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Chapter One

Hot coffee soaked the sleeve of her shirt. The elevator was packed tight as they ascended the staggering height of the office building. The shining chrome of The Mars Fund sign greeted Maya. She stumbled into the lobby, finally catching her breath and then losing it again when she looked at the opulent marble clock on the wall. She was late.

Blonde hair billowing out behind her, she burst into the office space, cheeks beginning to flame as all the eyes in the room turned to her and her urgent entrance.

“Maya, you made it!” Margaret, the overly friendly lady with the pixie cut and cardigan who had interviewed her for the position, called to her.

“I am so sorry. The bus was late and there was a huge line for the elevator.”

Margaret was already waving off her explanation as she led her over to the desk she had inhabited the previous day, today being her second as a project coordinator at the Mars Fund.

“We’re all still working on the preliminaries for the winter benefit,” Margaret explained.

Maya nodded as she hurriedly stripped out of her leather jacket, grateful as ever for the relaxed dress code. She plopped down into her swivel chair, tight jeans and a thin black T-shirt clinging to her body. She rushed to turn on her computer.

“Miss Mars is back at work today.”

Maya looked up. She studied Margaret as she offered her a noticeably tentative smile with the words.

“It’s probably best if you just stay out of her way while you’re getting the hang of things. I imagine she’ll be busy in her office all day, anyway, catching up from yesterday.”

With a pat on her shoulder Margaret was gone before she could reply, and finally, she was free to take a breath and let some of the stress from her hectic journey to work leave her. She needed this job; she could not afford to mess up.

Once she’d logged into her computer, she went back to the list of attendees she’d received and continued to work on emailing each of them to inform them of the benefit event the Mars Fund was planning for late in the year.

“Glad to see you made it, love.” A male voice interrupted her, and she threw a quick smile to Kevin, her neighbor to the left, who seemed to be reclining in his chair doing very minimal work as he had done most of the day before. “Better watch yourself now, Scott. The evil old boss lady is back, and she’ll eat a pretty little thing like you all up, given half a chance.”

At first, she had been glad for Kevin, a seemingly instant friend, but as yesterday had worn on, and he leaned over toward her again, he was starting to irk her.

“Looks like you’re going to be on her hit list, too, if you don’t get back to work,” she told him.

Seeming to take the hint, he tipped his head in silent concurrence and turned back to his own screen.

Getting lost in a blur of names and emails, she tried not to think too much about her boss. The woman was a bitch—that was the impression she’d received from the moment she stepped foot in the building. In her interview Margaret had been sweet, a little nosy but warm and welcoming, yet even she had clammed up when talking about the elusive Miss Mars.

The mood yesterday was jovial. Kathryn had perched on the edge of her desk for a good half an hour, and Maya was surprised to find she liked her as well as Dave and Graham, who had both welcomed her to TMF too. Today, the atmosphere was positively somber in comparison. The office was silent save for Kathryn talking softly into her phone and the click of keyboards. The presence of their boss hovering ominously over them all was palpable.

Another hour bled away, and she was pleased with the progress she was making on her list. Clicking out of her email program and back to her spreadsheet, she scanned down until she reached the next name. Robert Holt. Her blood turned to ice in her veins, and without thinking, she closed the window and shot up out of her seat. Heading for the restroom, she tried unsuccessfully to steady her ragged breathing.

She burst through the door, let it swing closed behind her, and leaned back against the cool wood, shutting her eyes. Her heart was hammering, a frantic staccato she fought to get under control. I can’t let him ruin this for me, again.

The shock of seeing that name, of having it touch even this, taint it so soon, sent panic spilling through her, choking her and making it hard to breathe.

She opened her eyes at the sound of a toilet flushing and watched a woman step out of the stall. Jarred completely from her panic by the surprise of not being alone, her mood dissolved into a shy sort of embarrassment because this woman was gorgeous.

The stranger’s dark eyes nailed her to the door, and even glaring daggers in her direction, Maya couldn’t help but think she was beautiful and probably ten years older than herself. Thick mahogany hair hung down to her shoulders; she had smooth caramel skin and dark expressive eyes. A beat passed between them, too fast and too slow, and Maya pushed off the door, meaning to introduce herself. When the woman moved forward, her shoulders rocked back and forth, her hands clenched and jumped by her sides, and oddly enough she looked like she was dancing.

“I—um, having a good day?”

Not her greatest entrance, she could admit.

The woman’s stoic expression was completely at odds with the jovial movement of her body, and Maya smiled tentatively at her, wondering if perhaps she was drunk or high.

She gripped the porcelain of the sink with tan fingers and seemed to steady herself some. As she turned to fully face Maya her head bobbed slightly, sending her hair dancing around her face. She was undeniably beautiful and odd.

“Do I look like I’m having a wonderful day?”

The words were pure venom, dripping disdain, a dark fire blazing in her eyes, and all the levity left the room. Maya’s brain grappled to put together the pieces: the slight tremor in her frame, the occasional rock of her hips, and the way her fingers bounced lightly on the edge of the sink.

“Are you drunk?” And apparently today her brain to mouth filter was completely broken. Crap.

The woman advanced on her at an alarming pace, stiletto heels ringing out her steps, one, two, three, until Maya was back against the door and staring down one hundred and twenty pounds of furious Latina in a business suit.

“Do you need help?” She tried again weakly, still not grasping what was happening, still reeling from the name on the list and the turbulence of this rapidly spiraling encounter.

“What I need is for you to tell me who the hell you are?”

Maya swallowed thickly. The woman was close enough that her breath was soft on her cheek, and she definitely didn’t smell like she just came from the bar. Her perfume was light, pleasant, and smelled expensive.

“My name is Maya Scott. I’m a project coordinator for the Mars Fund… I—um, who are you?”

The woman sneered, and God, anything that terrifying should not also be that sexy. Her head still rocked every so often, her shoulders jumping occasionally, something slightly off in the way she spoke. Her eyes darkened as if irritated by her own movements.

“Elena Mars. I do believe I’m your boss, Miss Scott.”

Her stomach dropped into her shoes, and Maya wondered momentarily if she was about to pitch forward and puke all over Elena Mars’s expensive black patent Louboutins. She could not lose this job, and things were off to a less than wonderful start if this woman was her boss.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I just—”

“Enough,” Elena snapped, silencing her.

Maya had never felt more underdressed, her messy blonde curls hanging over her shoulders and her plain black shirt wilting next to Elena’s perfectly tailored, crisp dress-and-blazer ensemble.

“I do not care who put you up to this.” The final word was slurred slightly as Elena’s mouth seemed to jerk sideways against her will. Even beneath her tan complexion, her cheeks colored slightly in response, and her eyes turned steely. “While you’re in my employ, you will respect me. Is that clear?”

The words had something oddly toneless to them, and she rocked on the spot as she spoke. Maya nodded frantically, desperate to apologize, to somehow find a way to explain.

“Return to your desk and have Margaret show you the employee bathroom. This one is mine, exclusively.”

“I’m so sorry. I just—”

“Leave.” Elena took one shaky step back, teetering on her heels so badly that Maya almost reached out to steady her. Thinking better of it, she turned and quickly yanked open the door. She rushed back out into the hallway and headed for the office, her cheeks burning, dread clawing at her throat.

She needed this job.

“So, you met the evil bitch then?” Kevin’s eyes were back on her before she had even sat down at her desk. “We did try to warn you, but you ran out of here so fast I suppose you didn’t hear. Too much coffee?”

She offered him a weak smile and then scrubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands, attempting to shake off the mortification shrouding her. Her heartbeat was loud in her ears, and she was busy trying to breathe, to breathe around and through and over Robert Holt and Elena Mars and all the ways she might have ruined this for herself before it could really even start.

“Don’t worry about it, love. She gets her kicks making us feel like shit. She’s probably in her office downing half a bottle of whiskey and watching those Spanish sitcoms while we’re all out here running the gig. Everyone knows she only has the job because Mommy owns the foundation.”

Maya opened her mouth, trying to assimilate the information into her already clamoring brain while formulating a way to politely ask what the hell the nationality of the sitcom had to do with anything when Margaret appeared.

“Kevin, that’s not true and you know it. Elena can be…difficult, but she works really hard for the foundation.”

“When she’s wasted.” He muttered the words under his breath, causing Margaret to tut and perch on Maya’s desk, blocking him from her view.

“Maya, Elena has a…medical problem, cerebral palsy. That’s why she sometimes makes strange gestures and odd movements and can’t seem to sit still. She’s not drunk, so please don’t listen to Kevin.”

Maya’s heart plummeted into her stomach, and she felt like such a fool.

“She is strict, and she can be difficult to work for, but I’ve worked with her for four years and known her much longer, and some of the events she’s pulled off and all the money she has raised, it’s amazing,” Margaret continued. “She’s helped an awful lot of kids.”

Pieces fell into place with a horrible click. No wonder Elena had been so defensive and seemed embarrassed, though Maya had no way of knowing she had a disability. She wished silently that Elena would simply have explained it, rather than reacting like she had, though her own ignorance and lack of thought before she spoke bothered her the most.

“I had no idea…”

Margaret patted her shoulder kindly.

“She’s very abrupt and can come off a little stern.” A scoff from Kevin punctuated the statement, and Margaret paused to glare over her shoulder at him before she turned back and offered Maya a reassuring smile. “Elena values people who work hard and add something to the foundation. Just continue to do your best and I’m sure you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

Even as her supervisor walked away, Maya struggled to find comfort in the words.

She reached behind her into her jacket pocket to pull out her phone. She hit the home button and lit up her lock screen. A little girl with long blonde curls and emerald-green eyes like her own smiled back at her.

She could do this. She needed this job, and she was not going to let Elena Mars take it from her.

*

Three weeks later, Maya was finally starting to see a future for herself at TMF. Her emails had received many replies from wealthy supporters and attendees for the event, and Margaret had been pleased. The winter benefit was an amazing affair, gathering all of New York’s who’s who, as well as important figures from across the country, for a night designed to raise funds for children’s charities that really needed them. Maya still couldn’t quite believe she had a part in it.

The city was dark outside the office window. When she finally looked up from the procurement list she had been working on, the sun was long dead below the horizon, and she was alone. Saving her work and logging out of her computer, she wondered if there was a protocol for being the last person to leave the floor—Margaret had never mentioned anything as far as she could remember. Though she had stayed late every night this week, she’d never been there after Margaret had already left too.

“Miss Scott.”

The smoky voice she had come to dread summoned her, and of course Elena was still here. Dutifully she stood and made her way down the hall to the place she had come to fear.

“Yes, ma’am?” She leaned around the door to Elena’s office, letting out a quiet exhale and hoping the interaction wouldn’t last too long. Since “the bathroom incident,” as she’d taken to calling it in her head, she’d run into her boss very little, and aside from a few emails and one commendation on her performance received through Margaret, they hadn’t spoken at all.

Elena was leaning back in her chair, each hand resting on an arm, perfectly manicured red nails stark against the black leather upholstery.

“Miss Mars is fine, or just Elena.” An amused smirk tugged at her full lips, painted a softer red to match her nail polish that day. She was beautiful as ever, but in the dim light of her office, reclined in her chair, she looked smaller, tired. Maya noted that her hands only trembled slightly against the armrests, and her posture was as perfect as it always seemed to be when she walked through the office with only the occasional jolt tipping her slightly sideways.

“I’ve noticed you’ve been working hard; thank you.”

Though it was true, somehow it was the last thing she had expected Elena to say. Emboldened by the praise, she stepped fully into the doorway and hovered there.

“Thank you, I’m enjoying the work, and it’s amazing to know we’re making a difference, you know?”

Elena simply nodded, though she was studying her with an intensity that made the hairs on the back of Maya’s neck rise and her stomach do strange things. The silence stretched on. Maya allowed herself to drink Elena in as her dark eyes roamed further down her legs, and she noted Elena seemed to have no issues doing the same.

She was gorgeous, full figured, and oozing sensuality. She was powerful and successful and desirable in a way Maya knew she would never be. If they had met in one of the bars she sometimes frequented in the gay district, she could imagine their interactions being very different and entirely more pleasurable. The thought made her mouth water. She ran her tongue over dry lips before she swallowed and let that train of thought slip away as Elena spoke.

“I suppose you should be going then. I’m sure you have plenty to get home to.”

She wasn’t sure if the assumption was meant as a dismissal or a way to continue the conversation. She answered anyway, eager to stay bathed in the soft glow of Elena’s office, to remain under the gaze of her dark-coffee eyes for a while longer, rather than rushing home to be alone in her apartment.

“Actually no, not tonight, anyway…”

Elena didn’t seem offended by her rambling. She jerked slightly in her chair, her fingers tapping against the armrest before she brought her hands into her lap, clenching them into a fist to quell the movement.

“How about you? You’ve been here when I left every night this week, you must be exhausted?”

Elena laughed, the sound bitter and mocking; though as her gaze dropped to linger on the smooth mahogany of her desk, Maya realized the sound was not meant for her.

“Exhausted, yes.” The air was thick with something, and Maya got the impression that she wanted to say more. For a moment she thought she would, but when she returned her eyes to Maya’s, they were cool again, and she could sense the moment was lost.

“Goodnight, Miss Scott. Thank you for your hard work this week.”

The dismissal stung, left her lonely in a way she couldn’t name. She moved from her place in the doorway, looking back over her shoulder as she pulled her leather jacket tighter around her to prepare for the cold February night.

“Goodnight, Elena.”


Chapter Two

It was Friday, and Maya yearned for the weekend. Though the job she’d initially found so hard to believe she deserved was consuming her more every day, it was hard work. As she learned the ropes, she steadily gained more responsibilities. Margaret granted her the lead on overseeing the designers and furnishing rentals for the décor for the winter benefit—an allowance she was half sure had come from Elena herself after their short conversation the previous night.

Her hair fell over her shoulder as she stood at her desk, head bowed, going over the floor plan one more time, making a few adjustments to allow for some of the entertainment she knew would be happening.

Kevin’s quiet snickering beside her made her look up. She followed his gaze to the long glass wall that separated their communal office space from the kitchen and the employee restrooms. Looking back at her was Elena, her hands jerking erratically at her sides, her hips twitching every so often. They locked eyes across the space, and Maya ached down to her bones for reasons she didn’t know. Those dark eyes somehow reflected back the loneliness she knew so well, and for a brief moment in time she ached to know more about the abrasive enigma that was Elena Mars.

“Earth to Scott.”

Kevin was still laughing as he interrupted, but rather than acknowledge him, she watched Elena snap her eyes to him through the glass, her expression darkening before she turned away. Maya was already done with Kevin, all his pointed jibes and cruel jokes saying more about his personality than she was sure he thought his admittedly good looks did.

“Mama!”

Her favorite sound in the world cut into her thoughts, shattering the relative quiet in the room. A little voice she had not expected to hear until 6:00 this evening was summoning her excitedly from the doorway.

“Mama, Mama!” Livvie was calling for her, waving her little hand, desperate to be noticed, her long blonde hair in two neat braids that Maya’s own fingers would never be nimble enough to make. Holding on to the hood of Livvie’s winter coat, stony-faced and waiting for her, was Robert Holt.

Her heart hammered in her chest as she rushed across the space, her plans forgotten. She crouched down to meet Livvie, who was waiting to wrap her arms around her neck.

“Hi Livvie Bug, hi.” Pulling her little daughter back, she looked her over, inspecting her for harm or any other explanation as to what they were doing here at her workplace in the middle of the day—not that she wasn’t absolutely ecstatic to see her.

She pressed a quick kiss onto a cheek still cold from the lingering winter air, swung Livvie up onto her hip, groaning a little under her three-year-old weight, and faced the man who had brought her.

“Grandpa says we’s starting weekend early!” Livvie crowed gleefully, and Maya bounced her lightly, more out of habit than necessity now she was bigger.

“Robert?” It was a greeting and a question, and Robert Holt smiled back his politician’s smile, leaving her with no doubt this had been intentional.

“Good to see you, Maya. I sent you a text message last week. Bella and I are going out of town, and we agreed you would be taking Olivia a little early this weekend?”

Anger made everything in her chest feel hot, but somehow, holding on to Livvie, it was an easier pill to swallow. She fought the urge to correct him—her daughter’s name was not and had never been Olivia. She should know; she had been the one to bring all seven screaming pounds of her into the world and spell it out for the birth certificate.

“Robert, I didn’t receive any text message, and I’m working today.”

He glanced around her, some of his usual condescension lacking from his gaze as he surveyed the office space.

“Yes, I see that. Looks like you’re doing well for yourself.”

He let the words hang, and in that moment, she hated him with the fire of a thousand suns, his motivation for all this finally coming clear—he was hoping to get her fired, again. She wanted desperately to say something, but past experience had taught her this was a fight she wouldn’t win, and as inconvenient as it was, she was loath to send Livvie back to him after two long weeks of waiting to see her again.

“Did you bring a bag, Bug?” She turned her eyes to Livvie’s, fighting to keep her cool. Bella, Robert’s current wife and almost the same age as Maya, making her thirty years his junior, stepped forward with a small backpack.

“Everything she needs should be in here.” Her smile was apologetic, and Maya almost, almost, could like Bella. She fixed Livvie’s hair in so many beautiful styles, played with her, and read to her—Bella clearly adored her, but what she saw in a monster like Holt, Maya would never know.

“Thanks, Bella.” She forced the words out, gaze falling almost of its own volition to Bella’s prominent baby bump. Soon Livvie would be being raised alongside her aunt or uncle, and bitterly, she wondered why Holt still needed to keep her child when he would have his own.

“Well, if that’s all, we’ll be seeing you Sunday evening then.” Holt stepped back, glee in his eyes as he patted Livvie on the cheek. Bella rushed forward and wrapped her arms around Livvie, bringing herself uncomfortably into Maya’s space for a few too-long moments.

“Be good, sweetheart.” She left a soft kiss on Livvie’s cheek, and Maya was reminded again how hard it was to hate Bella Finch despite her horrible taste in men. Then she and Robert were gone.

“Mama you work?” Livvie asked, and Maya nodded, turning around to let her daughter better survey the office. The smile Livvie always brought to her face fell away as the sight of her coworkers, gawking at them both, greeted her.

“Um, guys… This is Livvie.”

Not knowing what else to do, she hurried back to her desk. She dropped Livvie in her chair and gave her a blank notepad and a pen to scribble with before she rushed over to Margaret.

“I am so sorry, Margaret. I’m supposed to get her at six. I have no idea what he was thinking.”

Margaret seemed concerned, and it made Maya’s heart sink. She was finally starting to feel good enough, like she belonged at TMF, like she could do this. Once again, Robert Holt was going to snatch it all away.

“Nothing like this has ever happened before. Elena won’t be happy. I’m not sure what to do. Perhaps it would be best if you just—”

“Well, hello.” Elena’s voice cut Margaret off, and Maya turned, watching with horror as her boss strode toward her daughter. The smile on Elena’s face was blinding. “Does the Mars Fund have a special visitor?”

Livvie preened under the attention, rising an entire inch in her chair and turning on her best smile, complete with dimples, enthralled with the grown-up giving her undivided attention.

“Yes. Visitor. Mama works.” She nodded to Elena as she pushed herself up to stand on the padded seat. Maya had taken one rushed step forward, moving to catch her before she could fall, but Elena was already there, her perfectly manicured fingers wrapped around Livvie’s tiny ones, holding her up. The jerking of Elena’s forearms caused their hands to move, and Livvie shrieked in joy, wiggling her hips along with the dance.

Maya’s heart was beating against the inside of her ribcage to the point it hurt, full to bursting with the joyful laughter her daughter was releasing after two weeks of missing her, buoyed by the huge, genuine smile on Elena’s face, yet terrified for how this interaction was going to play out. She could sense the rest of the office watching the pair too.

A long minute passed, and finally, Livvie plopped back into the seat with a thump, releasing Elena’s hands in the process.

“Why you still dancing?” She beamed up at Elena, childish innocence in her eyes, as she watched Elena’s body continue to move as she stood before her. Mortified, Maya rushed forward.

“I’m not dancing, I just like to keep moving.” Elena was still smiling back down at Livvie as Maya rushed over, ready to chastise her for being rude. “My name is Elena. What’s yours?”

“My name’s Livvie Marie Scott,” Livvie stated proudly. “You talk funny.”

“Livvie!” Maya’s cheeks burned, tears of mortification starting to prick the very backs of her eyes.

Elena’s grip on her arm was firm and cool, even through her long sleeve, and Maya looked up to see the expression in her eyes was kind.

“That’s quite all right, Miss Scott.”

She turned back to Livvie, holding on to the edge of the desk as she leaned down closer to her.

“You’re a very clever little girl, Livvie. I do talk funny because I have cerebral palsy. Have you heard of it?”

Livvie shook her head.

“Well, it means sometimes I move when I don’t mean to, even my mouth, so you’re right, sometimes I do talk funny as a result.”

Maya watched, dread pooling in her stomach, as her daughter’s intelligent green eyes zoomed in on Elena’s face, suddenly fascinated.

“That why you dance?”

“I suppose so, yes.”

The room was holding its breath, and Maya wished for the carpet to open and swallow her and Livvie and deposit them on the sidewalk outside the building and away from the absolute mortification she was feeling over her daughter’s candid words.

“Can I have it too?” Livvie jerked her head and shoulders, rocking back and forth as she spoke, and Maya’s mouth dropped open.

“Well, no, but perhaps I can tell you more about it. I have a new tea set I’ve been waiting for a special occasion to use, and some pages that really need coloring in my office. Why don’t you ask your mama if it’s okay if you attend a tea party this afternoon while she finishes up her work?”

Livvie scrambled down off the chair and stuck her hand out, finding her balance on her feet and looking expectantly at Elena. Maya’s heart fluttered and melted as her boss reached out a shaking one to take it.

“Mama, me and Mm’lena have a tea party, ’kay?” Livvie barely looked back at her, besotted with Elena already, her other little hand stroking the satin material of Elena’s dress skirt reverently.

“Elena, you don’t have to—”

“Nonsense, Miss Scott, you are needed here, and we need those plans.” Her tone left no room for disagreement, and Maya found herself nodding. “Can she have some apple juice and maybe something from the cafeteria—something nutritionally balanced, of course?”

Maya nodded dumbly, trying to muster the parental side of her to break through the surrealism of all this.

“Yeah…she doesn’t have any food allergies or anything, so uh, she can eat.”

Offering a tight but genuine smile to her and a subfreezing glare that sent the rest of the room scurrying back to work, Elena waltzed out, power suit, killer heels, and adoring three-year-old in her wake, leaving Maya to stare dumbly after her.

“Didn’t know you were on first name terms with the bitch now, love.”

She barely even heard Kevin’s jibe.

*

The day passed too fast and too slow. Knowing Livvie was just a few walls away in Elena’s office made it hard to concentrate. The two weeks at a time they were apart was always too long. As much as she couldn’t wait to start her weekend with her daughter, she dreaded five o’clock, her stomach rolling uncomfortably every time she thought of facing Elena. She was sure she was going to be dismissed for this.

The office was oddly quiet since Livvie’s impromptu arrival, and Maya could feel the judgments of her coworkers weighing on her like a physical touch.

At twenty-two, she was at least a few years younger than anyone in the office, and the surprise arrival of her daughter had incidentally outed her as a single mom, former teen mom, and a mom who had lost custody of her child all in one fell swoop. Even in her own head, the titles began to wound, picking away at the life she was building for herself here and leaving little scabs that bled and begged to be picked some more.

Forcing herself to focus, she continued to file her notes from the day, vendors lists and plans. Livvie was her proudest achievement. The circumstances around her birth and the current custody situation were less than ideal, but she had done the best she could through each of the defining moments that had been their life. She had to believe that, though some days it was easier than others.

Fortified by the thought, she pushed the papers into a neat stack, and glancing up at the clock—5:40—she decided it was time.

Nothing could have prepared her for the sight that greeted her through the open door of Elena’s office.

“I am aware that it’s only three days away.”

Elena’s gaze flicked to her as she hovered in the doorway, spellbound by the sight of Elena Mars, phone to ear, whisper-hissing as she chewed someone out mercilessly, with a very out of it Livvie fast asleep on her lap.

“That is not my problem…” she continued. “Yes, I’m absolutely fine, just fix it.”

Maya stared and stared, unable to look away as Elena disconnected the call and set the phone down carefully on her desk. Her tan fingers smoothed back the blonde curls hanging over Livvie’s cheek with an affection that was totally natural, and just as surprising.

“Miss Scott.”

The greeting was soft, and Maya moved into the room, gesturing at the seat across from Elena, silently asking permission though her boss was preoccupied with adjusting the little head on her shoulder and didn’t notice, so she sat anyway.

“Elena, I’m so sorry.” She decided to start with her explanation, rather than sit there and wait for it all to come crashing down. “I wasn’t supposed to have her today. Her grandfather just turned up here out of the blue. I know it’s totally unprofessional, and I understand that we are probably so far behind it seems you had to spend all day babysitting my kid—”

“Miss Scott.”

Elena tried to interrupt her, but she couldn’t stop, unwilling to let her say the words and take away this job she had come to love, this stable future she was finally building against the odds.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I will work overtime next week or try to take some of it home. I can work next weekend, or whatever you—”

“Maya.”

Her name was hissed, though not unkindly, the two of them talking in half whispers and hushed tones so as not to wake Livvie. It was enough to finally make her pause.

“While not ideal for business, today has been one of the best I’ve had for a while. Margaret stopped by before she left and informed me that the team accomplished everything we’d planned for the day and more.”

She paused, her eyes suddenly elusive. Maya watched her in awe, and finally breathed because somehow, she didn’t think she was getting fired. Not for the first time, she wondered how everyone else in the building genuinely believed this woman was an ice queen.

“Thank you for entrusting me with your daughter. We had a wonderful day. She’s a very bright girl.”

Elena gestured to her desk with the free hand that wasn’t holding Livvie, and for the first time Maya looked down and noticed it was littered with drawings. Some scribbles, but some she could see Elena had drawn out the letters of her daughter’s name in messy red dots and an unsteady hand had connected them with a fat marker.

“Wow…that…Elena, that’s amazing.”

She let her fingers reach up and trace the letters. Tears prickled, warm at the back of her eyes. Swallowing them away, she turned her gaze back to Elena.

“You’re a natural… Do you have kids or—?”

Elena was glowing, but somehow, the question tainted that. A bitter scoff left her lips, and she turned her head away, though whether the movement was intentional or not, Maya couldn’t say.

“No, no kids. I live alone.”

Maya fumbled for the words while Elena smoothed Livvie’s little fingers where they had balled into a fist around her blazer.

“CP isn’t genetic.”

It took Maya a moment to realize Elena was talking about her condition.

“No one put a curse on my mother’s uterus. You can’t catch it, and I wouldn’t pass it on if I had a child… Though I’m almost thirty-seven and suspect the time for that has long since passed anyway.”

She murmured the words, avoiding Maya’s eyes, and Maya sat deathly still, silent, afraid to break this moment and to force Elena back behind the walls she seemed to exist inside most of the time.

“But who would want to have a child with me, like this?” The question was barely a whisper, and for the first time, Maya could see the longing in her eyes when she looked at Livvie. She wondered what the world had done to this beautiful woman to make her think she was somehow undesirable, undeserving of a family of her own.

The words she was trying to find, all the feelings, rushed forward, dancing in her chest and thick in her throat. She was searching for the right way to express them when Elena’s eyes were on her again, hardened in a way that told her the conversation was over, though Elena still didn’t seem as entirely closed off as usual.

“I enjoyed today. Thank you, Maya.”

She nodded dumbly, choking on all the things she had wanted to say, frustrated that her moment to correct Elena, to tell her she was wrong, she was desirable, she was amazing and strong even underneath her harsh façade, and anyone would be lucky to have a family with her, had passed.


Chapter Three

“So, she just took the kid and took care of her all day, and that was that?” Winling’s mug waved precariously as they spoke, earning them a dark glance from Livvie, before they quickly turned it right way up.

“Winling, no spill the tea!”

Livvie took a loud pretend sip and went back to carefully pouring imaginary tea into their mugs from the only good measuring jug in the kitchen.

Maya nodded, amused at her daughter’s actions.

“Yeah. When I went to pick her up at the end of the day, I was sure I was getting fired, but she was fine about it, nice even.”

Winling studied her with those dark eyes she knew saw far too much, though her best friend often said little. Maya was careful to avoid their gaze lest they read something in her own eyes that she wasn’t ready to share or even acknowledge.

“Did you talk to Robert about showing up out of the blue?”

She shook her head, picking at a loose thread on her sweater.

“He and Bella are out of town this weekend. He didn’t text me about it, Win. I even checked back through my phone. I’m telling you he’s doing it again…”

A heavy silence hung between them, broken only by Livvie’s soft humming as she continued with her tea party despite the adults, who were not even half playing at this point.
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