

The sky she had painted looked wide and glowing and endless.

She suddenly didn’t want to show it to anyone anymore.



That night, Maeve crawled into Liza’s bed like she often did after a long day.

“Are you awake?” Maeve whispered.

“Yeah.”

“Tell me about today.”

Liza rolled onto her side. “Nothing special.”

“You always say that when something happened.”

Liza smiled in the dark. “I painted a picture at school.”

Maeve’s face lit up, even though she couldn’t see. “Of what?”

“The lake. At sunset.”

“What did it look like?”

Liza hesitated.

Then she began.

“The water looked like it was on fire,” she said softly. “But not scary fire. Gentle fire. Like it was glowing from the inside. And the sky looked so big it could swallow the whole town.”

Maeve sighed happily. “I like that one.”

“Me too,” Liza whispered.

And in that moment, the tight feeling in her chest loosened.

Because even if no one else saw it...

Maeve did.

In her own way, she always did.



The jealousy didn’t arrive like a storm.

It arrived like a drip.

Slow. Quiet. Easy to ignore.

Like the day their mom missed Liza’s spelling bee because Maeve had a specialist appointment in the city.

Or the time her birthday party got cut short because Maeve had a sensory overload and needed to go home.

Or the way neighbors brought casseroles “for Maeve” but ruffled Liza’s hair like she was just part of the background.

Each moment, by itself, was small.

Together, they built something heavy.

Something Liza never spoke out loud, because what kind of person feels jealous of her blind little sister?

A terrible one, she decided.

So she swallowed it.

And smiled.

And described the sky.



One autumn afternoon, when Liza was eleven and Maeve was nine, they sat by the lake again.

Leaves skittered across the ground like dry whispers.

“What does fall look like today?” Maeve asked.

Liza studied the trees. Gold. Orange. Red.

“It looks like the trees are on fire,” she said.

Maeve gasped. “Again?”

“Yeah,” Liza laughed. “But the good kind.”

Maeve leaned her head on Liza’s shoulder. “I like when you tell me things. It makes me feel like I’m not missing them.”

Liza’s throat tightened.

“You’re not missing them,” she said quickly. “You just experience them differently.”

Maeve smiled. “When I grow up, I’m going to tell people things the way you do. But with music.”

“With music?”

“Yeah. So people can hear what I feel.”

Liza imagined that — her sister at a piano, turning feelings into sound.

“That’s a good plan,” she said.

“What about you?”

Liza opened her mouth.

Then closed it.

No one had asked her that in a long time.

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

“You’ll figure it out,” Maeve said confidently. “You’re good at seeing things.”

Liza looked out over the lake, the light flickering across the water.

She wondered, for the first time, what it would feel like...

To be seen back.



That night, she took the old painting out from under her bed.

She smoothed the creases.

Then she taped it to the wall above her desk.

Not for her parents.

Not for her teachers.

But for herself.

And maybe, someday, she thought...

For the girl who saw the world through her words and never once complained about the dark.

Liza lay in bed staring at the ceiling, listening to Maeve’s soft breathing from the other room.

She loved her sister more than anything.

That part was never a lie.

But somewhere deep inside her chest, quiet and growing...

Was a wish she didn’t know how to say:

I want someone to look at me the way I look at her.

She fell asleep feeling both full of love...

And the first small ache of being unseen.
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Chapter 2
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Liza turned fourteen on a Thursday.

It was the kind of school-day birthday that felt ordinary from the outside — math quiz in the morning, cafeteria pizza for lunch, lockers slamming like always — but secretly glowed inside her chest all day long.

Fourteen felt older. Closer to being someone. Closer to being seen.

Her friend Marisol had decorated her locker with purple streamers before first period. Someone had stuck a crooked “HBD LIZA!!!” note to her history textbook. Even Mr. Daugherty, who never remembered anyone’s name, had said, “Birthday, right? Don’t do homework tonight.”

It felt good.

Light.

Like maybe this year would be different.

She walked home with a small paper bag of candy from her friends, swinging it at her side, rehearsing how she’d act surprised when her parents brought out the cake. Her mom had promised chocolate with strawberry frosting — Liza’s favorite.

When she opened the front door, the house was quiet.

Too quiet.

“Mom?” she called.

No answer.

She stepped inside and saw a note on the kitchen counter.

Had to take Maeve to an emergency appointment with Dr. Levin. Back before dinner. Love you.

The glow inside her dimmed, just a little.

She read the note again, like maybe the words would rearrange themselves into something else.

Emergency appointment.

Her first feeling wasn’t anger.

It was fear.

Maeve hated last-minute doctor visits. They usually meant something had gone wrong with one of her therapies or evaluations.

Liza dropped her backpack and stood still in the kitchen, listening to the hum of the refrigerator.

“It’s fine,” she whispered to herself. “We’ll still do cake later.”

She poured herself a glass of juice and sat at the table alone, unwrapping one of the candies from her friends. It tasted too sweet, almost artificial.

She wished she had someone to tell about her day.



By the time their parents came home, it was nearly seven.

Liza was on the living room floor doing algebra homework, though she’d already finished it an hour ago. She just needed something to do with her hands.

The door opened.

Clara’s voice floated in, tight with leftover stress. “Easy, sweetheart, step up—there you go.”

Maeve walked in slowly, her hand wrapped around their mother’s wrist.

“I’m fine,” Maeve said quietly.

Thomas followed behind them, carrying a folder of papers and looking like he hadn’t blinked in hours.

Liza stood up fast. “What happened?”

Clara smiled, but it was the tired kind. “Just a routine concern that turned out to be nothing serious. We just needed to check something with her eye pressure. She’s okay.”

Liza let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “Oh. Okay. Good.”

Maeve turned toward her voice. “Liza? Happy birthday.”

Liza’s heart twisted a little. “Thanks.”

“I’m sorry we were gone,” Maeve added. “Mom told me.”

“It’s fine,” Liza said quickly. Too quickly. “I just did homework.”

Thomas set
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