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The Pine Avenue Safeway smelled of coffee and bleach, but to Riley, it was the smell of freedom. She slid her hand into her jean pocket, her fingers closing around the cold metal of the keys. Hers. The keys to her studio. They weren’t heavy anymore, not like the one she’d slipped into her mother’s mailbox two hours earlier. That “clean break.” No, these keys were light. They were a promise.

Her phone vibrated.

“I GOT THE KEYS!!! Housewarming tonight. I’m bringing the wine.”

Notifications immediately blew up, and Riley laughed, a sound too loud for the frozen foods aisle. She grabbed a pizza and a cheap rosé—the essentials—and felt, for the first time, dangerously adult.

That’s when she saw her. Standing near the imported wines was Susan.

The world shrank to nothing more than a gaping void in her chest. Six months since her mentor’s eyes, once so bright for her, had erased her with a single blink. A jolt of adrenaline flashed through her blood, and the fabric of her sweatshirt began to tremble with the storm raging beneath her ribs.

Susan hadn’t changed. Forty-three, beige coat, that same controlled calm that had once fascinated Riley. A bottle of Sancerre in her hand, as if nothing had ever happened. Riley could have turned back. Hidden behind the beer displays. But the keys in her pocket were burning. She was an adult now. Adults don’t run.

She pushed her cart. “Susan?” The pale blue eyes took a second to focus, then hardened. “Riley.” Not a greeting. A statement of fact. “What a... coincidence.” “Hi. How are you?” “Fine. Busy.” The word landed, sharp, like a slamming door. Heat rose in Riley’s cheeks. The adult in her, so confident a minute ago, was evaporating. “I...” She forced herself to continue. “I just signed the lease on my first apartment. On Olive Way.” Her hand drifted to her neck, searching for the phantom chain Susan had once given her. “I’m having a little housewarming party tonight.” The words tumbled out, desperate. “You could stop by? Just for a drink.”

Susan glanced down at Riley’s cart. Cheap rosé. Frozen pizza. Paper towels. A silent inventory that felt like a judgment. When she looked back up, her smile was faint, almost soft, and that was worse than anything. “A housewarming.” She checked her watch. “Listen, that’s... sweet.” The word, spoken with that cutting softness, hurt more than indifference. Riley thought she saw a flicker of fatigue, or maybe regret, in those blue eyes. Then it was gone. “I’m late for a dinner. And, honestly...” Her eyes locked on Riley, merciless. “I don’t think that’s a very good idea, do you?” Not a question. A verdict.

“Congratulations on your apartment.” Susan picked up her Sancerre and walked away, the sound of her heels fading against the tile.

Riley stood there, hand on her cart. The neon light hummed overhead. She slid her hand into her pocket. The keys. They were heavy again. Cold, angular metal digging into her palm.

Outside, the automatic doors opened with a hiss. The November rain lashed her face. She walked away, her back turned, her silence the only reply. With every step, the thin jingle of the keys against the bottle sealed the end of the night, a hollow music that faded into the darkness with her.
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At 9:14, the email landed.

Sender: Martin Dubois. Subject: URGENT - Client Z Strategy.

The rest of the open-plan office vanished. Riley felt the usual panic twisting in her stomach, cold and efficient. “Riley, I’m in the prep meeting. I need the final deck by 10 AM. Get it done.”

Martin’s meeting was at 10:30. Not hers. He had written “I need,” but it was Riley’s work. Her last three weeks. Her sleepless nights deciphering unreadable spreadsheets.

She opened the file. The presentation was there, almost finished. Only slide 12 was missing. The “coup de grâce.”

The one she had held back. The one that proved the client’s entire previous marketing strategy was based on a misinterpretation of the data. It was a risky move. It was her idea. It was brilliant.

The clatter of her keyboard filled her corner of the open office, near the servers whose hum drowned out her own thoughts. The pressure was mounting. 9:30.

Her hand, of its own accord, drifted to her neck. The gesture was unconscious, a silent prayer. Her fingers found the thin chain and the pendant. A small silver disc, simple, smooth.

Don’t think about it.

She tried to focus on the graphs, but the metal was warm beneath her fingers. The memory surged, ignoring her commands.

The old agency. The elevator. She was twenty-three. “Riley.” Susan’s voice. Sharp. Final. A hand in a fine leather glove had stopped the door. Susan stepped in. The air grew thin. She had felt Susan’s gaze on her. Not a “scan” like the ones Martin or Thomas gave. A gaze. An assessment. “You have guts, Riley,” Susan had said, her low voice drowning out the noise of the machinery. “Martin is an idiot. You saved that account. Don’t let anyone forget it.” Riley’s heart had leaped. Validation. Pure, distilled. Susan had opened her bag. A small blue box. “Consider this an investment.” Inside, the silver disc. Simple. Perfect. “Don’t thank me,” Susan said, exiting on the top floor. “Just keep being brilliant. That’s all I ask.”

“Be brilliant.”

The words echoed in the silence of the open office. Riley gripped the pendant so tightly the edge dug into her skin.

She had been seen. Once. So intensely that every gaze since seemed pale, inadequate. She had spent the next four years chasing that single moment, only to end up here, being brilliant for an idiot.

She had played the “girlfriend” for Clara, who wanted fire. She had played the “easy girl” for Mark, who wanted silence. And here, she played the “Junior Planner,” a title designed to mean “ghost.”

Riley took a shuddering breath. The computer clock read 9:52.

She finalized slide 12. The brilliant idea. Hers. She moved the text blocks, adjusted the typography, made the whole thing “Martin-proof”—simple, direct, easy to steal.

She saved. She hit “Send.”

Martin was already back, laughing with Thomas by the coffee machine. He didn’t check his email. He didn’t need to. He knew she would have done it.

He walked past Riley’s desk without slowing. His gaze didn’t land on her. He grabbed the printed version she had left in his out-tray, as usual. He flipped through it as he walked toward the large, glass-walled conference room.

“Thanks, Riri.”

He hadn’t even looked up. He was adjusting his shirt collar, preparing for his performance. He was holding Riley’s three weeks, her sleepless nights, her brilliant idea, in one hand.

The glass door clicked shut.

Riley turned back to her screen. The “Sent” email was the only proof of her existence.

She was invisible.
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Ten-oh-two. The War Room door was opaque glass, a shark tank where Riley wasn’t invited.

She couldn’t work. She couldn’t breathe. She stared at the door, her entire focus reduced to a single, primal need: survive until 10:30 and see if Martin would look up at her when he came out.

Inside, she could hear him. Martin. His voice rose in indistinct waves, selling slide 12—her slide—as if he’d conceived it in a flash of genius. She should have felt angry. She just felt sick.

The cursor on her screen blinked. Impatient. Invisibility had a weight. It pressed you down.

Her hand, like an animal seeking comfort, found its way to her neck. Her fingers closed around the silver disc. Keep being brilliant. Susan’s echo.

The tension of the wait broke a dam in her mind, and the memory she always pushed back flooded in. Not the gift. The origin.

Four years earlier. Susan’s office. The smell of waxed wood and espresso. Riley, twenty-three, staring at the carpet, expecting to be fired over a six-figure mistake. She had been crying.

“Stop.” Susan’s voice, low, without inflection. Terrifying. Susan had leaned forward. No anger. Interest.

“I’m not interested in ‘sorry,’ Riley. Explain your reasoning.” No one had ever asked her why. And as Riley stammered out her explanation (the N-2 figures, the N-1 coefficient), Susan had watched her. Truly watched her. Not the intern. Not the kid. She had looked right inside her head.

“You had the right intuition,” Susan had said, handing her an espresso so black it absorbed the light. “But you got scared of your own idea. That is intellectually lazy.” It wasn’t a reprimand. It was a masterclass.

“Most people here,” Susan had said, sitting back down, “are ‘scanners.’ Martin is a ‘scanner.’ He skims. He only sees the surface.” She had fixed her eyes on Riley’s.

“You, you’re a ‘diver.’ You see the structures. But if you dive without checking your oxygen, you drown. And you drown us with you.” Diver. It wasn’t a job title. It was a species.

“You have until eight tomorrow morning. I want a new projection. Not this one, corrected. A new one. One that uses your initial intuition, but makes it... surgical.”

A sharp ding.

Riley startled, pulled from the memory. Her heart was hammering. The wall clock showed 10:31.

The War Room door slid open with a hiss.

Riley sat up straight, her fingers clutching the pendant so tightly the metal dug into her skin. Look at me. See me.

Martin came out first, his face flushed with victory. He was laughing, clapping the client on the shoulder.

He headed for the coffee machine, passing less than six feet from Riley’s desk.

She didn’t move. Her breath caught. A simple glance. A nod.

Martin grabbed a mug, speaking loudly to his colleague. “...and right then, I just had this gut feeling about the N-2 figures. It was a risk, but it paid off!”

He downed his coffee in one go, like a shot of whiskey. He tossed the mug and headed for his own desk, at the other end of the open-plan office.

He hadn’t looked in her direction once.

The necklace slipped from her fingers, landing on the matte desk with a faint clink. An uncontrollable tremor ran through her hand, like a low-voltage current. The emptiness inside her wasn’t just the absence of a nod or a smile. It was as if the mirror she got ready in front of every morning had been taken down.

Susan had been the only mirror that never gave back a distorted image, but one of a woman capable of shining. Her indifference at the Safeway yesterday wasn’t just that of a former acquaintance. It was the reflective surface suddenly clouding over, denying her own existence.

A notification slid onto her screen, cold and impersonal. Subject: Today’s Menu. “Today in the cafeteria: Maple-Glazed Bainbridge Island Salmon.”

Her eyelids shut. The rich, complex aroma of the espresso Susan always offered her, an olfactory caress, was chased away by the acrid stench of burnt coffee seeping from the communal machine. She was nothing more than a chipped plate at the bottom of the gray dishwater, and the weight of the dirty dishes was pulling her down into the deep.
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The restaurant was called “The Wisteria.”

It was a Susan kind of place—tucked away on a quiet downtown street, all dark brick, smelling of old wood and money. As she entered, Riley felt immediately underdressed. Her black jeans and (imitation) cashmere sweater seemed garish against the hushed elegance of the restaurant.

Her hand reflexively found the silver disc beneath her sweater. An anchor, or a weight.

“I’m here for Susan T.,” she murmured to the hostess.

“Madame T. is already seated. This way.”

Riley’s heart skipped a beat. Already seated. Susan never arrived first. She always arrived at the precise moment one began to believe she wasn’t coming, maximizing her impact.

The hostess led her toward an alcove at the back. Susan was sitting with her back to the wall. She wasn’t looking at her phone. She looked... fragile.

It was Susan, but it wasn’t. The same ash-blond bob, the same flawless bone structure, but she was thinner. Noticeably. Her makeup was perfect, but it couldn’t hide the dark circles under her eyes.

When Susan looked up, there was no cold recognition this time. Just fatigue. “Riley.” Her voice was lower, less sharp. “You came.”

“Hi, Susan.” Riley sat, setting down her bag. The tension in the booth was palpable. “I said I would.”

The server arrived, breaking the silence. “A glass of Sancerre for Madame T. And for you, Miss?”

“The same. Please.”

Riley looked at Susan after the server left. “You ordered for me.”

Susan blinked, as if just realizing what she’d done. “Oh. I... sorry. Force of habit. You always liked Sancerre.”

“You’re the one who taught me to like it,” Riley said, and the ensuing silence was heavy with their shared history.

Riley forced herself to look at her. “So,” Riley ventured, trying to slip back into their old dynamic. “The start-up? Conquering the world?”

She expected the power, the speech about innovation.

Susan looked at her glass. She swirled the wine. “The start-up is fine,” she said quietly. “It’s... the rest.”

She looked up. The mask—of the mentor, of the queen of “The Sky Agency”—wasn’t just cracked. It was shattered.

“I... I’m getting a divorce, Riley.”

The word fell into the hushed silence. Divorce. Susan. And... “...Robert?” Riley asked stupidly.

“Yes, Robert.” Susan took a sip of wine. “After twenty years. Twenty years of... performance.” The word hung in the air. “He left me. For a gallery assistant. She’s your age.”

A gut punch. Riley felt something twist inside her. It wasn’t pity. It was vertigo.

“Susan, I... I’m so sorry.”

“No one knows,” Susan said, her shoulders straightening by pure reflex. “I’m supposed to be in San Francisco this week.” She looked at Riley, unfiltered this time. Just raw loneliness. “I didn’t know who to call. All my ‘contacts’ are... his. Or professional.” She paused. “And then I thought of you.”

She thought of me.

“Don’t say anything,” Susan said, suddenly regaining a little control. “Order food. Tell me about you. Tell me about Martin. Tell me the world is still predictable. I need the world to be predictable tonight.”

And it was the strangest moment of Riley’s life. For two hours, she talked. And Susan listened. She told her about the agency, the invisibility, the botched report from Martin. Susan listened, nodding, asking questions. Not the surgical questions of a mentor. The questions of an equal.

Riley felt powerful. She felt... seen. But it was a trap. She was no longer the brilliant protégée. She was the caregiver.

The coffee arrived, a rich, unburnt aroma. A truce.

“I’m sorry,” Susan said suddenly, setting down her cup. “About the Safeway.” Riley froze. “I saw you, two months ago. You invited me to your housewarming. I was awful.”

Riley said nothing.

“I was...” Susan searched for the words. “Robert had just told me... I saw your shopping cart, your rosé... and your... youth. The fact you’d left. And I... I wanted to hurt you. It was monstrous. I am truly sorry.”

Absolution. Riley felt something loosen inside her. She had been seen, that night. Not as a nuisance, but as a threat. It was almost better.

Outside, a black Uber, gleaming with raindrops, waited for Susan, its engine humming quietly.

“Thank you, Riley,” she said, pivoting on her heel. The damp air clung to their skin. “Truly. For listening.”

“Anytime.” Riley’s voice was barely audible.

Susan’s lips stretched, not into the tight, polite grimace she wore in meetings, but a real smile, crinkling the corners of her eyes. “We should do this again.” She leaned in, and her hand, warm and certain, rested on the sleeve of Riley’s sweatshirt. A soft, fleeting burn. “Good night.”

The door closed with a dull thud. The car swallowed the street and melted into the night. Riley, frozen on the sidewalk, felt a shiver run down her spine.
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