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To my husband, Nick.

I love you!
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You never know what moments are going to change the course of your life.

“So, you’re really leaving?”

Scott glances over at me and grins. “What, are you disappointed?”

“No.” I frown as I add soy milk to the coffee I just poured. “I’m just surprised, is all.”

He slides a frappe across the counter and calls out a name, then turns back to me. “Why are you surprised?”

I shrug. “I don’t know, I just thought you’d stick around here and go to college.”

He swirls whipped cream on another drink and grimaces. “I’ve told you a hundred times what I think about college. I hate school.”

“Yeah, I know, but you got a part time job at this local coffee shop, and you have a girlfriend here in town. Doesn’t seem like you were planning to leave.”

Scott shrugs. We make several more drinks before the morning rush finally starts to slow. The two of us work pretty well together, and we usually have a lot of fun. We have a lot in common, most of our hobbies intersect, and we’re the same age. Both of us started working at this café about a year ago. Since we’re both now fresh out of high school and have similar schedules, we end up working most shifts together.

That works out well for me, because I’m about a hundred times more motivated to go into work when I know Scott will be there.

“So, where are you going, anyway?” I cross my arms and lean back against the counter behind me during a rare, customer-free moment.

Scott smiles. “North Carolina.”

I blink. “North Carolina? Why would you go all the way to North Carolina?”

“I want to be a videographer,” Scott says, taking a rag and wiping down the work area. “My family has this friend who’s got a really successful video production business over there. He said I could shadow him for a couple of years and he’ll teach me everything he knows.”

“Wow, that’s… really cool.” I smile, though I don’t really feel all that happy. “It’s great that you already know what you want to do with your life.”

He grins. “What about you, Lucy? What are you gonna do? You going to college around here?”

My stomach jumps at the question, and a familiar sense of dread looms over me. Ever since my freshman year of high school, everyone has been asking me what I’m going to do, who I’m going to be, where I’m going to school. But I never have an answer.

It’s not like I haven’t tried to figure it out. I have. I’ve visited so many colleges, I’ve looked into so many careers, but there’s nothing that really grabs me. My classmates all seem to have it figured out—they’d come back from college visits decked out in the school’s gear, excitedly gushing about the campus, the classes they’ll take, the dorms… I tried to mirror their excitement. I picked a local college, something I could use as an answer to give the droves of distant, nosy family members or talkative neighbors when they ask what I’m going to do. I tried to get myself pumped up, tried to make the best of it, tried to be… well, normal.

But, deep down, there’s this nagging fear that maybe something is wrong with me. Everyone else has a dream. Why don’t I?

Why does everyone but me seem to have a clear cut purpose?

I turn back to Scott, who’s still watching me, waiting patiently for my answer about whether or not I’m going to college.

“I guess.”

“You guess?”

I sigh. “I mean, yes, I’m going.”

Scott gives me a confused look. “You don’t sound very sure.”

“It’s not that…”

“What’s your major gonna be?”

Now it’s my turn to grimace. “I don’t know.”

“Well… what do you want to do once you get out of college?”

“I don’t know,” I admit.

Scott tilts his head, then rubs his chin like he’s thinking. “What do you like doing? Like, what’s your passion, or whatever?”

“I don’t know.”

He frowns. “Are those the only English words you know?”

I snort. “I don’t—”

“Seriously, Lucy. There’s gotta be something you want to do!”

I shake my head. “That’s easy for you to say.”

“What do you mean?”

“You already have it all figured out. You know you want to be a videographer, and you have it all worked out on how to get there.” I shove his arm. “I don’t have any idea what I want to do with my life.”

I move to the register and take a new customer’s order, putting on my brightest smile and making quick conversation before handing the order sticker to Scott, who makes drinks faster than anyone else currently on staff. He slides the drink over the counter to the female customer, who’s clearly trying to get his attention, then turns back to me.

“It’s not a bad thing to not know. We’re only eighteen; it’s not like we have any idea what we’re doing.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Why would you waste money at college if you don’t even want to go?”

“Because,” I answer, hands on my hips, “that’s what you do. You graduate high school and go to college. And I don’t think my parents, who I live with, would appreciate it if I just decided not to go.”

“Don’t your parents want you to do something you love?”

“I think their biggest concern is that I have a stable life with a well paying job,” I say.

“Come on, there’s got to be something you want to do,” Scott says.

“I’m serious, Scott.” I’m starting to get frustrated. “I have no idea. I don’t have a dream. I don’t have this big huge thing I want to do. I don’t know.”

He falls silent for a moment, and I’m assuming this conversation is over when he speaks again.

“Okay, then, can I give you some advice?”

I glance up at him. “Advice?”

He nods. “Put off college for one year. That’s called a gap year, right? Take a gap year and try everything you can. If something sounds interesting, try it. Try everything. Figure out something you really like and want to do. Then, if you still want to go to college, go ahead, but maybe this year you’ll find something you really love and end up doing that instead.”

“A gap year?” My lip quirks. “I don’t know about that. What if I don’t find anything I like and end up wasting a year of my life? Then I’ll just be behind everyone else who went to school right away.”

“It’s not a waste.” Scott shakes his head. “It’s never a waste to try things.”

“Even if I hate the things I try?”

“Isn’t it better to try something and learn that you hate it, than to never try it and regret it? Maybe you’ll find your dream.”

I stare back in his green eyes, which are now sparkling with excitement. Maybe it’s because I have a massive crush on him, but it’s really hard for me to say no to Scott. His infectious smile breaks through my hesitation, and I sigh.

“Maybe… I could try it, for just one year, since I don’t know what to do anyway… But that’s if I can convince my parents to go along with it.” The idea that I just haven’t found the thing meant for me to do yet is alluring.

“Yes!” He pumps his fist in the air, and I laugh. “Hey, I’ll be back in town each Christmas. How about next Christmas we meet up and you can tell me about everything that you tried?”

“Next Christmas?” I ask. “Not this upcoming one? Next Christmas is like… a year and a half away.”

“Right! Plenty of time for you to try stuff and figure out what you want to do.”

“Alright, fine. Next Christmas. But you better not forget.”

Scott smiles a smile so warm I feel like a melting snowman. “Are you kidding? I would never forget,” he says.

I turn away to keep him from noticing the blush on my cheeks. “So, when do you leave anyway?”

“Saturday.”

My heart sinks. It’s already Thursday, and I don’t have anymore shifts scheduled with Scott this week. “That soon?”

“Yeah. I want to get started as soon as I can.”

“Then, do you think—”

“Scott!”

I turn at the familiar voice. Cassie, Scott’s girlfriend, is standing in front of the register now, smiling at him and leaning forward over the counter. Her long black hair is curled to perfection and makeup sparkles on her cheeks.

“Hey!” Scott smiles and turns to her, though I notice his smile isn’t as bright as usual. “What can I get you?”

I tune out the rest of their conversation. Cassie sits at the bar and talks to Scott for the rest of his shift, keeping an eye on me as I work. She’s friendly when I talk to her, but it’s pretty clear she’s not my biggest fan, and I get it. If I were her and some other girl was working closely with my boyfriend every day, a girl he had a lot in common with, I’d be bothered too. And to be fair, I do really like Scott, which she probably picked up on. But she doesn’t need to worry. I would never do anything about it. He’s dating someone else, and I’m not that kind of person.

After another hour, my shift comes to an end. Scott started thirty minutes later than me, so he’ll still be here a bit. I go to the back and clock out, hanging up my apron and grabbing my bag. I would have liked to have said a better goodbye to Scott, but now doesn’t seem like a good time. I pull out my phone as I’m leaving, trying to avoid drawing anymore ire from Cassie by accidentally stealing Scott’s attention. I grab the handle of the door when Scott stops me with a shout.

“Lucy!”

I turn back around to find Cassie looking between the two of us with a perturbed expression on her face while Scott smiles the biggest smile I’ve ever seen from him. “Don’t forget, next December, here at this café.”

I shake my head and smile back, unable to help myself. “Do you have a date and time in mind?”

“December 10th at six pm. Don’t be late.”

“What’s December 10th?”

He shrugs, his goofy, lopsided grin returning. “No idea. Probably a random Tuesday.”

I laugh. “Okay. I’ll be there. Good luck, Scott.”

“You too.”

I smile and wave one last time, then leave the café. My heart jumps a little. One year… one year to give myself permission to try everything. Where should I start?
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A Year and a Half Later

Last year didn’t go as planned.

My parents weren’t exactly keen on me taking a gap year. They had both attended college, and were raised in more traditional homes where education and entering the nine to five work force until retirement was expected. After some difficult back and forth, my parents agreed to let me take a gap year, despite the fact that I had no idea what I would do, so long as I continued working my job at the café; or at least kept a job. That’s how my year of trying things just for the sake of trying them started.

However, nothing really changed. I tried several things: freelance graphic design, babysitting, dog walking, after school tutoring, YouTube, flipping thrifted items or stuff from yard sales, and pretty much anything else I could try that didn’t interfere with my job at the café. I even shadowed a dog groomer for a month. But, after all that, I still had no idea what I wanted to do, and discovered several things I definitely didn’t want to do. So, about six months in, I ended up telling my manager I’d like as many hours at the café as he could give me, and planned to enroll in the community college the following semester. I didn’t want to fall any further behind my peers than I already had.

I worked my rear off, picking up shifts others dropped, and building up a savings account. I didn’t want to seem lazy, and I didn’t want my parents to think I had convinced them to let me take a gap year so I could just loaf around. I was quickly promoted to shift manager.

I was at the café so much, I became very familiar with the regulars. One woman in particular came in every morning at the same time, with perfectly styled red hair, painfully tall heels, and immaculate posture. By her looks, I assumed she was in her mid to late thirties. Her name was Monica. She didn’t make small talk, and was quick with her order, but she wasn’t impolite. After awhile, I started making her order ahead of time, and it was ready when she came in.

The fifth day I did this, she paused and looked at the drink, then at me, then asked for my name.

“I’m Lucy,” I said, smiling, though her intense gaze made it hard not to squirm.

She nodded. “Thank you, Lucy. How long have you worked here?”

I blinked. “For about two years, now.”

“You’re a manager here?”

“A shift manager, yes.”

“Hm.” She looked me up and down. “How old are you? Do you go to college?”

“I’m nineteen, and… no, not currently,” I said, feeling ashamed. “I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, so I took a gap year.”

“I see.” She glanced around. “Is your manager here?”

“Oh, um, yes. I’ll go get him.”

“Thank you.”

I went to the back and explained to my manger that Monica was waiting at the front to speak with him. He asked me why, but I didn’t know what to tell him. Unless she was angry I’d prepared her drink ahead of time, I had no idea what she could want. They spoke for awhile, but my manager never told me what it was about.

Another month passed, and Monica came in each day at the same time. Every day I had her drink ready. Most days she’d ask me a few questions; other days she was in and out without a word.

Finally, at the end of the month, she came in as usual, but stopped me with a proposal.

“Lucy, would you be interested in working for me?”

I froze in surprise. “Work for you? Doing what?”

“My name is Monica Harper,” she said, pushing her sunglasses back off her face. “I own Harper Media & Marketing Agency, and I’m in need of a new personal assistant. Would you be interested?”

Everyone in our town had heard of the Harper Media & Marketing Agency. It’s the largest building on main street, and Monica Harper was somewhat of a local (and perhaps even regional) celebrity, although she was incredibly private. I had no idea the Monica I’d been serving coffee to for over a month was that Monica.

She wants me to be her personal assistant?

I had no clue how to be a personal assistant. I had no work experience other than the café. I didn’t know anything about marketing. There’s no reason she should have wanted to hire me.

But Monica knew that about me through all the questions she’d been asking me. The past month or so had been a weird, gradual interview, and I didn’t even know it at the time.

I wavered in indecision, then Scott’s advice echoed in my mind.

“Try everything.”

“Um… when would you need me to start?”

“Wednesday,” she said, pulling her sunglasses back down over her eyes. “This is my office manager’s email address,” she said, holding out a card. I took it, staring down at it as she spoke. “Email her your answer by tonight if you’d like the job.”

Tonight? But it’s Monday. I’d be starting Wednesday? I’d still need to give my boss at the café notice, and then there’s two weeks of work after that…

I went home that day completely bewildered by the unexpected turn of events. I wasn’t sure what to do. Working in an office didn’t sound very appealing. I’d never enjoyed sitting in front of computers all day. And, I had no idea how to be a personal assistant. To be honest, at the time, I don’t think I even realized that was a real career.

But… this is Monica Harper. And this is an actual nine to five job, in a well known, reputable company.

After brooding on it for awhile, I mentioned Monica’s offer to my parents.

“Monica Harper?” My mom’s eyebrows shot up. “She offered you a job as her personal assistant?”

“Yeah…” I stared down at my spaghetti, pushing the noodles around. “But she wants my answer tonight, and she would want me to start Wednesday. I just don’t know if I really want that kind of job. And, it’s such short notice.”

My parents glanced at each other, then my dad spoke. “I think it sounds like an incredible opportunity.”

I looked at him, my brow furrowed. “You think so?”

“I think it would be wise of you to seriously consider it. Working that closely with Monica could open up some real doors and opportunities in your future. Not to mention how much you’ll learn from her personally.”

I pursed my lips, holding a debate in my head.

“That’s true… and it’s not like I have anything else lined up.”

“You’re not sure what you want to do, and this practically fell in your lap,” my dad continued. “I think you should take it.”

“It’s a little bit scary,” I admit.

“It’s always scary starting a new job,” my mom said, smiling warmly at me. “We trust you to make the decision, but I think your dad is right. You should seriously consider this. It’s such a fantastic opportunity.”

Maybe they’re right. I don’t have a degree or any prior experience, but, even knowing that, Monica singled me out and offered me a job working directly for her. Who knows where this could lead?

That night, I sent the email.

That’s why, right now, two months later, I’m rushing into the very café I used to work at to pick up coffee for Monica Harper, my boss.

I hurry inside and head to the mobile order pickup spot, where, to my chagrin, there are no drinks.

“Can I help you?”

I look up to find a girl around my age or younger behind the counter.

“Um, yes,” I say, pulling out my phone and opening the app. “I had a mobile order, and I’m kind of in a rush—”

“What was the name on the order?”

“Monica Harper,” I say.

The girl stops, her eyes widening slightly. “Are you…?”

“No,” I vehemently shake my head. “No, I’m not Monica; I’m just her assistant.”

“Oh my gosh, it must be so amazing working for her!” The barista leans forward on the counter. “What’s she like?”

“Oh, you know, she’s pretty busy…” I say, glancing at another barista working the bar. It doesn’t look like he’s making Monica’s drink.

A third barista walks over, sliding the drink across the counter and calling out, “For Monica!”

“Thank you!” I grab it and quickly rush back out the door, the barista’s words playing back through my mind. I didn’t realize how big a deal Monica is. The moment I mention I work for her, it’s like I disappear. But, in some ways, it makes me feel pretty good. Like, for the first time ever, I feel like I’m important, like I’m doing something impressive with my life.

But, right now, I’m just doing my best not to spill Monica’s coffee. In the past couple of months, I’ve been thrust into all sorts of new responsibilities I previously had no grid for. All of a sudden I’m sending thirty emails a day, taking phone calls, picking up lunches, setting up meetings, managing Monica’s calendar, booking flights, and a whole host of other tasks. And the thing is, this is just the beginning. Monica says she’s starting me with the simplest tasks, giving me a chance to get the hang of it all before she introduces more for me to do.

I’m constantly scrambling and making mistakes, but I always tell her when I mess up. I assume it’s better to just be honest and up front rather than trying to hide a mistake she’ll undoubtedly discover later. The first time I approached her with a mistake I made, she made it clear that I should also have some sort of solution prepared for any mistakes I bring to her.

Mistakes…

Crap.

I abruptly stop halfway back to my car.

I ordered from the wrong café.

“Shoot!” I glance down at the time, realizing I won’t make it back with Monica’s coffee in time for her morning meeting. Out of habit, I went to the café across town instead of the one next to the office.

I chew my lip as I begin a mad dash for my car, balancing her drink.

Yeah, no. There’s no solution for this one.

My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out. Monica texted to ask where I’m at, and I really don’t want to tell her I’m across town when her meeting is in seven minutes. As I stare at her message, my stomach growing nauseous from stress, I realize there’s another text below hers.

I tap the screen, revealing the name “Jeremiah.” My brow furrows. Why is he texting me?

Jeremiah is a coworker of mine. He was hired to work as an accounting assistant in Monica’s office just a little before I was brought on, and he’s been ridiculously helpful to me, not to mention the fact that he can relate to my new job stress. He’s gotten me out of a jam several times the last couple of months.

I unlock my phone with that handy face ID and read his message. As I do, my hopes soar.

“Hey Lucy! At the café by the office. Want a drink?”

I bless Jeremiah with everything in me and shoot him a text, explaining my situation and asking him to pick up Monica’s coffee. He agrees and says he’ll drop it off with her when he’s back in the office.

I stop my mad dash through the parking lot and text Monica, explaining what happened. The three dots appear on the screen, and my heart pounds as I watch them. I’ve made so many mistakes recently. I’m always wondering what will be the last straw.

My shoulders sag in relief when a simple thumbs up emoji appears on the screen. Crisis averted.

I resume my walk back to my car at a more leisurely pace, then slide into the driver’s seat and sigh, leaning back against the headrest.

Will this ever get easier, or am I always going to suck at this? I don’t think this is what Scott meant when he said, “Try everything.”

I pause at the thought, then look down at my phone to check the date.

It’s December 10th.

I blink at the screen a few times in disbelief, my heart once again picking up its pace. I’ve been so busy lately I’d almost completely forgotten about our meetup. I think back to the day Scott left, and how enthusiastic he’d sounded about my decision to spend the year honestly trying to discover my “dream.” He wanted me to go wild, to try all sorts of things, to travel, to give whatever I wanted a go and figure out what it is I love to do.

But really, I didn’t do any of that. I failed his suggestion. And now I’m here, working a job I have to try my hardest at just to make it through each day, and I still somehow constantly screw up.

No way. I can’t meet up with him like this. It would just be embarrassing.

I look at my phone again. I don’t want to let him down, and I’d hate to stand him up if he actually goes, but… I doubt he’ll be there. After all, it’s been a long time, and it’s not like he has any reason to want to see me.

I open my contacts, scrolling through like his information will magically appear. Scott and I never exchanged contacts back when we were working together. I never had the guts to ask for his, and it would have been inappropriate for him to ask for mine (with him having a girlfriend, and everything). I tried finding him on social media soon after he left, but I had no luck. Either my social media stalking skills are much less impressive than I thought, or he just doesn’t have any social accounts. The latter is much more likely.

I put the key in the ignition and turn my car on, pulling out of the parking lot and heading back to the office. Scott probably forgot anyway. Who knows if he’s even in town? And Cassie would not be happy about us meeting up like that. It’s not fair to her. No, it’s for the best. Scott and I were friends, but we’ve both moved on now.

Although, I can’t deny that the thought of possibly seeing him again made my day seem much brighter than before.

I make it back to the office in good time. The receptionist, Macy, smiles as she buzzes me in. As I hurry by, I notice a gorgeous bouquet of roses on her desk with a card sticking out of them. They’re probably from her new boyfriend, Jacob. Those two have only been dating for a month, but they’re absolutely going to get married someday, mark my words.

I make it back to my desk, then attempt to walk like a stealth ninja by the conference room to sneak a peek through the window. Monica has her coffee next to her on the table as she speaks with the others in the room. I breathe yet another sigh of relief and go back to my desk, where I collapse in my chair.

I spin around once, then sit up to get back to work only to find a coffee on my desk. I pick it up and look at the side. A latte with oat milk, no sweetener; my usual order.

“You made it!”

I jump at the voice and glance up to see Jeremiah looking over the edge of my cubicle.

“Thank you so much!” I stand up so I’m level with him. “You don’t know what a lifesaver you are. Seriously, Jeremiah.” I lift my coffee back up. “Also, did you get me this?”

He looks a little embarrassed. “Yeah, it’s your usual, right?”

“Yeah, it is, and I can’t believe you remembered. Here, let me pay you back for—”

“No way,” he shakes his head, then turns to go back to his desk without another word.

I stare after him for a few moments, then sit back down and open my laptop, checking my emails. Surprise, surprise, there are about fifteen new ones since I left. I move through the motions the rest of the day, tackling as many of my tasks as I can and attempting to improve at each one. The coffee Jeremiah bought for me goes cold as I neglect to drink it with how focused I am.

Finally, five ‘o clock rolls around, the day is done, and my now room temperature coffee is still completely full. I take the to-go cup to the office kitchen and dump the drink in the sink, then turn around to toss the cup in the trash. I jump as Monica turns the corner and walks in.

“Lucy,” she says, her eyebrows rising. “I was about to call you. I thought you’d already left.”

“Oh… No, I’m still here. Is there something you want me to do?” I mentally berate myself. My voice seems to shrink and wobble with nerves every time I speak to her, and it’s embarrassing. I was never this nervous back when she was ordering coffee from me at the café.

“Yes. You scheduled my interviews for tonight, correct?”

I nod a little too quickly. “Yes, your interview with Fred is at five thirty, and your interview with Carol is at six thirty.”

“And both are an hour long?”

I shake my head. “I told Fred you had another interview scheduled at six thirty and would need to end a bit early. His interview with you ends at six fifteen.”

“Good. I’ll need you here to monitor the livestreams from our end.”

I pause, panic setting in. Did I miss something? What does she mean?

“I… from our end?”

Monica looks at me, her features hardening. “Yes, these interviews are being live-streamed from my social pages as well as their pages. They’re joint interviews designed to pull in both of our sets of audiences. And, since I won’t be giving my social login information out to just anyone, you’ll be handling things from our side. Did you forget?”

“No, I’ll go finish setting everything up right now.”

She studies me a moment longer, then nods, exiting the room. I rush to my desk in a total panic.

Crap, crap, crap! What do I do? What do I do? I am so fired!

How on earth could I have forgotten? Did she even actually tell me about this? I don’t remember Monica telling me about this. I don’t even know what streaming program she wants me to use, or how any of it works.

This is really, really bad. I glance at my phone as I drop into my chair. Six minutes past five. I have just twenty-four minutes to figure this out.

I scroll through my emails, my hands shaking as I search for the email that started this whole mess. I see a new email, this one from Fred, asking for a link to join the stream. My heart continues its quick pace as I look for Monica’s original message to me, but I can’t seem to locate it, and for a split second I nearly start to cry. Then I see it. I’d been so nervous, I had scrolled past it.

I open the email and see the words I’d failed to notice at the bottom.

Underneath the initial note about scheduling interviews with Fred and Carol, the proposed topics of discussion, their contact information, etc, was a single sentence:

“Set up these interviews through StreamieBin. Will be joint interviews between our pages.”

For the next twenty minutes, I fly into a frenzy, somehow trying to get everything set up and ready to go with a program that’s entirely foreign to me. With just a minute to spare and my nerves at their frazzled end, I shoot off an email to Fred, profusely apologizing for how late I am and explaining my mix-up. At the bottom, I include the link to log in and join the stream.

I lean back in my chair. The stream is going to be late for sure. Fred won’t be able to get everything linked in one minute, unless he has a preexisting account with StreamieBin.

I close my eyes and whisper a defeated, anxious prayer, waiting on Monica to call me and ask why Fred is late. But then, my eyes fly open when I hear Monica’s voice from her office.

“Hello, Fred. Are you ready?”

I jolt and lean forward, staring at my laptop screen. Sure enough, both Monica and Fred are present in the call.

Fred nods and smiles. He’s an older gentleman with thick rimmed glasses that make him look a bit ridiculous. “Yes, all ready to go!”

“Did you have any problems with the stream setup? Usually you’re on much earlier.”

My stomach churns. Here it is. Fred is going to out my stupid irresponsibility right now, and Monica is going to know, and if I’m not fired, I’ll at least be in major trouble.

“Oh, I apologize,” Fred says, his tone jovial. “I had some other meetings I had to attend to. They ran a bit long.”

I blink at the screen a few times. Fred is covering for me.

God bless Fred and his beautiful, ridiculous glasses.

“Lucy?” Monica calls me from her office. Everyone else has cleared the building by now; it’s just the three of us. Well, two, since Fred isn’t really here. If he was, I’d be hugging him. “We’re ready to start,” Monica continues. “Go ahead and begin the stream.”

“Okay!”

With a few clicks, Monica and Fred are live, and yet another crisis is averted. I sit back and take a deep breath as I watch the interview, though my eyes are glazed over and I’m not really paying attention. Soon enough, the conversation ends and I close out the stream in preparation for the next one. Monica goes to the bathroom to freshen up. I spin in my chair once, then pause, staring down at the keyboard on my laptop.

After a few more moments of hesitation, I write a new email to Fred.

“Thank you so much for covering for me. I’m new to this job and trying my best, but most days I still feel like I have no idea what I’m doing. Thank you again.”

I send it, then stare at the screen, chewing my lip in worry. Maybe I shouldn’t have sent that. That was too personal. It was unprofessional. Fred is nearly as big a deal in the marketing world as Monica. I shouldn’t be talking to him for any reason other than to communicate on her behalf.

Then, a response lands in my inbox.

“None of us really know what we’re doing. We’re just good at pretending we do.”

I blink a few times, reading over Fred’s response, then a smile breaks out on my face, accompanied by a short, sharp laugh. If that’s true, then maybe I’m not such a lost cause after all.

“Ready for the next interview?”

I startle at Monica’s voice, but she’s already walked past me and into her office, so she doesn’t notice.

“Yes,” I nod, clicking away at my screen.

“Good. Once Carol is here, we’ll get started, even if it’s a bit early.”

“Okay.”

“Did my makeup look alright?” I can’t tell if Monica really wants me to answer that. “I thought I looked a bit too shiny.”

“I thought you looked good,” I answer. I mean, really, what else am I going to say?

“Hmmm.”

Before the conversation can continue, Carol joins the call. The stream goes (thankfully) without a hitch, finishing at seven thirty. As I’m packing up, Monica starts to leave. She stops by my desk.

“I have some new tasks I’d like to discuss you taking on tomorrow morning. Stop by my office first thing.”

In these moments, it’s extremely difficult to resist the urge to say “Yes Ma’am,” but I doubt Monica would appreciate me calling her that. She’s only thirty-six, and the title “Ma’am” coming from her nineteen-year-old employee would probably make it sound as though I think she’s ancient. So instead, I settle for an “Okay.”

I follow after Monica as she’s leaving, allowing her to set the alarm to the building and lock it behind her.

“I’ll get you the alarm code and a key to the building tomorrow,” she says. “Should have had that done already. Good job today.”

In the two months I’ve been working here, Monica has never praised me. For some reason, her simple “Good job” makes me feel ten feet tall.

Monica hops in her car and pulls quickly out of the parking lot, leaving me alone. I shuffle to my car and climb in, the tension in my shoulders and neck releasing in a throbbing pain. I sigh, once again leaning my head back against my headrest in a position that’s becoming all too familiar. I’m totally exhausted and completely worn out from the stressful events of the day, and pretty soon I’ll be waking up and doing this all over again.

This has to get easier, right?

I turn the key in the ignition to drive back home. My car chugs to life, the dashboard lighting up and letting me know my gas tank is as empty as my stomach. The glowing clock states that it’s seven thirty-six p.m. Lately, I’ve been trying to make

a habit of visiting the gym each night when I get off work, but tonight, picking up a cheeseburger and fries and vegging out sounds like a much better option.

I completely forget about Scott until it’s much too late.
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Four Years Later

I glance at the clock on my laptop. Friday, two o’clock. This is the earliest I’ve ever clocked off, especially on a Friday.

I came to work early today to make sure I was able to take care of everything, and, even with the numerous unplanned tasks Monica always sends my way, I managed to finish just in time. I smile, looking forward to this evening as I push aside my notebook and shut my laptop, standing to slide it in my bag.

The door to Monica’s office creaks open. I’m already around the corner of my cubicle when she starts to speak.

“Lucy, may I see you for a minute?”

“Of course.” I set my laptop bag back down and grab my previously shoved aside notebook. I keep my expression neutral, but I really hope she’s not about to ask me to stay. I made sure to request the afternoon off months in advance, as soon as I received Macy’s wedding invitation, but Monica is prone to forget these things. Her schedule is nuts enough without trying to keep track of mine as well.

“A few things,” Monica says, looking at her laptop as she speaks. “For some reason my email has been spotty lately. Some aren’t coming through. I need you to get someone to fix it. Then, I need you to contact Fred for me. He’s coming into town Monday and I need lunch scheduled with him.”

I smile to myself as I jot the note down. Ever since that day Fred covered for me, he’s always been my favorite of Monica’s regular associates.

“I also need you to return this for me,” Monica continues, shoving an Amazon package toward me, along with a few envelopes. “And deposit these check before the bank closes this afternoon.”

“Got it.” I nod, taking the package. “Anything else?”

“Yes, is the interview set for tonight?”

“Mhm.” I point to her laptop. “I sent you an email with all the details. Everything is set up and ready to go, and I made sure Gina knows what to do on her end. All you have to do is click the link, and she’ll make sure the livestream starts.”

Monica looks at me, her features hard. “Why is Gina running the livestream? She’s the guest.”

My heart picks up from nerves, but I keep my voice even. “I requested this evening off for Macy’s wedding, so I needed to find someone else to run it. However, I sent in the request a few months ago, so you might have—”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot.” Monica opens her laptop and searches for the email I sent. “Alright, that’s fine.”

“I’ll take care of everything else, and you can text me if you have any problems with the stream. I can access everything from my phone.” I say, holding it up. “Oh, how many will be at your board meeting tomorrow?”

Monica pauses, blinking, then answers. “It should be five.”

“I’ll have catering ready for six people at six o’clock, then.”

She nods, her eyes still on her laptop. “Have a good evening.”

I stand to exit her office, stopping in the doorway.

“Open, or closed?”

She glances up momentarily. “Closed is fine."

I nod and shut the door to her office before passing by my desk again to grab my laptop bag and prepare to leave, this time taking my notebook with me. The wedding starts at 4 p.m., giving me about an hour and a half to take care of these remaining tasks for Monica and get ready before I need to head to the venue.

A wedding on a Friday evening certainly isn’t common, but with how expensive it was for Macy and Jacob to put a down payment on their new house, they can’t really afford to take time off work right now, much less pay for an extravagant honeymoon. So, instead, they opted for a wedding on a Friday evening, allowing them to take a short weekend trip out to the coast and still be back for work Monday morning. Macy was a little disappointed, but Jacob promised her they’d save up and go on a “real honeymoon” soon. I think he’s really sweet.

I slide into my car and drop my bag on the passenger seat as I shoot Fred a text asking for his availability for lunch with Monica next week. Just as I send the text, my phone lights up with an incoming call from Macy.

“Macy…?” I stare at the screen in confusion for a few seconds before answering. She should be busy getting ready with her bridesmaids or taking pre-ceremony photos or something; the wedding starts in just two hours.

I tap to answer and lift the phone to my ear. “Hey, Macy! What’s up?”

“Luuucyyyyyy bwaaaahaaaaa!"

I wince and pull the phone away from ear, switching it to speaker. Macy is bawling two hours before what should be the happiest moment of her life.

“Macy, what’s going on? Did something happen? Is Jacob alright?”

“It’s-it’s-it’s-”

“Slow down,” I try to speak gently, my worry building. “Tell me what’s wrong. I’ll help however I can, okay?”

Macy takes a shuddering breath, then speaks, her voice still shaky but more controlled. “My wedding coordinator. She didn’t show up, so my mom called to find out where she was, but she’s dodging our calls. She was supposed to be here two hours ago getting everything set up. Lucy, nothing is ready, everyone is asking me questions, I don’t know what to do… What am I going to do?”

Macy starts to sob again, her breath hitching. A sharp spike of anger rises in my chest towards the wedding coordinator. Macy is one of the sweetest people I know. She’s like everybody’s big sister. Today is supposed to be perfect for her.

“Who is your coordinator?”

“Um…” Macy sniffs, taking another breath. “She’s not really a coordinator. I mean, she is for our wedding, but she’s just a friend of Jacob’s sister. She’s only eighteen, but I guess she wanted to get into being a wedding coordinator, so she offered to do it for us at a discount. She was so much more affordable than anyone else, so we decided to take a chance, but…”

“Okay, can you send me her contact information?”

“Yes, but what are you going to do?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I say, pulling out my notebook. “So, what was she in charge of that hasn’t been done?”

“She was supposed to oversee pretty much everything, but my mom and my bridesmaids have been helping with that. The biggest problem is the catering. When we realized she wasn’t coming, we called the restaurant she was supposed to place an order from to double check the details of delivery, but they said no order was ever placed.”

Shoot. I wince. Catering for an entire wedding? Fixing that this last minute is going to be tough. My mind races as I tap my pen on my notebook, thinking through our options.

“How many people are attending?”

“Only sixty,” Macy says weakly, both nervous and embarrassed. “It’s not a huge wedding…”

“What time do you want the food ready?”

“We had planned it for six o’clock.”

I purse my lips. “Would it be possible to push it back to seven?”

Macy pauses, then her mother’s voice chimes in from somewhere nearby. “We can make that work, sweetie.”

“Yes, seven is okay,” Macy says.

I make a note. “How do you feel about Italian food?”

“That’s fine. Anything is fine.”

“Okay, I’ll take care of it,” I say. “Send me the coordinator’s details and don’t worry about anything else, alright?”

“Are you sure? I don’t know what else to—”

“Macy, go get ready, you goof! You probably cried off all your makeup already! It’s your wedding day. Leave this to me, okay?”

She’s quiet for a moment, then there’s another sniff, and with a sob, Macy thanks me.

“I should have had you in my bridal party!” she cries.

I laugh. “No way. Then I’d be too busy to kick your coordinator’s butt. Now go!”

“Okay. Thank you so much, Lucy. Thank you!”

My smile disappears as Macy hangs up. A message pops up with the coordinator’s contact information.

“Melanie,” I read aloud. I tap the number and call her, trying to keep my scowl from appearing in my tone.

A few rings later, a languid voice answers.

“Hello?”

“Hi, is this Melanie?”

“Yes,” she answers, sounding annoyed. “Who’s this? How’d you get my number?”

“I’d like to know why you aren’t at my friend Macy’s wedding right now.”

She takes a few seconds before responding with an awkward laugh. “Oh… was that today?”

“Yes, it was today. And you’d better have a fantastic reason as to why you aren’t there right now doing what you were paid to do.”

“I… I came down with a flu,” she says, clearly lying through her teeth. “So I didn’t think I should risk getting anyone else sick.”

“Really? The flu?”

“…Yes?”

I sigh. “So, is that same flu the reason you never placed an order for catering? And is it also why you didn’t bother calling Macy and letting her know you’d be out sick?”

“Well… I… I didn’t—”

“Listen, Melanie,” I say, trying to keep my frustration in check, “I don’t care what your excuse is. You made a commitment to attend Macy’s wedding as the coordinator, and she paid you up front for that. If you can’t make it, you need to find someone who can replace you this instant. I’m going to solve the catering problem right now, and when I get to the venue, someone had better be there ordering people around with a clipboard, even if it’s you in a hazmat suit. Do you understand?”

“Um… yes. I understand.”

“Good. Now get to it.”

I hang up, shaking my head as I make another call. The phone rings just once when a heavily accented Italian man’s voice answers.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Gio!”

“Lucy!” I can hear his wide smile through the phone. “What can I do for my favorite customer? A late lunch order for Monica?”

“Actually, I have a personal favor to ask. A big one.” I hold my breath, hoping with all my might Giovanni won’t hang up at my massive request.

“A personal favor? What is it?”

“Well… a friend of mine is getting married tonight, but her wedding coordinator bailed and never placed an order for catering. I was wondering… if I place an order with you, could you possibly have the food ready for pickup by six thirty?”

I pause a moment, but I’m only answered with silence.

“I’ll pick it up myself as usual. I know you won’t be able to spare staff to bring it on a Friday night.”

“How many people?” Gio’s voice is significantly less cheery now.

I wince as I answer. “Sixty…”

There’s another moment of silence, then I hear him speaking Italian with someone else in a gruff tone. Finally, he addresses me again.

“We can do it. But only this once, for you.”

“Ah! Gio, you’re a total lifesaver!”

“It will be simple food,” he says, though he sounds a little less frustrated. “Nothing fancy.”

“It doesn’t matter, as long as it’s edible,” I laugh, totally relieved.

“As long as… Hey! You insult my food? Giovanni’s is the best Italian restaurant in town! Everything we make is authentic! Even plain pasta tastes fantastic!”

“You’re right!” I scramble to correct my mistake. “I didn’t mean anything by it, I promise! It was just a joke.”

“Hmmph. Fine. Be here at six thirty. I will help you load your car.”

“Thank you!”

I’m grinning as I hang up, though my work isn’t quite done. I need to enlist some help to get the food unloaded and setup. Since it’ll be during the wedding, everyone else who could help will be busy. I need another one of the guests who isn’t in the wedding party and won’t mind missing some of the reception…

I jump as someone taps on my window.

“Jeremiah!” My eyes light up as it clicks. He steps back and I hop out of the car.

“Leaving early today?” He asks.

“I need your help! You’re going to Macy’s wedding, right?”

He blinks at me a few times, probably overwhelmed by my intense demeanor. “Um, yeah. Why, what’s up?”

I hurriedly explain the situation, and he nods along. As I finish, he scratches the back of his neck.

“So you need me to go with you to pick up the food and then help set it up?”

“Yes, please. In return, I’ll buy you lunch any day you want next week.”

He sighs. “That’s what you say every time I save your rear. I want something else this time.”

“Fine, what do you want? A puppy? A lifetime supply of soda? What?”

He stares at me for a few moments, then just shakes his head. “It’s fine. Besides, Macy is the one who’d owe me something, anyway.”

“Don’t you go bugging her about this,” I say, jabbing his arm. “She’s already had enough stress as it is.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” he shrugs. “So, we’ll leave the reception at six fifteen to go pickup the food?”

“Mhm. Thank you so much. Again. I don’t know how you do it, but you always show up just in time.” I move to get back in my car, but Jeremiah stops me.

“Well… if we’re leaving to pick up the food together, do you wanna just… ride there together, too? I could pick you up.”

I hesitate. “I mean, I’m going home to get ready, then I was going to go early to help the coordinator. If you don’t mind going early too, then—”

“Yeah, that works for me.”

My eyebrows rise in surprise. Jeremiah usually doesn’t like parties or events, and he especially doesn’t like going early. But, right now, he actually seems happy.

“Um… okay, sure. That would make things easier for me anyway. I need to fix a problem with Monica’s email, and if you’re driving, it’ll give me time.”

“Right. Text me when you’re about ready to leave, okay?”

I nod, opening the door to my car. “Thanks, Jeremiah.”

My phone buzzes as I receive a response from Fred about his availability next week. I get him on Monica’s calendar, then send another text to Macy, letting her know Melanie will be there and the food is taken care of. I turn the key in the ignition and start driving to the bank to deposit the checks for Monica while simultaneously placing a call to the support number for the web hosting company her email goes through.

I’ve been working for Monica for four years now. I’ve definitely improved. I make way fewer mistakes, and I’m much better at staying calm, but I do still get overwhelmed sometimes. Monica consistently presents me with tasks that stretch me and force me to learn new things or think differently. I’m always out of my comfort zone, always feeling in over my head, always out of time and always on call. Many days, I still feel like I have no idea what I’m doing.

But, just like Fred said, I’ve gotten darn good at pretending I do.
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Jeremiah follows behind me into the venue. We managed to arrive about forty-five minutes early, which isn’t as early as I’d wanted, but my hair was being its usual frustrating self and took forever to curl.

I glance around and spot a young girl who I assume to be Melanie standing in a corner with a clipboard, speaking with someone else I assume to be Macy’s mother. As I walk over to them, Macy’s mom walks away, and Melanie looks up at me, her features tense.

“Can I help you?” She asks.

“I see you didn’t need a hazmat suit,” I say.

She freezes, her eyes growing wide as she blushes. “Um… so you’re the one who called me?”

Looking at her now, I feel a little guilty about how I spoke to her on the phone. She may be eighteen, but she looks even younger than that, and clearly, she’s stressing out right now.

“I’m here to help,” I say, trying to sound gentler. “What do you need?”

She blinks at me, then glances at Jeremiah beside me before turning her clipboard toward us.

“The tables were all set up wrong,” she explains, pointing to the chart. “We need eight round tables in the middle here, then two long tables in the back. We also need two long tables on the stage for the bride and groom, and the bridal party. And the centerpieces haven’t been set out yet.”

I nod, then glance at Jeremiah. He sighs, looking disinterested. “Fine, I’ll fix the tables. Where are they?”

“Back there.”

As Jeremiah shuffles off, I turn back to Melanie. “Let’s handle the centerpieces.”

She nods. “Okay.”

Working together, we manage to finish fixing the reception area just before the ceremony is about to start.

“I have to go direct the bridal party,” Melanie says, already rushing off, then she pauses. “You… took care of the catering?”

I nod. “The food will be here. Don’t worry.”

“Thank you.”

Jeremiah walks over to me, hands in his pockets. “Should we go in?”

“Yeah, hopefully we can sit down before they all start walking down the aisle.” My phone buzzes again and I pull it out of my purse. This maroon dress I’m wearing is my favorite, but I really wish it had pockets.

It’s a text from Monica. “Is my email fixed?”

I type out a quick response. “It should be. If not, let me know.”

Three dots bounce for awhile, then a thumbs up emoji appears. I glance up to see Jeremiah watching me.

“Okay,” I say as I put my phone away, “let’s go get our seats.”
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The music starts just as we sit down. The room is full of smiling faces and teary eyes. I can’t help but smile too, though a pang does roll through my chest.

I’ve been so busy since taking this job as Monica’s PA that my time for a personal life, much less dating, has been nonexistent. Several of my friends have gotten married the past few years, some have bought houses, and some have even started having kids. I’m still single, living with two roommates in a small, overpriced apartment. It’s difficult not to feel behind in life, and maybe even afraid, especially since I still don’t know what it is I really want to do…

The doors open, and my thoughts snap back to the present. The bridal party starts walking down the aisle arm in arm. The bridesmaids’ dresses are beautiful, a soft lilac color, complimented by flowers adorning their hair.

My attention is pulled away by my phone buzzing in my purse. I pull it out to some texts from Monica. She and Gina are having trouble with the livestream.

I text Monica detailed instructions on what to do, trying to do so as quickly as possible so I don’t miss Macy’s entrance. I feel Jeremiah’s gaze on me again. As I send the text, he nudges me with his elbow. I glance up to see Macy coming through the doors. We all stand, and my throat constricts.

“She’s gorgeous,” I whisper.

Jeremiah looks back at me. “Are you crying?” He’s smirking, obviously finding my emotion amusing.

I kick him and keep watching as Macy walks down the aisle. When she passes us, she locks eyes with me and mouths “Thank you.” I smile back. Macy and Jeremiah are the two reasons I made it through those first six months as Monica’s PA, and why I continue to make it. They’ve helped me out so much. I’m glad I could be there for Macy today.

Macy reaches the front, and we all sit down. As the ceremony starts, I look over at the bridesmaids. There are only two, but I don’t recognize either of them. I look at the groomsmen next. Again, there are only two. I don’t recognize the second one, but the first is…

The air whooshes from my lungs as my eyes grow wide.

It’s Scott.

My mouth falls slightly open. It’s been almost six years since that day I said goodbye to him at the café. He’s filled out, no longer the scrawny kid he was back then. His shoulders are broader now, and he seems more mature, more self assured. His dark brown hair is styled nicely, with the sides and back short and the top long. And man alive, does he look good in a tux.

Scott is smiling, watching Macy and Jacob. Suddenly, his gaze shifts, locking with mine. His eyebrows rise in surprise, then he grins, smiling as brightly as I remember.

My heart leaps in my chest, and my stomach turns. After all this time, I thought I’d gotten over my crush on him. I guess I was wrong.

I smile back, caught off guard. Scott waggles his eyebrows at me, and I shake my head, concealing a laugh as I point at Macy and Jacob, trying to tell him to pay attention. He smiles once more, then turns back to them.

My cheeks are blazing, and I’m sure I’m as red as a tomato. I take a breath, squeezing my hands together to keep them from trembling.

Get ahold of yourself, Lucille.

Jeremiah nudges my arm again, and I lean over as he whispers. “What was that?”

I shake my head. “I’ll tell you later.”

He moves back in his seat, crossing his arms.

Try as I might, it’s hard to focus on Macy rather than Scott.
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“So, who was that guy? You know him?”

I look at Jeremiah, who was assigned to the same table as me for the reception. He seems annoyed; though, that’s not uncommon for him.

“His name is Scott. We used to work together at the café before he left to work for a family friend in North Carolina. I haven’t seen him in a long time.”

“He’s just a friend?”

I furrow my brows. “What are you so mad about?”

Jeremiah frowns and downs the drink in front of him. “Nothing.”

I stare at him for a few more moments, then look around for Melanie. She’s standing in the corner, biting her nails.

“I’m gonna go see if Melanie needs help,” I say. Jeremiah nods, avoiding my gaze by staring at his glass.

I head to the corner and wave at Melanie, who responds with obvious relief.

“Everything okay?” I ask.

She flips through the schedule on her clipboard. “Um, I think so. The bridal party and the bride and groom are all with the photographer and videographer right now. At five, the bridesmaids and groomsmen will come back and mingle, while the bride and groom stay with the photographer and videographer until five forty-five or so. Dinner was supposed to be at six, but…” she shakes her head. “Well, now it’s at seven, so I’m not sure what we’re going to do while we wait.”

I chew my lip for a minute, then point at the schedule. “How about we move speeches up before dinner, once the bride and groom are back? I know it’s not really how things usually go, but it should buy us time.”

Melanie nods. “I can check with Macy’s mom.”

“Sure,” I nod. “And there are plenty of appetizers and drinks. The guests will understand.”

“Okay. And what about dinner?”

“I had to get Italian,” I say, glancing at the time. “I’m picking it up at six thirty with Jeremiah’s help. We’ll need help unloading and setting up.”

Melanie nods. “I’ll find a few other people to help.”

“Sounds good.”

Melanie walks off to speak with Macy’s mom, and I head back to the table. Jeremiah is talking with Jacob’s sister. He glances over and points at me.

She smiles. “You’re Lucy, right?”

“Yeah,” I nod. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s great. Macy just wants to talk to you, so I came to get you. I’m Gabriella, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you.” I smile and shake her hand, then glance over at Jeremiah. “I’ll be back.”

He nods, plopping back down in his chair. Apparently, he hates weddings even more than I thought.

I follow Gabriella outside to the area where the bridal party is taking photos. Currently, Jacob and his two groomsmen are lined up for a photo. My heart skips a beat at the sight of Scott. Just as he notices me, my attention is pulled elsewhere by a cry from Macy.

“Lucy!”

She rushes over and crushes me in a hug. For someone so small, she’s surprisingly strong.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you! You’re my hero!”

I laugh, squeezing her in return. She lets go and steps back, beaming at me.

“You look stunning,” I say, feeling my eyes well up again. “How are you feeling?”

She rolls her eyes playfully. “I have no idea. I feel like I’m dreaming and none of this is real…” Her smile softens as she glances over at Jacob. “But it is real.”

“I’m so happy for you, Macy.”

She smiles at me again, then the photographer calls her over. She squeezes my hand before rushing off. Macy’s mom comes to thank me as well, and we chat for a few minutes about Macy and the wedding. After a while, she turns to go inside and mingle with guests. I move to follow, but stop as someone calls my name.

“Lucy!”

I turn to see Scott jogging toward me. It seems like the groomsmen photos are finished, and the photographer is grouping up the bridesmaids now.

My heart beats faster, and I (embarrassingly) feel myself starting to sweat as he catches up to me.

“Hey,” he smiles, coming to a stop in front of me. “Long time no see.”

I smile back, stuttering a bit. “I… didn’t know you’d be here.”

“I didn’t know you’d be here either.”

I stare up at him. He’s definitely matured. He’s grown. There’s stubble on his face, and his voice is a little deeper. But his eyes are the same green eyes that always made my breath catch. When Scott talks to you, it’s as if you’re the only person in the world. At least, that’s how I used to feel when we worked together.

“I heard you saved the day,” he says, his grin somehow growing impossibly wider.

I shake my head. “Not really. All I did was bully a defenseless eighteen-year-old and order some Italian food.”

Scott laughs, and my nerves lessen a little bit.

“Hey, you missed our date, by the way.”

“Our date…?” I frown, unsure what he means, then it hits me. My eyes widen in realization. “Oh!” I stare up at him in disbelief. “Wait, you actually remembered? Did you really go to the café that day?”

He nods. “Of course I did. I promised you I wouldn’t forget.”

My heart drops. I feel like a jerk. “Oh my gosh, Scott, I’m so sorry. I thought for sure you would have forgotten, or been too busy, or…”

He shrugs, that easy smile returning. “Don’t worry about it. I figured you were probably busy or something. Besides, it’s been a long time. It’s not like I’ll go home tonight and cry about it.”

I quirk an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that?”

He sniffs, making a fake crying face, and I laugh.

“So, how was North Carolina?” I ask.

“Great! I was—”

“Scott!”

We both glance at the bridal party surrounding Macy and Jacob, who are now all assembled for a group photo, minus Scott.

“I’ve gotta go,” he says, turning back to me. “I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

I nod, and he rushes off to join the others. Macy catches my eye, shooting me an all too excited look. I shake my head to try and keep her from getting any ideas, then go back inside, my stomach still full of butterflies.

He remembered. He actually remembered.

I think back to that day. I was still new at my job, and I remember it had been particularly stressful. I think Monica had even asked me to work late. But I still can’t believe I stood Scott up, or that he actually remembered and showed up at the café that day.

“Why are you blushing so much?”

I jump, snapping back into focus. I made it back to my table, where Jeremiah is now glaring at me.

“Blushing? I’m not…” I reach up and brush my cheek, which is radiating heat. I’m definitely blushing.

I ignore Jeremiah and glance at the time. It’s ten minutes past five. The photographer is running behind, which actually might work in our favor, since dinner is an entire hour off schedule. Just as I look back up, the groomsmen and bridesmaids file into the room through the same door I just came through.

The group begins making their rounds, walking around and mingling, often stopped by guests who walk over to share handshakes and hugs. It seems like all four of the bridal party are somehow related to Jacob and Macy, so they know most everyone here. I try to focus on those at my table, making polite conversation with the others and enjoying the sparkling drink in front of me (especially since Jeremiah has gone impolitely silent), but my eyes keep wandering to the group, to Scott.

It’s embarrassing to admit, as if I’m some school girl with a crush on her classmate rather than a twenty-three-year-old adult woman, but I can’t help it.

It isn’t long before Macy and Jacob come into the reception area to the sound of cheers and applause. They take their seats on stage along with their bridal party, and Melanie passes a microphone up for speeches. As Gabriella is speaking, my phone buzzes with a call from Giovanni. I motion to Jeremiah, and we quietly head outside. Gio happily informs me the food is ready a bit earlier than we expected.

“It’s ready; let’s head out early,” I say. Jeremiah just nods.

I text Melanie to give her a heads up, then Jeremiah and I climb into his truck.

“The ceremony was beautiful, wasn’t it? Her bridesmaid’s dresses are gorgeous, not to mention Macy’s dress. And did you see? It even had pockets!” I sigh. “When I get married, I am so going to find a dress with pockets.”

Jeremiah stays silent. I glance over at him, but his gaze is fixed on the road, his expression impassive.

“Jeremiah? Are you alright?”

He blinks and looks over at me, then just nods his head. “I’m fine.”

“Really? Because it doesn’t seem like it.”

“I’m fine. Just drop it, alright?”

I’m too taken aback to respond. The entire time I’ve known Jeremiah, he’s always been a bit moody. He doesn’t really like to go out of his way to do things, he can be rude at times, and he can be sort of full of himself, but if you can look past all that, he really is nice, deep down, and he’s always been there for me. He’s like a grumpy old man trapped in a twenty-four-year-old’s body.

But despite all of that, he’s never actually snapped at me before. He’s always been fairly patient with me. Actually, “long-suffering” is a better word choice to describe how he deals with me and my endless requests for his help. So, after his outburst, the rest of our ride to the restaurant and then back to the venue is uncomfortably silent.

He pulls up to the venue, and Melanie rushes out the door and waves. I grab the handle to open the door when Jeremiah puts his hand on my arm. I look at him curiously.

“Sorry I snapped,” he says gruffly.

I stare at him for a few seconds, trying to read his expression, to understand what’s going on, but unfortunately, I’m no mind reader.

“Don’t worry about it. Weddings stress everyone out,” I smile. “Besides, I probably deserve to be snapped at. I roped you into all this extra stuff you never signed up for, just like I always do. You’re just too reliable,” I tease.

Something passes over his face. “I don’t mind,” he says. The corner of his lip twitches like he might smile too, then he releases my arm and I hop down out of the car.

“The speeches just finished, everyone is waiting for the food, we need to get set up!” Melanie rushes up to me looking frazzled. I nod as Jeremiah opens the tailgate of his truck.

Jeremiah grabs one of the black bags of food and takes it inside. I reach for one next, and as I pull it off the truck, another pair of arms reaches past me, pulling a significantly heavier bag off.

“Need a hand?”

I glance up to see Scott grinning next to me.

“Oh! You pop up everywhere,” I say nervously, my voice wobbling. “Thank you for the help.”

“No problem. Lead the way!”

Scott follows as I chase after Melanie to the kitchen to unpack the food.

“So, Macy says you’re a personal assistant now?” he asks.

I nod as I slide an aluminum tray of chicken alfredo from one of the bags. “Mhm. And what about you? Are you a videographer like you planned?”

“Yup! Actually, I do a lot of remote editing, too.”

“You did exactly what you said you’d do,” I shake my head, passing off the tray of pasta.

“What, you thought I was lying?”

“No,” I smile, surprised at how much it feels like we’ve gone back in time, like we’re making coffee and chatting back at the café. “I knew you could do it. I just wondered if you’d changed your mind.”

“Nah. I like cameras. And I get to make my own schedule. It’s a pretty sweet gig.”

With help from a few others, we manage to get all the food set out quickly, and soon, the guests line up to fill their plates. Melanie corners me, showing me the rest of the schedule for the night, going over every detail. Scott stands by, watching with amusement.

Melanie is reaching the end of her rope as far as nerves go, and I’m feeling worse and worse about how harsh I was with her over the phone. I was in a similar position to her four years ago when Monica hired me, completely in over my head, and I understand how absolutely overwhelming things can feel. Melanie shouldn’t have slacked off and tried to skip the wedding, but she really is trying her best to make things right.

“Melanie,” I say, interrupting her waterfall of words, “you’re doing a great job. Really. You may have messed up a little at the beginning, but you’ve made this entire thing run smoothly, even with the last minute changes to the schedule.” I gesture to the food. “Don’t be so worried, okay? Just a couple more hours and you’ll be home eating ice cream on your couch. At least, that’s what I’ll be doing.” I pause. “Um, I’ll be on my couch though, not yours, obviously. Just to clarify.”

Scott snickers behind me. Melanie looks at me with wide eyes, then her face scrunches, and she starts to cry.

“I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have messed everything up. It’s just—I realized this morning I forgot to order the catering, and then I panicked and I didn’t know what to do. I was too afraid to tell them, and I didn’t want to make anyone mad, so I thought if I pretended I was sick or avoided their calls they would find someone to replace me. I didn’t mean to… I didn’t… I… I…”

I gape at her for a moment and share a look with Scott, unsure what to do. After a few seconds, I pull Melanie into a hug.

“You should have been the coordinator, not me,” she sniffs, thoroughly embarrassed by her tears. “I thought I could do this, but I couldn’t. I have no idea what I’m doing; I never should have offered.”

I squeeze her, then shake my head as she steps back. “I’ll tell you a secret. No one knows what they’re doing, including me. Some of us are just really good at pretending.” I wink, then glance around, noticing some of the guests are staring. “Why don’t you take a break in the bathroom? Everyone is eating; you have some time.”

Melanie nods gratefully, then rushes off to clean herself up.

Scott shifts his weight. “You still don’t know what you’re doing, huh?”

I look up at him and shrug. “Not really.”

“So I take it my advice didn’t help?”

I wince. “I don’t think your advice was at fault…”

He tilts his head. “What do you mean?”

“Shouldn’t you be eating?” I ask, pointing at his empty seat on the stage. “The rest of the bridal party is up there with Macy and Jacob.”

“I guess you’re right. Better get back.” He flashes me a smile, then walks back to the stage, taking his seat. I sigh as I walk back to my table to retrieve my plate, but Jeremiah stops me.

“I have to leave early.”

I halt, caught off guard. “What?”

“I need to leave early,” he repeats. “Something came up.”

“Oh, um…” I glance at my phone. “It’s only seven fifteen. Are you sure—”

“I can give you a ride home now, but if you want to stay you’ll have to ride with someone else.”

I blink a few times, considering what to do. I got to work at six thirty this morning to ensure I’d get off on time, so I am admittedly pretty tired. And, now that dinner and speeches are over, all that’s left is dancing, which is far from my favorite activity. I don’t mind leaving early. “Um… okay. Let me just say goodbye to Macy, first.”

“I’ll be in the car.”

I watch as Jeremiah shuffles off to the car. Something is really off with him tonight.

Macy is as sweet and gracious as always, thanking me again profusely for my help and squeezing me in such a tight hug I can’t breathe. I say my goodbyes and congratulations to her and Jacob, then consider saying goodbye to Scott. I turn to walk over to him, but I stop as my heart sinks a little. He’s speaking with another girl who’s leaning forward on the table, obviously flirting with him. She’s probably his girlfriend, or trying to be.

This feels familiar.

I let out a sharp sigh, frustrated at myself for once again getting caught up in a crush that had been hiding in my emotions like an unwelcome stowaway for the last six years. I shouldn’t be feeling disappointed. It’s silly. We’re both adults with separate careers and lives now. I’m busy with a full time job that hardly allows me time for anything else. I don’t know anything about Scott anymore, and he knows nothing about me. Even back when we worked together, we only knew each other for a year. It’s not like we’re long lost childhood friends.

I grab my purse and sling it over my shoulder, still feeling slightly disappointed, and still annoyed with myself, as the cacophony of voices, clinking plates, and music fades behind me. I climb into Jeremiah’s truck and as we silently pull away, I do my best to leave behind the silly dreams and grand notions about life being something so magical, something Scott had convinced me to believe back then.

He’s different from me. Scott has a talent, a passion. He knew what he wanted to do from the start, and now, he’s living out his dream and actually doing it. He’s just like Macy—she fell in love and got married by the age of twenty-five, just like she’s been saying she would since I met her. I’m happy for her. I’m happy for both of them. They both know what they want to do, what they want from life.

But that’s not me. I’m still just as clueless as I was at eighteen. I still feel just as lost and behind, and I’m afraid things will always be like this, that I’ll continue to stand still and be pulled in whatever direction the current moves while everyone else passes me by. I feel trapped, stuck, and I have no ideas for my future, no goals or five year plans.

I’ve just gotten really good at pretending I do.
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The tantalizing aroma of pizza greets me as I swing the door to my apartment open, reminding me of the fact that I missed out on dinner at the wedding. The sound of unfamiliar voices grows louder as I kick off my shoes and shove them in our tiny shoe closet.

“Lucy?”

I brush my fingers through my hair as I walk in view of the living area, where my roommate Jessie is eating pizza with a couple of girls I don’t recognize. They’ve all fallen silent at my entrance.

“Hey, Jessie,” I smile. Every time I see her, the theme song from that Disney show with the same name plays in my head. It’s oddly fitting for her.

“Hey!” She visibly brightens, holding up a slice of pizza as a form of greeting. “You’re back early!”

“Yeah, my ride needed to leave all of a sudden.” I move into the kitchen and peek in the pizza box. Cheese pizza, two slices left.

“Go ahead and have them; we’re done,” Jessie says as if reading my mind.

Jessie moved in almost immediately after she graduated high school, just about four months ago. I was concerned about having such a young roommate, but Stephanie, my other roommate (who happens to be the one that rents out the rooms to us), said it’d be fine, and so far, she’s right. Sure, Jessie likes to stay up way later than Stephanie and I, and she has noisy friends over fairly often, but she’s been respectful and thoughtful, and she’s always so cheery that Stephanie refers to her as “Little Miss Sunshine” behind her back. The one thing I don’t understand is how Jessie can afford rent with just a part time job. I assume her parents pay the rent for her.

I tear into a piece of pizza without even grabbing a plate. “Thank you so much, I’m starving.”

“No problem!”

I lean over the counter to glance at the TV. “The Proposal?”

“Yes! I love this movie!”

“Me too.” I smile and glance at Jessie’s friends, whose faces are buried in their phones. “I’ll leave you to it.”

I grab my purse off the counter and take the last slice of pizza as I head for my room.

“Wait!” Jessie calls, and I pause. “You’re welcome to join us, if you want!”

I shake my head. “Thanks, but I’m pretty tired. I’m going to take a shower and crash.”

Jessie deflates a little. “Oh, sure, of course, you’re probably exhausted from work. Goodnight!”

“Night!”

After I shower and dry my hair, I finally plop into bed. I stare up at the ceiling, thinking back over the day and running over my mental checklist, reassuring myself I completed all my tasks for work and trying to shake the feeling that I’ve forgotten something. This is always how it goes on Fridays.

I turn on my side, pulling the blanket up to my chin and rubbing my feet under the covers, trying to warm my frigid toes. My eyelids grow heavy, and my mind starts to wander as I drift off. I wonder what was bothering Jeremiah today… He was fine when I asked him to help me with the food, but once the ceremony was over, he—

My eyes fly back open and I sit up, grabbing my phone. I nearly forgot to order catering for Monica’s board meeting tomorrow. If I’m not careful, I’ll forget to order the dinner at all. I swipe to the reminders app, deciding to set an alarm to order early tomorrow morning when Giovanni’s opens.

Just as I start to type, a text comes through from an unfamiliar number. I tap the notification, and my heart thumps as I read the message.

“Hey Lucy! This is Scott. I got your number from Macy. Hope that’s alright. Anyway, would you like to get coffee with me sometime and catch up? Was going to ask you tonight, but you left before I had the chance.”

I stare at the screen for a few moments, a mixture of excitement, surprise, and nerves all jumbling into a mess in my stomach. The crush is strong with me.

Is he asking me on a date?

I stare at the message some more as if I’m going to uncover some hidden meaning or the answer to life (which, I am told on reasonable authority, is forty-two. Google it). I’ve seen the memes: the girl gets asked out once and, like a psycho, she immediately starts planning the wedding. I used to laugh at that and say I would never be so ridiculous, but here I am thinking about how nicely my wedding dress with pockets will go with his tux and bowtie.

I squeeze my eyes shut and throw my phone down on my bed. The phone bounces once, then I shake my head, taking a deep breath.

Don’t be a freak, Lucille. It’s not a date; he just wants to catch up. Don’t make things weird.

I stare at my facedown phone for a few more seconds until I can’t stand it anymore, then I snatch it up and type a quick response before I can overthink it.

Me: Hi, Scott! Sorry, the person I rode with needed to leave early unexpectedly. Sure, coffee sounds great! When were you thinking?

I wait nervously, fidgeting as I watch the typing bubble bounce. Finally, his response appears.

Scott: Weekday mornings work for you?

Me: Not really, I work Monday through Friday.

Scott: Alright, then how about tomorrow?

I freeze, staring down at the phone in my hands. Tomorrow? As in, you know, tomorrow?

The three typing dots bounce a few times, then another message pops up.

Scott: If that’s too last minute, I get it. I would just really like to see you again soon :)

At that, heat creeps from my cheeks all the way to my ears, and a thrill of nervous excitement rushes through me.

Stop it, stop it, stop it!

I try to talk some sense into myself. My hopes are rising much too quickly, and I need to tamp them down. For all I know, Scott has a girlfriend. He never said this was a date. It’s just two people catching up for coffee.

Me: I can make tomorrow work.

Scott: Great! You a morning person?

Me: Not at all.

Scott: Haha, okay. How about we meet at 1?

Me: God bless you and your kindness toward us late rising folk.

Scott: Anything to make sure you don’t stand me up like you did on our first date. Night, Lucy.

What? Our first… what?

Once again, I am frozen in place, but this time I think I’ll probably be stuck like this for eternity. I can see it now. I’ll miss so many days of work they’ll finally come looking for me, only to discover I’ve been turned to stone. They’ll find me here and move me to the graveyard as a decorative statue. The funeral will be beautiful. My epitaph will say, “Here sits Lucille Greene. She never took life for granite, and she rocked our world.”

I apologize for the rock puns. I’m freaking out right now.

My phone buzzes once more in my hand, breaking the spell over me as I look down to see a gif of an adorable puppy falling asleep sitting up. A smile spreads across my face, replacing my shock, and I can’t stop the warm, giddy feeling spilling out of me. I fall backward on my bed, my head landing on my pillow as I reply with a simple “Goodnight.”

I wrap myself up tightly under the covers again and turn on my side, staring out at the moon peeking through the tree branches brushing the window to my room. All the exhaustion I’d been feeling is chased away by my fast beating heart and thoughts of tomorrow’s date.

I don’t get much sleep, after all.
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After an unsuccessful night’s sleep, I roll out of bed much earlier than usual. I guess I could have answered “Yes” to Scott’s morning person question, even if it only applied to today.

I yawn and stretch, stumbling out to the kitchen in my PJ’s to make coffee. I pour the grounds in the filter, then set the pot to brew. As it starts to boil, I lean back against the counter and cross my arms, staring absentmindedly at the rays of warm sunlight peeking through the blinds. My feet are freezing on the laminate floor, but I’m still half asleep and hardly notice.

Once the coffee is ready, I reach into the cabinet and pull out my favorite mug, then fill it with coffee. I stand in place for a moment, breathing in the steam and hugging my drink close for warmth, not sure what to do. I’m usually always behind in the mornings; I never have time to sit and slowly enjoy my coffee.

I settle on the couch, sipping away and anxiously glancing at the clock every few minutes. I really should have suggested an earlier time.

As I continue staring at the wall, my epically short, epically inconsequential dating history replays in my mind. I’ve only ever been on three dates, all with one guy, and they all went the same: we would meet up, he would talk for a few hours telling me all sorts of things about himself and his family, then he would hug me, and I’d go home (I know, juicy stuff). After the third date, he ghosted me, and I never heard from him again. That all happened five years ago, shortly after I’d moved into the apartment.

Actually, a few months after we stopped talking, I saw him at a café. I didn’t say anything to him, but it was obvious he had seen me and was doing everything in his power to pretend he hadn’t. It looked like he was trying to burn a hole though his laptop screen with how hard he was staring at it.

Not quite sure what I did wrong there, but it probably had something to do with the fact that at the end of the third date, I got a call from a fairly frustrated Monica over a misunderstanding from work. She thought I hadn’t done something fairly important that she’d asked me to do, even though I had, and, in what I consider to be a fair reaction, I totally freaked out. It’s stressful, being responsible for the management of someone else’s schedule. An important someone else, at that, much more important than me. Plus, she was not happy, and it scared the crap out of me, even though I knew I’d done nothing wrong. Besides, as someone with no prior training and no college degree, I’m beyond lucky to have a job like this. I panicked at the thought of being fired.

Suffice it to say, I haven’t been on any dates since, which is why I’m so nervous. Not to mention the fact that I’ve apparently never gotten over my crush on Scott.

“Lucy?”

I jump, startled out of my thoughts by Jessie’s appearance.

“Morning,” I say, my voice sounding groggy.

“I’ve never seen you up before ten thirty on a Saturday morning.” Her eyebrows knit together in concern. “Is everything okay?”

I give her a half smile, slightly embarrassed that I’m so predictable. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just have a—” I stop, remembering who I’m talking to. “I have plans today.”

Jessie brightens. “What are you going to do?”

“Meet up with a friend for coffee.”

“Oh, have you ever been to The Roast?” She noisily grabs a mug and pours herself a cup of the coffee I brewed.

“Mhm. I used to work there, actually.”

Jessie whips around. “Really? I never knew that! That’s where I work!”

I blink. Jessie works at The Roast? I knew she had a part time job, but… how did I not know that? “I didn’t know,” I admit.

She nods and shrugs a shoulder. “You’re always so busy, and I usually work night shift, so there’s no reason you’d know. So, is that where you’re going today?”

“Are you working today?”

“Nope!”

“Then yes, that’s where we’re going.” Jessie is nice, but I’d rather not have an audience while I’m with Scott.

“You know, I was just thinking,” Jessie stirs creamer in her coffee, her tone less enthusiastic and more nervous. “We’ve never hung out before. We should get coffee or something sometime!”

“Sure, that’d be great,” I say, only half paying attention. Jessie perks up, and I stand, stretching again and setting my mug down. If I’m going to sit around all antsy, I may as well get dressed and ready.

I go to my room and pick an outfit, something more casual than what I wear to work, but still cute (I hope), and get dressed, then head to the bathroom to do my hair and makeup. Jessie is sitting at the kitchen table, drinking her coffee and scrolling on her phone. She glances up and smiles as I pass by.

I grab the curling iron out of the cabinet and plug it in, then pull my hair back to start applying my makeup. I set my phone down on the counter, turning music on softly to try and distract myself from my growing nerves. I put more effort than usual into my makeup, since I usually keep things fairly simple. When it's finished, I move on to my hair, pinning it up in sections and taking one down at a time, which I’ve found is the most effective way to get my frustrating hair to cooperate.

I’m getting tired of my playlist, so I unlock my phone and switch to another, then set it back down. Jessie pokes her head around the corner, observing my outfit, makeup, and what I’m doing with my hair, and her eyes light up with curiosity.

“Oh my gosh, Lucy, are you going on a date?”

I frown and shake my head, avoiding her gaze as I continue curling my hair and begin to pray that I don’t start blushing. “No, I told you, I’m just meeting up with a friend.”

At this exact moment, my currently unlocked phone lying unattended on the counter buzzes with a text from Scott. Jessie’s eyes flit to my phone, which she snatches up immediately.

“Wha—” I drop the curling iron and rush after Jessie, who is waltzing around the living room, reading my texts to Scott. “Jessie, what the heck! Give me my phone back!”

“I knew it! You’re so going on a date! You never go on dates!”

“Seriously, give me my phone back!”

“Who is he? How long have you been going out? Where did you meet?”

“Jessie, you can’t just take—”

“What on earth is going on?”

We both whip around at the additional voice to see Stephanie standing at the end of the hallway, clearly annoyed. She’s dressed and put together like always, wearing all black with a studded belt, a choker, the craziest black combat boots I’ve ever seen, cargo pants, black lipstick… you get the picture. I think she’s the coolest person I’ve ever met, but I also know what looks I can pull off, and that is not one of them.

“Lucy has a date!” Jessie exclaims excitedly. Stephanie looks from Jessie, to me, then back to Jessie before she sighs and walks to the kitchen in annoyance. This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell Jessie I have a date; I knew she’d flip.

Jessie grins and holds out my phone towards me, which I swipe out of her grasp, frowning. I check to see what Scott said, not realizing both Jessie and Stephanie are watching me.

“Don’t forget: The Roast at 1. If you don’t show, I really will go home crying this time.”

A soft smile spreads on my face as I recall the ridiculous fake crying face Scott made at the wedding yesterday.

“You really do have a date.”

I glance up to see Stephanie leaning against the wall, studying me as she sips her coffee. “It’s about time. It’s been, what, five years since that last guy? And you only saw him like, twice.”

My face heats as I shoot her an annoyed look. “It was three times. Work just keeps me really busy. Besides, look who’s talking.”

Stephanie looks unimpressed. “What do you mean? I’ve had a boyfriend for six years now.”

Both Jessie and I gape at Stephanie in shock.

“What?” Jessie says, once again excited. “I didn’t know you have a boyfriend!”

“You don’t have a boyfriend,” I say. “I’ve lived here five years; I would know if you had a boyfriend.”

“Believe whatever you want, children,” Stephanie says, standing up off the wall and shrugging. “I’ve had a boyfriend since I was twenty-two-years old. I just like to keep my life private.”

“What’s his name?” Jessie asks.

Stephanie walks off down the hall, back to her bedroom. “I’ll tell you in another six years.”

Jessie turns back to me. “At least tell me your boyfriend’s name.”

“Jessie, Scott is not my boyfriend, he’s just a friend.” I storm off back to the bathroom, but Jessie follows hot on my heels.

“Just a friend, huh?”

“Yes. We’re getting coffee to catch up. We haven’t seen each other in forever.”

“Hmm.” Jessie stands in the doorway, enjoying the drama of the day. “I always thought you’d end up with that Jeremiah guy. You two sure talk a lot, and he likes to come by here randomly.”

I laugh at the thought and shake my head, continuing to curl my hair. “No way! Jeremiah is more like an annoying brother than anything else. He’s just a friend.”

“Then Scott must be a different sort of friend, if you’re getting all dressed up to see him.”

I give Jessie the side eye, and she giggles, then steps into the bathroom to look at me in the mirror. Her tone goes softer as she speaks.

“You look really pretty, Lucy. Seriously. You’re gonna blow him away.”

The frustrated tension that had built in my shoulders relaxes at her genuine compliment, and I exhale shakily.

“Thank you.”

She smiles her bright as sunshine smile again, then leaves me to finish getting ready.
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I step into The Roast at five minutes past one. For all my nerves, I still couldn’t manage to get here on time. Sometimes I think I’m cursed with perpetual lateness.

I take a deep breath as I glance around. I spot Scott at a table by a large window. Our eyes meet, and he stands, his smile wide as he approaches. I step forward to meet him, albeit a bit hesitantly.

“Hey! You made it!”

“I made it,” I smile, feeling the blush coloring my cheeks.

“I’ll go get our drinks.” Scott gestures to the baristas working behind the counter. “Is your favorite still the matcha frappe with peppermint and chocolate chips?”

I raise my eyebrows. “You remember?”

“Of course I remember! You made it every shift we worked together.”

“I forgot about that…” I wince, thinking about how much sugar is in just one of those. “I haven’t had one since my last shift here, actually.”

“Oh, is there something else you want?”

“No, that sounds good.”

“Okay! I’ll be back.”

“Hold on,” I say, digging through my purse. “Let me give you some cash.”

Scott shakes his head. “No way, I’ve got it.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I’ve got it, Lucy.”

He smiles warmly at me, and I give in. “Alright.”

While Scott orders, I take a seat at the table he’d been occupying. I glance around the café, taking in the subtle differences and changes since the last time I’d been here. Ever since I started working across town for Monica, I stopped coming in to The Roast and instead stop in at the café closest to the office. On weekends, I usually just make coffee at home.

The familiar setting, the chatter from customers, the music crackling through the speakers, and the heavenly aroma of coffee all help put me at ease. It’s nice to get out for a change.

Scott strides back to the table and sits across from me, then slides my drink over.

“Thank you,” I say.

He smiles. “No problem.”

“So, how was North Carolina?”

“Great!” He leans back in his chair. The sunlight filtering through the window highlights his strong features and lights up his eyes as he speaks. “It was a really good experience. I learned a lot, and Daniel—the family friend I mentioned—is a really generous guy. He sold me some of his used gear for a decent price so I could have a good start for freelancing once I got back home.”

I nod. “How’s that going? Freelancing, I mean?”

Scott half smiles. “It’s good. I do a lot of remote editing for Daniel, actually. I’m hoping to move more into filming work in our area, but I’m making a solid living as is, and I’ve been getting at least a few shoots a month with my own clients on top of the editing for Daniel.”

“That’s great!” I smile, my nerves making it difficult for me to think of responses longer than just a few words. I can be so confident at work. Why am I so awkward here?

“I knew you could do it,” I say. “You always seemed like someone who could do anything.”

Scott’s content expression softens even more. “So, I mentioned this at the wedding, but Macy told me you’re a personal assistant?”

“Mhm.” I take a sip of my drink and nod. “Oh, by the way, how do you know Macy and Jacob?”

“Macy is my sister.”

I nearly spit out my drink.

“What? How? How is Macy your sister?”

Scott’s eyebrows rise in surprise, then he clears his throat. “Well, when a man and a woman love each other very much—”

“Shut up!” I can’t help laughing as I reach across the table and swat his arm. “You know what I mean. I’ve worked with Macy for four years! How did I not know you’re related?”

Scott smothers a laugh of his own as he answers. “I don’t know. She must not talk about me much.”

I think back to the many conversations I’ve had with Macy. “You know, she had just started dating Jacob when I started working at the office. He was her topic of choice for most of our conversations for a long time. Then, it was wedding planning. And we were both usually pretty busy, so it’s not like we had all that much time to talk about our family trees or anything.”

I stare at my drink, my eyebrows furrowed in frustration. Apparently, I need to start paying better attention to the people around me. That’s the third thing I’ve learned today about people I thought I knew well.

“So,” Scott leans forward on the table, drawing my attention back to him, “how did your gap year go? Yesterday it didn’t sound like you were too happy about it.”

Right. My infamous gap year. I pick up my cup and absentmindedly attempt to swirl it around, which doesn’t exactly do anything when the drink is frozen.

“Yeah… well, I may not have found my dream, but taking that gap year and working here is how I got the opportunity to work for Monica, so it wasn’t all a waste. I think it worked out for the best, actually.” I do my best to smile convincingly, but I can tell Scott doesn’t buy it. He studies me for a minute before he speaks.

“I haven’t actually known any personal assistants before.”

I smirk. “That’s because none of us get out much. Unless it’s for work.”

“What’s it like? I mean, what do you do?”

I tilt my head in thought, trying to come up with a succinct way to explain. “Have you seen The Devil Wears Prada?”

Scott nods. “Macy loves that movie.”

“It’s a lot like that.”

His brow furrows. “Really?”

I shrug. “Sort of. I mean, Monica is a whole lot nicer than Miranda Priestly, but the rest is pretty similar when it comes to what I actually do. I do normal office work, like answering emails and phone calls, managing her schedule and calendar, booking her flights; you know, that sort of thing. But, I do other things too, like picking up her coffee or lunch, returning Amazon orders, taking her kids to sports games, picking up prescriptions… errands, basically. That’s where the ‘personal’ part of personal assistant comes in.”

“Huh.” Scott leans back in his chair, thinking over what I’d said. “So that’s why you were able to rescue the wedding.”

“I’m used to putting out fires. But usually I’m the one who creates them. It was nice to fix a problem that wasn’t my fault, for once,” I smile.

He grins, then takes a sip of his drink. “So, do you like your job?”

That’s the question.

I stare at my drink as I answer. “I’m lucky to have my job. I don’t have a degree or any prior training. A job like this, working for someone like Monica, with the pay that I get? It’s unheard of for someone like me.”

Scott cocks his head. “That’s not really what I asked.”

“It’s a really good job. So many people would give anything to be Monica’s PA.”

“Yeah, but I’m not asking about what other people want. How do you feel about your job?”

I glance at him. His eyes are locked on mine, and I can tell he’s not going to let up.

“It’s a good job. I’m grateful to have it.”

Scott stares at me for a few more moments, unsatisfied with my answer, then lets it drop. “You shouldn’t sell yourself short, Lucy.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re talking like you have no other options. You’re smart, and clearly very capable. You’re working as Monica Harper’s personal assistant for goodness’ sake. You have to be pretty amazing to do that. Any company would be lucky, and grateful, to have you.”

I stare back at him, his words making something in my chest squeeze. Everyone, everyone I know always tells me how lucky I am to work for Monica, how lucky I am to have this job. No one has ever suggested I could, much less should, do anything else. No one has ever told me it’s okay to want to do something different. They always tell me I’d be crazy to even consider leaving my job, no matter what my feelings are.

But, this is Scott. He can do anything. Of course he would say something like that. He went out and did exactly what he said he would. He had a plan and executed it.

The problem is, I’m not Scott. I have no dreams, no idea what I would do, no five year plan or ten year plan. As Phoebe from Friends would say, I don’t even have a “pla—.” My job is stable, and pays well. That’s enough.

“That’s nice of you to say, but really, I’m fine,” I smile.

I take a breath and glance out the window, trying to hide my inner emotions from Scott, who seems to be very perceptive. After a few seconds of silence, his chair screeches backward. I look over in surprise to see him standing up.

“Want to go for a walk?” He asks. “It’s sunny outside today. Fall’s almost here; the weather won’t be nice like this for much longer.”

I blink up at him, then nod. I love walking. For some reason, walking makes it so much easier for me to carry a conversation, and right now I’d much prefer that over my stilted, awkward attempts thus far.

“A walk sounds great!”
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Scott leads the way out of the café, holding the door open for me as we step into the chilled air. It’s early autumn here in California. The sun still shines bright, and some days it still gets intolerably hot, but today, it’s perfect.

Fallen leaves crunch and squish beneath our shoes as we walk through a nearby park. The concrete path is spotted with an irregular pattern of wet spots from sprinklers and dew, and a light breeze tickles my face, pushing that one stubborn section of hair over my eyes relentlessly. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, feeling more at ease now that we’re moving.

Scott’s sleeves brush against his coat as he walks, his steps long and sure. He’s taller than me by about half a foot, so I have to glance up at him as we go. He catches my gaze and smiles down at me, his side bumping briefly into mine and his sleeve occasionally brushing my own. Neither of us seems to mind.

“I’m really glad I ran into you at the wedding,” Scott says, breaking the comfortable silence.

“Me too,” I say, and I mean it. “I tried to find you on social media after you left, but you’re like a ghost online.”

He half smiles. “Sorry. I guess I thought you had my number.”

“Mm-mm. No way.”

He turns to me with a quizzical look. “Why so emphatic?”

I straighten stubbornly as I walk. “That would have been a terrible thing for me.”

“Ouch. Am I that bad to talk to?”

“That’s not it,” I shake my head.

“Then why?”

“You had a girlfriend, and I had a cru—”

I stop myself mid sentence, realizing just how awkward the next word will make the rest of this date for me.

“A what?”

“Nothing,” I say, trying to recover the composure I know I have now lost for all eternity. My face is already heating, my cheeks turning red. “Never mind.”

Scott grins, then looks straight ahead, probably to lessen my embarrassment.

“I had a crush on you, too.”

I whip to face him, my eyes wide. “What?”

“I had a crush on you, too,” he repeats, this time a little less confidently, his face tinging pink. “I mean, I might not have realized it at the time, but I made you agree to a date a year and a half in advance just so I’d have an excuse to see you again. I thought you knew I liked you, and that you didn’t feel the same way about me but didn’t want to make me feel bad, so that’s why you didn’t show up.”

I gape at him a little longer, then snap my mouth shut, shaking my head. “No, that wasn’t it at all! I thought for sure you wouldn’t be there, and I was still new at my job, and… I just had no idea.” I hesitate to ask my next question. “Um… What about Cassie?”

“I broke up with her just before I left for North Carolina. Our relationship… it was sort of rough, and it was becoming clear it wasn’t going anywhere. Since I was leaving, I figured I needed to be honest with her.”

“Oh.”

A few moments pass, and I clear my throat. “Well, I guess we’ve both established we used to have crushes on each other.”

Scott nods with an equal measure of awkwardness. “Yup.”

The silence drags on. We’ve nearly made it to the end of the park, and neither of us has said anything.

I was wrong about walking making conversations easier. Walking is worse. Walking is much, much worse.

“Have you ever held an alligator?”

I blink up at Scott, completely thrown off by the abrupt change of topic.

“Um… what?”

He gazes at me, completely serious. “Have you ever held an alligator? Or what about a sloth? Those are worse, actually.”

A confused grin breaks out on my face as I hold back a laugh. “Excuse me?”

“People think an alligator is scarier because, you know, if it bites you, that would be really bad. But actually, it’s the sloths that get you.”

“Really?” I continue to fight the laughter attempting to bubble out of me. “How so?”

“Alligators are no problem. The one that I held had its jaws restrained and had tiny limbs. I think it was called a caiman. But sloths? Those things are basically the pull-up champions of the world, three times stronger than the average human. When you hold a sloth, if you don’t do it just right, those things will grab you in the strongest hug you’ve ever experienced, like you’re a tree. And good luck getting them off. You may as well accept the fact that you’re a tree at that point, and die by sloth hug.”

“Death by sloth hug,” I repeat, my laughter finally escaping at the mental image. “Thank you for the warning.”

“Of course. Just want to keep you safe,” he grins.

After Scott’s successful attempt at alleviating our nerves with the most random topic possible, we continue walking and talking for hours. I’m able to relax again, and all too soon, our coffee cups are empty, and the sun is starting to sink.

We fall into another comfortable silence as we walk back toward the café, where our cars are parked. I glance around and notice a small art supply store down the line of buildings that I hadn’t seen before. My gaze lingers on it as we pass, and Scott notices.

“Want to go in?” He asks.

“Oh, no, that’s fine,” I say. I don’t want him to be bored following me around while I shop.

“Come on, let’s go in. Just to check it out.” His smile is warm and bright, continually putting me at ease.

“If you’re sure you don’t mind,” I say.

“Of course not.”

Scott opens the door and I step inside, already excited by the first display I see. I immediately gravitate to a rack full of sketchbooks, picking up a hardbound, toned gray sketchbook, my favorite kind of paper to work on. As I flip through the gloriously blank pages, Scott steps up beside me, leaning over my shoulder slightly to look at the sketchbook. His cologne smells good; a warm, sharp scent that makes my heart flutter.

“So, you like art?”

I nod, closing the sketchbook as I glance up at him. I blush at how close he is and take a small step back.

“I used to draw all the time in high school,” I admit, putting the sketchbook back to flip through another. “I thought I wanted a career of some kind in art, so I worked really hard to improve my skills. I spent most of my free time doing it. But then, I worked so hard to get better and was so critical of my own work that I sort of ended up hating it.”

“Do you ever draw now?” He asks.

I straighten back up. “Sometimes. I think about drawing often, but… I don’t know. I guess I still only see the flaws when I draw.”

Scott studies me for a few seconds until I turn to scan the sketchbooks once more. He walks a few steps away to another stand and stares at something, clearly confused.

“What are these for?”

I move to get a closer look as he lifts up a small bag of paper blending stumps.

“You use those to blend graphite or charcoal,” I say, picking up another set. “It’s… like a pencil without lead. You hold it the same way; it just spreads the graphite around instead of adding more to the page.”

“Huh. Do you ever use these?”

I shake my head. “No. Tissues and cotton balls do the same thing, and they work better. In my opinion, I mean.”

Scott glances at them once more. “You know, these look like they’d be great for picking your nose.”

I blink. “…what?”

Scott just smiles and puts them back.

“How do you come up with these things?” I laugh.

He shrugs, his eyes sparkling. “Can I see some of your drawings?”

“No way,” I frown, then move towards a display of alcohol-based markers.

Yikes, the price has really gone up since I last bought some of these.

“Oh come on, Lucy!” Scott leans into my line of sight, tapping me on the arm. “Please?”

My eyes meet his, and I can’t help giving in. “Maybe sometime.”

“Sometime… So does that mean you’d be open to going out with me again? You know, sometime?”

The butterflies in my stomach all take off in mass migration, and my eyes widen.

He wants to know if I would go out with him again? So this means he wants go out with me again?

Yes. Yes yes yes.

“I’d lo—” Just as I start to answer, my pocket starts to buzz, and I instantly pull my phone out. It’s a knee jerk reaction. I get several calls and texts a day, almost always from Monica, and it’s part of my job to answer them as quickly as I can. But why would she be calling me now?

That’s when I realize I’ve made a mistake.

Today is Saturday. I’m supposed to have picked up catering and set up dinner for her board meeting, none of which I have done. Is it time for the meeting already? Just how late am I?

I swallow hard. “Scott, what time is it?”

“It’s… a quarter after four,” he says.

Okay. Okay, dinner isn’t until six o’clock. She isn’t calling because you forgot. You still have time.

I take a deep breath, trying to get my frazzled self to chill out before answering the phone.

“Lucy?” Scott watches me, his brow furrowed in concern. “You alright?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry, I just have to take this.”

“No problem,” he says.

I tap the button and raise my phone to my ear.

“Hi, Monica.”

“Hi, did you order catering for tonight yet?”

Shoot, I should have placed the order much earlier. I’m never this late.

“No, not yet,” I answer.

“Great. Can you order from that new sushi restaurant instead? Just text the board members the menu and ask them for their orders. Use my card, as usual. And get yourself something if you want.”

“Right, will do.” I switch to speaker as I Google sushi restaurants in the area, completely relieved that she isn’t upset that I haven’t ordered the food yet. I find the newest restaurant and pull up the menu. “Do you need the menu or do you have your order?”

“Get me the spicy salmon roll.”

“Got it.” I type out a note. “Is the meeting still at six?”

“I need to move it to five. My daughter is having friends over tonight.”

I pause. Five? That only gives me thirty minutes to get the orders from everyone, pick the food up, and set up the meeting room. How am I going to get this done in time?

I squeeze my eyes shut. It doesn’t matter, worrying doesn’t help. I just have to get it done.

“Okay, I’ll have it ready at five.”

“Okay. Bye.”

I hang up and shoot the menu off to each of the board members, nearly forgetting about Scott.

“Hey, everything okay?”

I jump and glance up at him, then back down at my phone as everyone starts texting me their orders. “I’m sorry, that was my boss. I have to go.”

“Isn’t today your day off?”

I shake my head, still tapping away at my screen. “Not really. I work a little on Saturday evenings.”

“Every Saturday evening?”

“Most.” The last order comes in (thank goodness these people always have their phones on them), and I pull up the number of the restaurant. “I’m really sorry, Scott.” I look up at him, feeling awful for cutting the day short, but also feeling the mounting stress from the need to get going. “I have to get food ordered and set up by five. I have to go.”

Scott nods. “Okay, let’s go.”

I turn and move to the door, and he follows me out. I call the restaurant on speaker, reading off the orders as we walk back to the car.

“They’ll be ready in twenty minutes,” the woman says.

“Twenty minutes?” I purse my lips, taking a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

I put my phone in my pocket as we reach the parking lot of the café.

“How are you going to get this done by five? The food won’t even be ready. Do you want some help?” Scott asks. He’s being so patient.

“Thank you, but I’ll take care of it,” I say, reaching for my keys and moving to my car door. “I’m really sorry to cut things short. I was having a great time.”

Scott smiles, but there’s something else in his expression. Disappointment? Concern? Or maybe he’s annoyed?

“Me too. I’m sorry you have to work tonight.”

“It’s my job. It’s fine,” I smile. But for the first time in a long time, working on my sort of day off doesn’t feel fine at all.

“Have a good night,” Scott says.

I nod as I pull open the door to my car and slide in, distracted by my lack of time. “You too.”
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I pull up to the office at four forty-five p.m. and hurry inside. I have to get the meeting room setup, and since the food won’t be ready for another five minutes anyway, I might as well make the most of my time.

I whip my keys out of my purse and open up the office door, hardly noticing that the alarm is already turned off as I rush inside. In the meeting room, I pull the coffee maker out of the cabinet and plug it in, then reach for the mugs and coffee grounds.

“What’s the rush?”

I startle, slamming my nose into the edge of the cabinet. My eyes immediately start watering as I land back on my rear. “Shoot!”

“Woah, I’m sorry,” Jeremiah says. “I thought you knew I was here.”

“Now I do,” I grumble, quickly pushing myself up on my feet and sniffling as I grab the mugs I dropped. “I’m in a rush right now, Monica changed the restaurant she wanted me to order from and moved the meeting up to five today.”

“Yikes. Need help?”

I shake my head, then stop. “Actually…” I turn to look at Jeremiah, chewing my lip in indecision. He sighs as his shoulders droop.

“What? What do you want me to do?”

“The food is supposed to be ready now, but I need to finish setting up the drinks and coffee bar,” I say, tapping the counter. “Do you think maybe you could—”

“What restaurant did you order from?”

I perk up immediately. “Jeremiah, you’re a lifesaver!”

“I know. Where do you want me to pick up the food from?”

“The new sushi place in town. The order was placed under Lucy Greene.” I dig out my wallet and hold the card out to him. “Here’s the card.”

“Got it. I’ll be back.”

“Thank you so much!”

Jeremiah heads out, and I continue setting up, pulling out cups, napkins, bottled waters, cans of sparkling water, single use creamers, stirring sticks, and everything else Monica likes to have available. The door opens again and Monica passes by.

“Hi, Lucy,” she says without stopping.

“Hey!” I call back. She’ll go to her office until the meeting starts.

With one minute to go, the first of the board members walks in, says a polite hello, then takes a seat at the table. Jeremiah follows in just behind. He must have been driving well over the speed limit to make it back so quickly.

“Thank you so much,” I whisper as two more board members file in.

He gives me a half smile as he hands over the food and the card, then waves as he leaves. He knows it’s better if Monica doesn’t see him helping me. She caught him helping me once, and she wasn’t too happy about it. Monica doesn’t pay him to do my job; she pays me to do it.

I pull the food out of the bags and set them on the counter for everyone to find their orders, then leave. I pass by Monica as she enters the meeting room, and she gives me a wave, her attention on the board members already. I grab my purse and slip back out the office door, once again jumping as Jeremiah reaches out and pats my arm.

“Geez!” I snap, taking a deep breath.

He shoots me a weird look. “You’re jumpy today.”

I sigh. “Just stressed, I guess.”

He nods silently, walking with me back to my car. “You look pretty dressed up. Been busy?”

“Yeah, I was meeting up with a friend. I had to leave early though. To setup the dinner.”

Jeremiah shrugs. “Gotta do what you gotta do. It’s your job.”

“Mhm,” I agree, though I don’t really feel I was fair to Scott. “Thank you for your help. Really. I couldn’t have had it ready in time without you.”

Jeremiah just shakes his head, looking away. “No problem. Hey… are you busy tonight?”

“Why?” I ask.

“Well, I was just about to go grab some dinner. You could come too, if you want. You could pick the restaurant.”

“Thanks, but after all this, I’m kinda tired. I think I’ll just go home and crash.”

“Oh. Sure, of course.”

“What were you even doing here tonight anyway?” I ask.

“I left my laptop here yesterday by accident. Came to pick it up.”

“Oh, that makes sense.” I tilt my head, remembering how strange Jeremiah had been acting at the end of the wedding yesterday. “So, are you feeling better?”

His eyebrows draw together. “What?”

“It’s just—yesterday you seemed pretty upset when we left the wedding, and I was worried something might have been wrong.”

He scowls a bit. “No, I’m fine. Nothing is wrong.”

I stare at him, unconvinced. “Are you sure? Because all of a sudden you look just as angry as you did last night.”

“I’m fine, Lucy.”

He certainly doesn’t look fine.

“Do you need a hug or something?”

His eyebrows rise. “No! I’m fine. Really.”

“What was that reaction? Are you scared of hugs?”

“Shut up.”

I laugh, and the intensity of Jeremiah’s frown lessens.

“Thank you again for your help,” I say, then I hesitate. “You know… I am pretty hungry, and I owe you now for helping me tonight. I’m probably going to pick up something to eat anyway… I’ll take you up on dinner, as long as you let me pay.”

He perks up. “Really? Sweet. Where do you want to go?”

“How do you feel about Chinese food?”

“That’s fine.”

We discuss a few options in town, then decide on the most popular one.

I nod. “Okay. I’ll meet you there.”

“Cool,” he says, smiling, then he turns to go to his own car.

I fish my keys from my purse and unlock the door, then slide into my car, taking a moment to breathe before leaving for the restaurant. Once again, work crisis averted. Job well done.

But what about Scott? We were having such a great day, or at least, I was. He had just asked me if—

I freeze, my heart sinking to the pit of my stomach.

Scott had asked me if I wanted to go out with him again, and I never answered. Monica called and interrupted, and I didn’t tell Scott yes or no. I grab my phone, opening up my messages with him, my thumbs hovering over the keyboard…

Should I text him now and tell him yes? No… that would be weird, right? But I don’t want him to think I don’t want to go out with him. It was pretty rude of me to cut things so short, even if it was for work… But if I message him about it now, I’ll just sound desperate, then he really won’t want to go out with me. He probably changed his mind already anyway, after I just left like that. But what if…

My mood and thoughts continue to spiral for a few more minutes, until finally I lock my phone and chuck it on the passenger seat, no message sent, burying my face in my hands.

I think I just ruined things before they even started.
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I burst through the office doors fifteen minutes later than I should be. Macy pops up from behind her computer and smiles.

“Is she here yet?” I ask.

Macy shakes her head. “Mm-mm, you’re good.”

I let out a massive sigh of relief and lean over the reception desk, finally returning Macy’s smile. “Good morning,” I say.

“I’m about to make it even good-er,” she says, lifting up a McDonald’s bag and holding it out to me.

My eyes widen as my stomach rumbles. I majorly overslept this morning and had to rush out of the apartment without breakfast. In this moment, a McDonald’s bag is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

Macy laughs at my obvious elation at the sight of food. “Take it! I ordered extra so there would be some for you.”

I reach out for the bag and glance inside to find two hash browns (my favorite thing from McDonald’s), then glance back at Macy.

“I love you,” I say.

She grins and returns to work as I head to my desk.

I circle around to my cubicle, then set my bag down, pulling out my laptop and powering it on as I munch on a hash brown. I spin in my office chair and check my phone to find a text from Monica saying she’ll be in around ten thirty today.

Guess I didn’t need to go all “Speed Racer” in traffic this morning.

Once my laptop is on, I open my emails, scrolling through to make sure there isn’t anything too pressing, then I check for the daily to-do list Monica always sends. Today, there are six things she’s listed, plus another email adding something she forgot. Not too bad—I can probably finish most of these before she comes in and gives me the rest of the tasks for the day.

I stand, wiping my fingers free of hash brown grease on my jeans (I know, not very responsible-twenty-three-year-old-adult of me) and head to the break room to make a cup of coffee. I grab my favorite mug from the cabinet, then choose a coffee pod and slip it into the coffee maker. As it brews, I rub my temples, still trying to wake myself up. Unbidden, the image of Scott’s smile flashes in my mind, and any residual joy I feel from the surprise hash browns fades.

It’s Thursday now. That’s five days since I ruined our date on Saturday.

I pull my phone out of my pocket and open up my messages with Scott. He hasn’t stopped talking to me completely, but I’m not sure where he’s at when it comes to going on another date. We’ve texted a bit over the past few days, mostly just inconsequential things. Scott started it on Sunday when he texted to ask if everything worked out alright for me on Saturday night. After that, we continued to text for a bit, and he texted me a couple of times over the following days as well.

But, unfortunately, there hasn’t been any talk of getting together again. I think I might have scared him off, or upset him, or maybe he just thinks I don’t really like him. I don’t know. If he ran off on me at the end of a date like I did to him, how would I feel?

The continuous stream of coffee turns to a drip, then stops as liquid reaches the brim of my mug. I stare at it for a few moments, lost in thought as the last few drops plop into the cup, sending ripples across the top.

I want to text him. I want to tell him I never got to answer his question, and that I very much would like to go out with him again…

But I can’t. That would sound desperate. Or weird.

Wait… Am I desperate and weird? I’m standing here at work not working because I’m thinking about Scott and wishing he’d ask me out.

Yes. I’m definitely acting desperate and weird.

I stand up straight and shake my head, annoyed with myself, and grab my very full cup of coffee a little too forcefully. It spills out all over, and I berate myself as I yank at a few paper towels and swipe the floor dry.

As I stand up and move to throw the paper towels away, Ellie, our office manager, steps into the break room with a young woman I’ve never seen before. She can't be any older than me.

“Oh, hello, Lucy!” Ellie smiles and waves, then gestures to the woman. “This is Lily; she’ll be joining us in accounting.”

I reach out a hand. “Nice to meet you,” I say as I smile.

Lily shakes my hand and smiles back. “What do you do here, Lucy?”

“Oh, she’s Monica’s girl,” Ellie answers for me. My insides squeeze in a familiar, unpleasant feeling, but I force the bright smile to stay on my face.

“I work as Monica’s personal assistant,” I clarify.

“Oh,” Lily’s eyes widen. “I would kill for that job! You must learn so much from Monica! It would be so amazing to be so close with her!”

I continue to smile as Ellie and Lily depart to continue the office tour, then let the expression fall once they disappear.

This has not been my best morning. I feel like a bit of a mess. But the thing is, this isn’t all that uncommon. I pretty much always feel like a bit of a mess.

My job is taking care of whatever Monica asks me to do. I recognize that I do a great job of managing her schedule. I’m (for the most part) on top of the tasks she gives me. I’m flexible, and I work the most random hours whenever I’m needed. I always have my work laptop with me, always answer when she calls, always shift around my life when she asks me to do something. I’m reliable and responsible. No matter what the task, I get it done somehow, even if I have no idea what I’m doing.

But that means my life is always coming second. I’m always mixing up my own schedule, always running out of groceries and never remembering to buy more. My car is always out of gas, always in need of a wash. I’m always behind on laundry, always cancelling on friends, always hiding behind a screen in my PJ’s eating a Chipotle burrito while I watch people I went to school with get married and buy a house and have kids and land their dream job. I’m always staying up too late, always running behind, never feeling like I’m doing enough. I feel trapped in a job I’m afraid I’ll be stuck at for the rest of my life, but I see no way out; and even if I did, everyone is always pounding it into my head how lucky I am to have it.

Is something wrong with me? I don’t feel lucky. I just feel miserable.

I have no degree or college education. I don’t have connections or a rich family. I’m just… me. And I’m a little scared of what that means, because for the last four years, I’ve been here, Monica Harper’s PA, “Monica’s girl,” as so many people like to say, with no direction I’m heading toward in my own life. I keep her life on course while mine sits on the side of the road, complete with emergency lights flashing.

As the first sip of coffee hits my tongue, I snap out of my existential trance.

Stop having a pity party. You have a good job that pays well, especially for someone like you who took an alternate route after high school. Everybody has to do things they don’t like. Besides, like Lily said, people would kill for this job. Put on your big girl pants and get over it.

After smacking myself around mentally, I get back to work. I call days like today “swirly” due to my tendency to allow my thoughts to swirl out of control into depressing directions. I don’t know, maybe I’m just hormonal. Or maybe it was the hash browns.

I knock out most of the tasks Monica emailed me about in about forty-five minutes. Just as I finish another, my phone buzzes next to me on the desk, and I snatch it up.

Monica: “Can you pick up coffee?”

I grab my wallet and stand up as I type “Yes,” then head to the closest café to pick up Monica’s usual, as well as my own. But the time I make it back, Monica is settling down in her office.

I carry the coffee in and set it on her desk as she studies her emails on her laptop.

“Morning, Lucy,” she says, a few more moments passing before she glances up.

“Morning!” I sit down in the chair across from her, my notebook and pen ready for the list of tasks for the day.

“Did you get my emails?”

“Mhm,” I nod, then list off the tasks I’ve already finished: I sent out several emails about various topics, scheduled a call with one of her associates, updated her calendar with a list of several appointments and meetings she emailed, approved an updated posting schedule from her social media manager, stopped by the post office and picked up mail, and booked her a hair appointment with her stylist, among a few other things.

“Okay, I have a few more things for you,” Monica says, “I’m going to be in meetings all day and I’ll need you to pick up my lunch. I’d like you to attend two of the meetings as well, at one o’ clock and at five o’ clock. I also need you to pick up my daughter from school and drop her off at her grandmother’s house. And, here,” she continues, lifting a large black case and sliding it towards me. “My daughter was learning trombone but is no longer interested. We were renting this from the music store, and I need it returned to them.”

I reach for the instrument case, which is heavier than I expected, and set it next to me. I know which music store she’s referring to—it’s in the next town over, about half an hour away. What with the two meetings I need to attend, picking up Monica’s lunch, picking her daughter up from school, and making time to return the trombone, I’ll have to schedule the rest of my day out carefully.

“Okay, I’ll take care of it,” I say, scribbling everything down. “Do you need me to setup the meeting links?”

“No, I took care of it. Actually… set up the meeting for five o’clock. That was last minute and I haven’t done it yet.”

“Will do. Who should I send the link to?”

Her brow furrows for a moment, then she waves a hand at her laptop. “I’ll email you the list.”

“Got it.”

“Did you meet the new girl in accounting?”

I look up from my notebook to Monica. “Yes.”

She leans forward in her seat a bit. “What did you think?”

I tilt my head in thought. “I only met her briefly, but she seems nice. And, she seems very excited to work here.”

Monica nods, seemingly satisfied. “Good. Let’s see, what else… Can you pick up my contacts from the optometrist today?”

I jot the notes down as Monica lists just a few more small things for me to do, then head back to my desk to get to work. The day is packed, but, thankfully, no crises arise, and I manage to get almost everything done and attend the two online meetings. When I pick Monica’s daughter up in between meetings, just as we make it to her grandmother’s house, she realizes she forgot her bag at school, so I drive her back to pick it up, then back to her grandmother’s house. I start packing up my things at six fifteen, lifting the heavy trombone case along with my laptop bag. I didn’t have the time I’d hoped for to return the trombone today, so I’ll take care of it first thing tomorrow. As I grab my phone, I stare at the lock screen and the lack of notifications. Scott hasn’t texted today. Should I text him?

“Lucy?”

I turn at Monica’s call, happy to be distracted from my Scott dilemma.

“Yes?”

“I forgot to ask,” she says, standing next to my cubicle. “My daughter’s birthday party is tomorrow evening, but I haven’t had the time to get party favors. Could you go purchase supplies and put the bags together for tomorrow? Use my card, of course.”

“Sure,” I start to nod, then hesitate. “How old is she turning?”

“Nine.”

Okay, gift bags for a nine-year-old… what do nine-year-old girls like?

“I’ll take care of it,” I say.

“Thanks. See you tomorrow.”

“Bye!”

I head out of the office ahead of Monica and hop in my car. My stomach rumbles, and I debate going to the gym or skipping it and picking up dinner. I glance at the clock as my phone connects to my car and music starts blaring through the speakers. Twenty minutes past six… this is usually the time I go to the gym, but I was busy today and hardly nibbled on my lunch. The memory of the hash browns Macy blessed me with floats back to me, and my mind turns to cheeseburgers.

Oh my gosh, a cheeseburger sounds so good right now. And, Party City is right next to In-N-Out, so I could get the supplies for the gift bags, too…

Decision made, I pull out of the parking lot and head across town.
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I stare at the bags of googley-eyed rubber monsters on the shelves, then glance down at the bag of mini nail polish bottles in my hand, trying to decide what sorts of things would be fun for a nine-year-old girl’s gift bags that would also impress her friends.

Does it need to be social media worthy?

Do they even have social media yet?

Actually… do they even have smartphones yet? I know Monica’s daughter does, but the others…

As I puzzle over these great mysteries of the current age, one of my favorite songs starts playing from the speakers, bits and pieces reaching me over the general noise of the store. I start to hum along as my phone buzzes in my pocket, and I pull it out, temporarily turning my gaze from the little rubber alien-monster-things staring back at me.

My stomach somersaults when I see who it’s from.

Scott: Hey! What’re you up to right now?

I glance around, then snap a picture of the Party City sign hanging inside above the entrance/exit and send it to Scott. The three typing dots appear, then his response pops up.

Scott: Why are you at Party City?

Me: My roommates keep telling me I need to loosen up.

Scott replies with a laughing emoji, followed by a gif of Michael Scott and Dwight Schrute from The Office doing the raise the roof hand motion. I smile at the screen and reply with my own laughing emoji, then wait a few moments. The text bubble doesn’t pop up again, and, with a little disappointment, I shove my phone back in my pocket.

I continue my search for party favors for several minutes, until I hear someone call my name.

“Lucy?”

I look away from the fake sunglasses in front of me to see Scott standing a ways down the aisle, looking awkward. After my initial surprise at his appearance, I’m overtaken by nerves. I’m wearing casual work clothes, no makeup, and my hair is back in a low messy bun. Not exactly the way I would have dressed had I known I’d be running into Scott, today.

“...Scott?” I glance around, as if I’m being pranked. “What are you doing here?”

His cheeks turn a bit red as he scratches the back of his neck, then runs his hand back through his hair. “Um, I live like three minutes from here, in that apartment complex over there,” he gestures nervously as he speaks. “When you texted you were here, I just thought… I mean, I wanted to see you, but now I’m realizing this is probably just really creepy and makes me seem like a stalker, doesn’t it?”

Despite my own nerves and embarrassment about my current appearance, I can’t help but smile at how flustered Scott seems. And, you know, the fact that he said he wanted to see me again.

Does this mean I didn’t totally blow it?

He shifts his weight awkwardly. “Sorry, should I just go?”

I start to answer, then stop and tilt my head. “Depends.”

He looks even more nervous, now. “On what?”

“Are you any good at putting together party favors for nine-year-olds?”

“I… what?”

I conspiratorially motion for him to come closer, and he noticeably relaxes as he walks over, his lips turning upward into a smile that sets the butterflies off in my stomach.

“Okay, I’m trying to put together party favors for my boss’ daughter’s birthday,” I explain, holding up a pack of cheap bracelets. “She’s turning nine, but I have no idea what nine-year-olds even like these days.”

Scott shoots me a look. “These days? You make it sound like you’re ancient.”

I sigh dramatically. “I may as well be with how out of touch I am with the current state of children’s likes and dislikes.”

“Well, what did you like when you were nine?”

I pause, crossing my arms as I think about it.

“Books,” I answer.

“What kind of books?”

“The Magic Treehouse, Hank the Cowdog, Nancy Drew… you know, those sorts of books.” I glance at Scott. “What about you? Did you like to read?”

He winces. “Not really. But this Hank the Cowdog… he sounds pretty cool.”

I smile. “You wouldn’t know. You haven’t read the books.”

“Good point,” Scott says, then turns back to the shelves. “They don’t really sell books here, so we’ll have to think of something else for the favors.”

Scott stands next to me, staring up at the shelves, his arm brushing mine. I didn’t expect to see him, and I’m beyond happy he’s here, but I doubt he’s interested in helping me with work.

“You don’t actually have to help me pick out party favors,” I say. “I’m guessing this isn’t how you want to spend your evening.”

Scott turns to me, an incredulous look on his face. “Are you kidding? You think I’d miss a chance to come to Party City?”

I blink up at him, my eyebrows rising. “You’re saying you like Party City?”

“Duh!” He glances around, then jaunts down the aisle and picks up one of the most ridiculous looking party hats I’ve ever seen, some sort of mix of a partial bald cap with an Einstein wig on the back, placing it on his head. “I mean, seriously, where else are you gonna find awesome stuff like this?”

I bite down on my laughter. “Ah, I see your point.”

His eyebrows rise. “No, I don’t think you do. You’re not in party mode yet.” He digs in the bin of hats again and pulls out what looks to be a giant green leprechaun hat, then walks back over and drops it on my head. He steps back, analyzes me with his fingers up like he’s framing a camera shot, then grins.

“You feeling the party now?”

Some teens pass by our aisle and snicker when they see us. It doesn’t matter how old I get; teenagers scare me.

“Actually, I just feel like I want to hide,” I say.

“What? Hide?” His brow furrows, and he shakes his head, his eyes still sparkling with amusement. “You wouldn’t say that if you could see yourself in that hat.”

“I very much doubt that.”

“I’ll show you.” Scott pulls his phone from his pocket and opens his camera app, then holds it up as a mirror for me to see. “What do you think?”

“I think I look ridiculous,” I say, once again being reminded of the fact that I have no makeup and my hair is a mess.

“That’s the point!”

I shift my eyes from the camera to him and his atrocious fake Einstein hair and yank his phone away. “You think I look ridiculous? You look ridiculous!”

He pauses as he looks at himself in the phone’s front facing camera, which I’ve now aimed at him, then slowly nods his head. “Yup, just like I thought. I look good.”

I laugh and shake my head as I start to pull off my hat. “You’re so weird.”

“Woah, woah, what are you doing?”

I pause, my hat hanging just above my head. “What?”

“You can’t take that off until we leave the store.”

“Excuse me?”

“That’s the rule.” Scott crosses his arms. “It’s not a party without hats.”

“No. There is no way I’m walking around this store with this ridiculous hat on.”

“Alright, you might not, but I’m keeping mine on.”

I stare at him, then up at his wig cap thing, then back at him. Him keeping his on is infinitely worse than me keeping mine on. But if I wear the leprechaun hat and pull it down, no one should recognize me.

So, I guess I’m wearing the leprechaun hat now.

I sigh and yank the hat back down on my head. Scott grins his wide, goofy smile, and despite all my attempts to hide it, I can’t help the begrudging smile that breaks out on my face. We walk throughout the store, picking up fake sunglasses, mini nail polish bottles, fake tattoos, and all sorts of random bits and bobs that seem appropriate for the gift bags. But, to be honest, I think Scott and I are having much more fun together than the girls will with their party favors.

By the time we check out, I’m not embarrassed by the hats anymore, even with the weird looks we’re getting from the unamused cashier.

We leave Party City with three bags: two full of the party favor supplies, and one bag with the two hats, which Scott purchased, though I have no idea why. My car is in sight, and my heart sinks a little at the thought of saying goodbye again so soon.

“Thank you for your help,” I say, looking up at Scott. “You made this a lot of fun.”

“Yeah, no problem.” His words are a little less confident than before. “Do you want some help putting the bags together?”

I wasn’t planning on putting them together until tomorrow, but…

“You don’t have to help,” I say. “You already went shopping with me.”

“I know I don’t have to. I’m offering.” He hesitates again. “But only if you want help. If you’d rather just do it yourself, I get it.”

“No.” We stop next to my car, and I turn towards him. “I mean, if you’re sure you don’t mind, and you have the time, I would love to have your help.”

His features brighten, and he smiles. “Great! I’ll just—”

He stops mid sentence as his stomach erupts in a lion sized growl. I smother another laugh behind a fake cough.

“You hungry?” I ask.

Scott smiles sheepishly. “What makes you think that?”

“I haven’t eaten dinner yet either,” I say, glancing at the In-N-Out glowing bright in all its glory in the distance. Scott notices my gaze and turns around, then looks back at me.

“Wanna get some burgers?”
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I unlock the door to my apartment and step inside with Scott in tow. He’s carrying the bags of party supplies in one hand and our greasy bag of burgers and fries in the other.

“You can set everything there,” I say, pointing at the kitchen table.

The lights are on, and I can smell recently brewed coffee. As long as I’ve lived here, Stephanie has had a cup of coffee every night without fail, and she always makes enough for me to have one as well. She must be making it right now.

“Stephanie?”

Sure enough, Stephanie pokes her head out of the kitchen.

“Hey, Luce. Coffee is—” Her gaze lands on Scott, and she stops mid sentence.

His eyebrows rise, then he gives a small wave. “Hey, I’m Scott.”

Stephanie doesn’t respond, still sizing Scott up like she might pick a fight with him. Or maybe deciding whether or not she’ll abduct him and take him back to her home planet. Sometimes, I genuinely think Stephanie could be an alien.

“Is Jessie around?” I ask, trying to get Scott out of the hot seat.

“No,” Stephanie says, turning to me. “Some of her friends came by earlier and picked her up. Seems like they’ll be gone awhile, they were all dressed up.”

Some of the tension in my shoulders relaxes. That means I won’t have to worry about any outbursts or embarrassing comments from Jessie while Scott is here.

Stephanie stretches her arms above her head. “I made coffee, but there’s only enough for one more cup. Sorry, Scott.”

“Oh, no worries,” he says. “I don’t drink coffee at night.”

Stephanie stares at him for a few more seconds, then picks up her mug and takes a sip as she starts to walk back to her bedroom.

“Uh, it was nice to meet you,” Scott calls.

Stephanie lifts a hand and waves, her back still to us as she walks down the hall, then disappears into her room.

“Sorry,” I say, giving Scott an apologetic look. “Stephanie is a great roommate, and a good friend, but before you get to know her she can be a little…”

“Scary?” Scott asks.

I snort. “I was gonna say intense, but scary might be a better word choice. Anyway,” I continue, moving into the kitchen as he takes a seat at the table, “want anything to drink?”

“Water would be great.”

“Okay.”

I grab a glass from the cabinet, my nerves making my hands slightly unsteady as I fill the cup with water. The only other guy I’ve ever had at the apartment to hangout was Jeremiah, and that was different. That was Jeremiah; this is Scott.

Relax, Lucy. It’s not a big deal. You’re just going to eat cheeseburgers and make some party bags.

I take in a quiet breath, then return to the table. Scott has already un-bagged all the food, arranging two nice place settings side by side.

Side by side.

I’ve never had a boyfriend before, and it shows. Not that Scott is my boyfriend. Not that this is even a date. We’re just hanging out right now.

Oh my gosh, I’m making myself cringe.

Shut up, Lucille.

“You okay?” Scott asks.

I nod a little too quickly and take the seat next to his, sliding the cup of water over.

“There’s more water, if you run out.” I pause after that sentence leaves my mouth, then shake my head in embarrassment. “You know, because you might not have a reliable source of water at your house.”

Scott grins. “Thanks, Lucy.”

“No problem.”

He unwraps his burger and takes a bite. “So, how was your day?”

“Good. Just went to work.” I shove a few fries in my mouth, then point one at Scott as I continue. “Your sister surprised me with McDonald’s hash browns this morning, so that was pretty great.”

“McDonald’s and In-N-Out,” he says. “My kind of woman.”

That singular comments sends my nerves spiraling into outer space, so I chug some water and move the conversation along. “Um, how was your day?”

“Pretty good,” he says around a mouthful of burger. “Spent most of the day staring at the computer, editing. I did get out for a run though. Weather’s been perfect for it.”

“You know what I did instead of going to the gym?” I ask.

“What?”

“I went to Party City.”

Scott’s easy smile returns. “We probably walked around that store twenty times. That’s gotta count for something.”

“Hopefully.”

We munch in silence for awhile, then a thought occurs to me.

“Scott.”

“Yeah?”

“When did you know you wanted to be a videographer?”

“Hmm…” He wipes his hands with a napkin, staring ahead as he thinks. “I guess it must have been when I was around fourteen or fifteen. That family friend I mentioned, Daniel, gave me his old camera back then. I started experimenting with it and really enjoyed it.”

“And that was it?” I ask.

He turns to me. “What do you mean?”

I purse my lips. “How did you know that that was your thing? Like, how did you know it was the thing you wanted to do for the rest of your life?”

He rests one elbow on the table, the other on the top of his chair as he faces me. “I don’t know it’s the thing I want to do for the rest of my life.”

“What?” I blink at him. “But… I thought it was your thing. You know, your passion, or… your dream.”

Scott shakes his head. “Sure, I like doing it, and I knew I wanted to give it a try when I was old enough, and I’ll keep doing it for now, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to do it forever. Who knows? Maybe I’ll lose all my clients tomorrow. Maybe in a year or two I’ll find something I want to do more. It’s not set in stone.”

I continue to look at him, my brow furrowed. My perception of Scott as this paragon of life-planning is starting to crack.

He turns back to his meal, grabbing a few fries and dipping them in ranch. “People put too much pressure on themselves to find their ‘passion,’ or just one thing that they’re supposed to spend the rest of their lives doing. I don’t think it’s supposed to be that big of a deal. I think you should try a lot of things. How will you ever actually figure out what it is you want to do if you’re too busy stressing about the fact that you don’t know what you want to do? Besides, even if you try ten things in a row that don’t work out, or that you end up hating, you still learn plenty along the way that’ll help you when you find something you do love to do. And as long as you keep trying things, you’ll find something you love, guaranteed.”

I pick up my own burger mechanically, his words rolling around in my brain.

Could he be right?

“That was the idea behind me suggesting a gap year,” he says, pulling my attention back to him. “Which is how you ended up becoming Monica’s PA, right? By trying things?”

“Sort of.”

“Do you like being a PA?”

I toss my burger wrapper back in the bag and wipe my hands on a napkin. “I’ve gotten pretty good at it, and I’ve learned a lot.”

“But do you like it?”

Scott watches me, waiting patiently for my answer. It’s the same question he asked me on Saturday. Everyone tells me how lucky I am to have my job, and I know it’s true. I know someone like me is extremely lucky to be Monica’s PA. I know working for her is a privilege. I know the last four years have been a great learning opportunity for me.

That’s why I know I’m being selfish and lazy whenever I admit I hate my job. I don’t enjoy the constant stress, the urge to continually check my phone and make sure I didn’t miss a call or text, the knowledge that any of my plans may need to be cancelled at the last minute. But that’s just the job, and I need to suck it up, so I keep my feelings to myself and remind myself to be grateful for it.

My phone buzzes before I can answer Scott’s repeated question, and I instinctually reach for it. It’s a text from Monica.

Monica: Could you come in early tomorrow? 8:00?

Me: Yes!

Monica: Okay. Please pick up coffee on the way. Get yourself one, too.

Me: Will do.

The typing bubble appears again, bouncing in place for several seconds.

Monica: I sent you an email.

I leave the messages app and switch over to my email, searching through a few new ones from Monica until I find the one she must have been referring to.

It reads: I need to fly out to Georgia to meet with Fred. Please book a flight asap. I’d like to leave Monday, come back Thursday.

I glance at Scott. “Um, sorry, I have to take care of something.”

“No worries,” he says, though he looks a little bothered.

I stand and grab my laptop bag from where I dropped it by the door next to the trombone case and pull out my laptop, sitting back down at the table. Scott waits patiently, finishing up his fries as I find flights leaving from Monica’s preferred airport, then send her screenshots of the two best options. After she chooses one, I book it for her, then email her the details. She replies with a thumbs up emoji, as usual. After checking the emails once more and making mental notes of my tasks already piling up for tomorrow, I close my laptop and turn my attention back to Scott.

“Sorry,” I apologize. “It was Monica.”

“Always on call, huh?”

I nod, giving my best attempt at a smile, which ends up being a half smile. “It’s part of the job.”

“What’s that thing?” Scott asks, gesturing to the trombone case in the corner.

“Oh,” I wrinkle my nose. “Monica was renting a trombone from a music store for her daughter. I’m supposed to return it.”

Scott blinks, looking… confused? Frustrated?

“You okay?” I ask, tilting my head. “Do you have a traumatic history with trombones?”

He turns to me and shakes his head, his lip twitching at my joke. “No. It’s just… why can’t she return it?”

“She’s busy with more important things. Stuff like that is part of my job. Speaking of which,” I say, reaching for the bags of party favors, “I’d better get started on these.”

“Me too,” he says.

“Scott, you really don’t have to—”

“I want to help, Lucy. I’m happy to.”

His eyes meet mine, his expression soft and genuine, and of course, I stop arguing and let him help.

It takes us about an hour to put together all the bags, though we would have finished much sooner if Scott wasn’t such a goofball. Just as we start to clean up, Scott points to one of my charcoal drawings currently framed and hanging on the wall. It’s one of Stephanie’s favorites, because it’s a portrait of her family’s dog, which has lived an impressively long life.

“Did you draw this?” He asks.

I nod. “Mhm. Like, three years ago.”

“Wow. It looks great!”

“Thanks,” I say, feeling awkward. I told Stephanie to take that down a long time ago. She loves the drawing, but all I can see are the flaws.

Scott looks away from the drawing to me. “Do you have any other drawings I could see?”

I look up at him. “I don’t really draw all that often anymore. It takes a lot of time.”

“Oh, come on, Lucy. Please?”

I stare at him for a few more seconds, then sigh.

“Alright,” I say. “Wait here. I have to find my sketchbook.”

“Cool,” he grins.

I head back to my bedroom and open the drawer of my desk, where I keep my sketchbooks, then pull out the one on top. It’s a large, spiral bound sketchbook with plain white paper; the one I use for all of my pencil portraits. I’ve tried a lot of mediums and several styles of art, but pencil portraits have always been my favorite.

I do a quick flip through, checking to make sure it isn’t full of drawings I’d scrapped or pieces I’m unhappy with. I haven’t used it in about three months or so. The last drawing is still left unfinished, a sketch I was working on of a random woman reading a book at a café. The basic sketch is there, but I’d only gotten halfway through shading it in before I stopped that day.

I’ve kept Scott waiting long enough, so I walk back out to the living area where he’s waiting, sitting on the edge of the couch. He stands quickly when he sees me.

“You can look through this one,” I say, holding out my sketchbook awkwardly.

He takes it and opens it carefully, flipping through the pages. I can’t stand watching him, so I pretend to make myself busy, piling up the party favor bags and throwing away the excess trash.

“Lucy,” he says, walking over to me, “these are all so good!”

“You don’t have to say that.”

“I know I don’t have to. I really mean it. These drawings are great! Why don’t you draw more often?”

I frown. “Because. My drawing ability is middling at best. There are so many artists who are so much better than I’ll ever be. It’s hard to stay motivated when I see what they can draw compared to me.”

“You don’t have to be the best at everything. What matters is if you enjoy it. And, really, these are great drawings, Lucy.” He flips back a few pages. “This one is crazy. It looks so realistic.”

I move closer to see which drawing he’s pointing to.

“It’s alright,” I say, tilting my head as I look at it. “But see here? It’s in three quarter view, and the way I drew the far eye is a bit off. It shouldn’t look like the eye is the edge of the face, if that makes sense. The eyelids should look like they’re wrapping around it.”

“I think it’s perfect.”

Scott’s tone is low and soft, and I glance up at him, only to realize how close we’re standing, his face hovering above mine. His green eyes and sharp cologne command my senses, the shadow of a day’s growth of stubble peeks out on his chin, and the warmth of his closeness takes the edge off the chill in the room. Despite my knowledge of personal space boundaries telling me the polite thing to do would be to step away, I can’t bring myself to move.

He smiles and leans a little closer, his head resting gently against the top of mine as he turns another page in the sketchbook. “What about this one?”

“That… that one… um…” At this moment, my brain has decided to stop working, and I can no longer speak English. Instead, I opt for a sigh, and lean back against Scott without even realizing it. He doesn’t object, and continues to quietly flip through my sketchbook while my head flies off to la la land.

I’m snapped out of my trance when the front door slams open and Jessie’s cheery voice reaches deep into my eardrums and shakes my brain awake. I stiffen and jump forward, creating distance between Scott and I.

He shoots me a concerned look. “You okay?”

But there’s no time to answer. Jessie spots us, and upon seeing Scott, her eyes grow wide with excitement.

“Hey Lucy!” She quickly closes the gap between all of us, a wide grin on her face. “Who’s this?”

“I’m Scott,” he says as he closes my sketchbook and reaches out to shake her hand.

At this, Jessie grows even more excited. “Oh my gosh, Scott? The one she went out with on Saturday?”

“Yes, this is Scott,” I say, my embarrassment growing. “We were just cleaning up, so—”

“I thought things didn’t work out with you two!”

I freeze, unable to believe what I’m hearing. “What?”

Jessie puts her hands on her hips. “You said you ruined the date on Saturday. But if he’s here, obviously you didn’t. You were all depressed for no reason!”

Oh my gosh, this is not happening right now.

I feel Scott’s gaze on me, but I can’t bring myself to look. My cheeks are burning hot, and I’m sure I’m bright red.

“You’re so lucky,” Jessie continues, turning her attention back to Scott. “Lucy is the best! Ugh, I wish I had a boyfriend. Oh, then we could go on a double date! That would be so much fun!”

“OKAY, Jessie,” I interrupt loudly. “Scott was just leaving. I’m going to walk him out.”

“Oh, okay!” She smiles at us. “Bye Scott! It was nice to meet you!”

“Yeah, nice meeting you,” he says, giving a smile and a wave as he follows me to the door.

Once we’re outside the apartment, I finally turn to face Scott.

“I’m sorry,” I begin, unable to hold eye contact out of sheer embarrassment. “Jessie is only eighteen and she just graduated high school a few months ago, and she’s still so squirrelly about, um… things.”

“Why are you sorry?”

I look up and meet his gaze. He looks amused, and a little concerned, and some other emotion I can’t quite place.

“You don’t need to be sorry,” he says. “Nothing she said bothered me.”

My lips part slightly in surprise. “Oh. That’s… good, then.”

“And, just so you know, you didn’t ruin anything on Saturday.” Now he’s the one blushing. “I had a great time, really.”

“I feel awful, though,” I say, shaking my head. “I was stressed because of work, but I never should have rushed off on you like that. It was so rude.”

“Lucy, it’s okay, really.” He draws my gaze to his again. His tone is so sincere, I know he means it.

“Okay.”

We both stand there at the top of the stairs, a few steps from my apartment’s front door, neither of us really wanting to say goodbye. Scott shifts his weight.

“I guess I’d better get going and let you get to bed.”

“Wait,” I say before I can second guess myself. “I didn’t ever get to answer your question on Saturday. You know, when you asked if I wanted to see you again sometime.”

Scott’s eyes widen slightly. “Do you want to?”

I nod. “Yes. Very much.”

His apprehension gives way to a massive, bright smile, and I feel like I could melt into a happy puddle on the floor. “Great! I’ll take you on a real date this time.”

Giddiness spreads through me, and I smile back. “A real date?”

“You know, like a fancy dinner and a movie. If there’s even a movie out that you want to see, I mean.”

“That sounds perfect,” I say, beaming.

“When are you free? Saturday nights don’t work, right?”

“It would probably be safest not to plan for a Saturday night,” I say apologetically.

Scott tilts his head in thought for a minute. “Then how about tomorrow night?”

“Tomorrow night?” I repeat, my heart kicking it’s pace up a notch.

“Yeah,” he nods. “Are Friday nights good for you?”

“What time?”

“I can pick you up at six, if that’s alright?”

“That works.”

“Cool,” Scott smiles again, then waves as he starts heading down the stairs. “See you tomorrow!”

“See you!”
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“Hey, Lucy.”

I glance up to see Jeremiah leaning against the side of my cubicle.

“Hey,” I say, smiling, then I turn back to my work. I have a lot to do today, and I need to finish on time so I’m not late for my date with Scott.

Just thinking about it sends a thrill of nerves through my insides.

“You know it’s lunchtime, right?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

Jeremiah watches me in silence for a few more moments as I continue to work. I pause and glance back up at him.

“Um… everything okay?”

He straightens up. “I’m gonna try out that new restaurant on main street.”

“Ooo!” I bounce upright in my seat. “The burger joint?”

“Yeah.”

“You’ll have to tell me how it is,” I sigh, thinking about how amazing a cheeseburger sounds right now. Clearly, I have a fast food problem.

“Actually, I was wondering if you want to come?”

I shake my head. “I wish I could, but I have to get this work done.”

Jeremiah frowns. “You’re always working through your lunch break. Why not just come with me?”

“I really appreciate the invite, but I can’t. I want to get off on time today, so I need to make sure I get all my work done.”

“Why? You have plans tonight?”

“Yes.”

Jeremiah stiffens a bit. “With who?”

My brow furrows. “Since when did you get so nosy?” I don’t really feel like telling Jeremiah about my date with Scott right now. Macy hasn’t mentioned anything to me, meaning she probably doesn’t know Scott and I have been talking lately. If Scott hasn’t said anything to her yet, I’m certainly not going to leak the information, and telling Jeremiah guarantees Macy will hear about it.

“Why are you being so weird about it?” he snaps.

“I’m not being weird,” I say, glaring at him, even though maybe I am a little. “You’re the one who’s been weird lately. You keep getting upset with me out of nowhere. If something’s bothering you, just tell me.”

“Whatever. I’m going to lunch.”

I watch as Jeremiah shuffles off, shoving his hands in his pockets.

What is going on with him?

I purse my lips in frustration, then shake it off and get back to work. If he won’t talk to me, there’s nothing I can do, and right now I don’t have time to chase him down and try to force an answer out of him.

I keep working through my lunch, munching on an apple as I go, being careful not to get any of the juice on my laptop. My coffee has gone cold (as usual) and the mug is still almost full.

At the end of the break, Jeremiah comes back from lunch and passes by my cubicle without a word. My heart sinks a little as I start to worry that I did or said something really wrong.

How can I fix it if I don’t know what I did?

I stare down at my fingers resting on the keyboard of my laptop, chewing my lip as I try to recall my past few interactions with him. Maybe I’ve just been asking too much of him lately? But he said he didn’t mind…

I sigh and get back to work. Thankfully, I’m able to finish up all my tasks and the few scattered requests Monica sends me throughout the day. I grab my mug and take it to the kitchen, once again dumping my un-drunk coffee in the sink. Macy comes in behind me, carrying two cups of her own.

“You worked through lunch again,” she says, setting her cups next to the sink. “You should really stop doing that. You need to eat at least two meals a day, and I know you always skip breakfast.”

I shrug.

“Long day?”

“Sort of,” I say, leaning back against the counter and crossing my arms. “Hey, has something been going on with Jeremiah?”

Macy cocks her head. “Jeremiah? I don’t think so… Why do you ask?”

“Well, lately he’s been so grouchy.”

“Lucy, he’s always grouchy.”

I snort. “That’s not what I mean.”

“Then, what?”

I bounce my head from side to side, searching for the right words. “He seems fine one second, then the next he gets angry out of nowhere. I can’t get him to tell me what’s wrong.”

“Really? I don’t know. He’s never been very talkative with me, only with you.”

“I just don’t know what I could have done,” I say, staring down at my feet.

Macy taps my arm to get my attention. “Don’t worry about it. He’s, like, the equivalent of Oscar the Grouch. Whatever’s bothering him, he’ll get over it.”

“You really think so?”

“For sure.”

“Okay. Thanks, Macy.”

She smiles and nods, then pauses. “Hey, did you happen to get any text messages this week?”

I blink at her. “Yeah, only about five million from Monica.”

Macy laughs awkwardly. “Oh, that’s not what I meant. You didn’t get any… other texts?” She’s watching me expectantly, and I suddenly realize what she’s asking.

Scott got my number from Macy. She wants to know if Scott ever texted me without asking if Scott ever texted me, in case he didn’t.

Just as I start to scramble for an answer, Monica calls me from somewhere in the office.

“Oh, I need to go.”

“Sure,” Macy turns back to wash her mugs as I head for Monica’s office. I poke my head in and she glances up from a pad of paper in front of her.

“Hi. Do you have your notebook?”

“I’ll grab it right now,” I say. I slip over to my desk and swipe my notebook and pen, then return to Monica’s office. I sit down on one of the white chairs, easing onto it. When she first ordered them, she sent me out to get this fabric protector spray to prevent stains. I sprayed the heck out of these things, but to this day sitting on them still freaks me out.

“I need you to facilitate an online meeting with the marketing team tonight at six o’clock. I just emailed you the list of everyone who should be attending and the points I plan to go over.”

My frantic scribbling comes to a halt. “Tonight?”

Monica glances up at me. “Yes. Is that a problem?”

My nerves kick in as she locks eyes with me. I’ve never said no to working late before. I either notify her well in advance of my plans and add it to her calendar, or I just move my own schedule around to suit hers. I’m expected to be available; that’s part of my job.

But there’s no way I’m cancelling my first real date with Scott.

“Um, I have some important plans tonight.”

“Then, who will facilitate the meeting?”

I squeeze my notebook in my hands. “I can set everything up ahead of time. All you would need to do is start the meeting.”

“And who will take notes on what we discuss?”

My mind races for a second as I quickly come up with a solution. “I can set the meeting to automatically record so I can watch it back and take notes after the fact.”


Monica watches me for a moment, then nods. “Fine. Although, I prefer you to attend those meetings. I like for you to know what’s going on so we don’t need to backtrack when I give you tasks.”

I don’t answer, looking at my notebook as I write down the details of the meeting.

“Do you have a date?”

I freeze, my head whipping up to face her. How on earth does she know?

“Um, yes, I do.”

She nods, all business. “I assumed so. You’ve never had qualms moving your schedule around before.”

“Sorry…” I say, lamely.

“It’s fine. Have a good evening. Email everyone the details for the meeting, please.”

“Of course,” I say as I stand and go back to my desk. I work quickly, a weird feeling in the pit of my stomach.

Something just shifted between Monica and I. I don’t know what.
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“Where are you guys going?”

I sigh, unplugging my curling iron and taking one last look in the mirror. “I told you, Jessie, I don’t know. He said it’s a surprise.”

“What specifically did he say when you asked?”

“He said, ‘Tell Jessie it’s none of her business.’”

“Oh, come on, Lucy! He didn’t say that.”

I grin. “No, but I’m saying it.”

“Fiiiine,” she sighs dramatically and follows me to the kitchen, where Stephanie is cooking dinner for herself.

“Steph, how do I look?” I’m wearing a simple maroon dress, the one I wore to Macy’s wedding. It’s one of the few fancier things I own.

Stephanie turns her head and looks me up and down, then nods. “You look good.”

It might not seem like it, but that’s high praise coming from her.

“Hey, you could’ve asked me how you look,” Jessie says, putting her hands on her hips in annoyance.

I smile and turn to her. “I could’ve, but you’re so nice you would have said I looked pretty even if I was wearing a potato sack, and while I appreciate the support, I wanted an honest opinion.”

“Hey, Little Miss Sunshine,” Stephanie says, glancing at Jessie. “You want some spaghetti? I made way too much.”

“Heck yes!”

Just as Jessie answers, a knock sounds at the door. All three of us turn to look, and Jessie lets out a little excited squeal as she grabs my arm.

“Don’t say anything weird, okay?” I say, pulling my arm away as I go for the door.

Jessie’s forehead creases in confusion. “Why would I say anything weird?”

Stephanie snorts as she grins and rolls her eyes. I reach the door, resting a hand on the doorknob and taking a breath.

Here we go.

I pull it open, and Scott makes my breath catch.

“Hey, Lucy.”

I look up, his soft, green eyes meeting mine. His hair is styled decently, though it’s still a bit ruffled on top. Honestly, I think it makes him look that much cuter. His outfit consists of a black button up shirt with the sleeves rolled up partway, a belt, and black pants.

“Hi,” I smile, feeling myself becoming a pile of mush already.

“You look beautiful,” he says, smiling brightly. “Oh, uh, these are for you.” He whips a bouquet out from behind his back, some petals falling softly to the floor.

My eyes widen. “Oh my gosh, they’re beautiful!” I stare at the roses, their petals a mix of orange and a pinkish red. “This is my favorite flower. Not roses in general, I mean, this specific color.”

“Really? Good,” he smiles, his shoulders sagging slightly in relief. “I called Macy when I was at the store to see if she knew what your favorite flowers are. She told me these and peonies, but I couldn’t find peonies. To be honest, I have no idea what peonies even are.”

I laugh. “These are perfect.”

Stephanie appears at my side and reaches out for the flowers. “I’ll put them in a vase for you.”

I give her an appreciative smile. “Thank you.”

“Hi, Scott!” Jessie calls from over her plate of spaghetti.

He looks up and waves. “Hey.”

“Ready to go?” I ask.

“Yup.”

“Okay.” I grab my purse off the hook it’s hanging on by the door and throw it over my shoulder. I wave goodbye to Jessie and Stephanie as we step out of the apartment, then stop in front of the door and look up at Scott.

“So, what’s the plan?”

He straightens, then gives a little nod. “‘I’ve got some ideas.’” Once he says it, he turns on his heels and heads for the stairs, leaving me behind.

I blink at him, bewildered. Then, I remember.

“Hold on, did you just quote that scene from Elf?”

He stops and turns around, a bright grin breaking out on his face. “I knew you’d get it!”

I laugh and catch up with him, and we walk side by side down the stairs.

“That was risky,” I say. “Not everybody has the Elf movie practically memorized.”

“That’s because not everyone is as great as you.” I blush as Scott continues. “We used to talk about movies all the time at the café, remember?”

“We did, didn’t we?” I think back. It seems like a lifetime ago. “Working with you was a lot of fun.”

He puffs out his chest and brushes off his shoulder. “Yeah, I know.”

I laugh and playfully shove him as we reach the bottom of the stairs. “Really, though, where are we going?”

“Do you like burritos?”

My eyebrows lift. “Um, better question: who doesn’t like burritos?”

Scott smiles. “Good point.”
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“Wait, so, you told me to get all dressed up so we could have takeout burritos in a random park on a picnic blanket?”

“Yep,” Scott nods, pulling the tinfoil off his burrito, then hesitates, turning to me. “Did I totally screw this up?”

I can’t help but laugh at the concern and utter terror in his expression. “Absolutely not. This is great.”

“You’re sure you’re not upset I didn’t plan something fancier?”

I quirk an eyebrow. “I ate fast-food three times yesterday and walked around Party City with a leprechaun hat on my head. That doesn’t exactly scream ‘I’m a fancy lady.’”

He watches me for a few more moments with worry, which makes my insides melt even more. I tilt my head and smile, leaning my shoulder into his arm. “Really, Scott, don’t worry.”

He nods gently, his gaze locked on my eyes. My minuscule movement has brought us infinitely closer, his face just inches from mine.

“I’m really glad I ran into you at the wedding, Lucy,” he whispers.

My face heats as I force my brain to function enough to respond. “Me too.”

A shout from somewhere else in the park startles me and pulls my attention away to see some kids roughhousing. When I turn back to Scott, he has his burrito unwrapped, holding it flat in one hand. He glances at me, then holds the burrito up. He lifts his other hand, hovering it directly above the burrito, then…

SMACK

I blink. “Did you just… slap your burrito?”

He nods, then slaps it again. “It’s the best way to tell if it’s a good one.”

I shoot him an amused look. “Really?”

“Mhm,” he nods confidently.

“Then, is it?”

“Is it what?”

“A good one.”

He clears his throat, scrunches his face into a serious expression, lifts the burrito once more, then gives it a good whack.

“Yup. It’s perfect.” He takes a massive bite and munches for a minute, then glances over. “Your turn.”

“My turn to what?” I raise my eyebrows. “You want me to slap my burrito?”

Instead of answering, he takes another bite of his, then motions to mine, which is still wrapped in foil. After a second, I pick it up and begin to unwrap it, unable to hide the smile slowly growing on my face.

“You’re so weird,” I say.

“Hey, I’m just trying to teach you the best ways to find good food.”

“And what makes you such a food expert?”

He gets that look of faux pride on his face again. “I’m pretty much a master chef.”

“Really?” My eyebrows rise. “You’re good at cooking?”

“Mhm,” he nods, more serious this time. “Tell me your favorite food and I’ll make it for you next time.”

Next time.

My heart beats a little faster, and I smile brightly. “Deal.”

I turn my attention back to my burrito and hold it flat in my hand like he’d done.

“I really don’t want to slap my burrito.”

Scott looks at me, then my food. “Okay, then I’ll do it for you.”

Before I realize what’s happening, he reaches over and slaps my burrito.

“Wha— hey!” I exclaim, whipping my burrito away from him. “You can’t just slap other people’s food!”

“If it makes you feel any better, I’ll let you whack mine,” he says, holding his half eaten burrito out to me.

“That doesn’t… Why would that make me feel better?”

“Come on, just do it!”

My eyebrows knit together in bemusement. I lift my hand to hit his burrito, but just as I reach out, he catches my hand and kisses it, then just as quickly releases it and goes back to eating, his cheeks tinged pink.

I gape at him, then at my hand.

What just happened?

I have to admit, that did make me feel better.

After a few more moments, I pick up my burrito, although the butterflies flying somersaults in my stomach have made me significantly less hungry. I stare hard at it, then slap it, just like Scott had done. He stops chewing and glances at me, his eyes bright with excitement, then he lets out a goofy laugh. “You did it!”

I can’t help but laugh as well as I finally start to eat.

“You know, I thought I’d be more mature by the time I was twenty-three,” I say after swallowing my mouthful of food.

Scott shakes his head. “There’s nothing wrong with having fun.”

“Speaking of fun,” I say, swallowing another bite of burrito, “what are your hobbies?”

“Hmmm…” Scott leans back on his hands and tilts his head. “I like to cook, and I do videography. I work out, but I don’t like doing that.” He scratches his cheek as he thinks. “I play a little guitar, and I like playing video games. I like archery and fishing, I’m pretty good with a Rubik’s cube, and I like camping. Oh, I can also juggle.”

My eyebrows lift. “You can juggle?”

“Yup.” He glances around, looking for (I’m assuming) something to juggle. Finding nothing, he turns his attention back to me. “I’ll teach you sometime. It’s not as hard as it looks.”

“Where on earth do you learn all these things?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. If I see something that looks cool I just look it up and try to learn it.”

“You’re amazing,” I say, and I mean it.

Scott gives me a small smile, but shakes his head. “I learn a lot of things, but it’s not like I’m a professional level at any of them. What’s the saying? ‘Jack of all trades, master of none.’”

I watch him for a few moments, lost in thought. Ever since I met Scott back when we were working at the coffee shop, I’ve always been impressed by him. It’s as if everyone is running a race, but Scott is in a race all his own. He doesn’t care what people think, doesn’t worry about failing. He just sees things he wants to learn or try or do, and he does them. Not only that, he’s good at them.

I wish I had the courage to do the same.

“What about you?” he asks. “Got any hobbies?”

“I play a little guitar, too,” I smile. “Mostly chords, though, so I can sing along.”

“Yeah?” Scott’s smile widens. “We should play together sometime. I could teach you what I know about finger picking and you could teach me some chords. I don’t actually know many. I sort of skipped straight to what seemed cool to play.”

“That sounds fun,” I smile.

“What else do you like to do?”

I blink. For some reason, whenever I’m asked basic questions like this, my brain likes to go on vacation. “Well… I like to read a lot. And I still watch a lot of movies.” I inwardly sigh. Scott must be thinking about how boring I am compared to him.

“You still love Star Wars?”

My eyes widen slightly. “You remember that?”

“Of course,” he grins. “You defended Episode VIII like your life depended on it.”

I purse my lips, hackles rising. “Aside from the boring casino scenes, The Last Jedi was fantastic. Admiral Holdo makes the whole movie worth it on her own.” I talk with my hands, gesturing for emphasis. “The director, Rian Johnson, knew what he was doing and he did a darn good job of taking Star Wars in a new direction. The overarching message is everywhere in the movie. Star Wars needed to move in a new direction, not repeat past stories. Episode VIII isn’t the problem, IX is. JJ Abrams took everything Rian Johnson did in VIII and threw it away to try to get back to the storyline he’d originally planned, which, incidentally, was just copying episodes IV-VI. No one wanted that, and it made everything feel disjointed. If we wanted IV-VI, we’d watch IV-VI.”

I mentally step down from my soap box and glance over at Scott, who’s holding back laughter. I freeze as embarrassment takes hold of me. “Um… not that you asked to hear any of that.”

“You’re a nerd.”

“Hey!” I frown as my cheeks turn red.

“It’s not a bad thing.” He nudges my arm. “I’m a nerd, too.”

“No way.” I shake my head. “You’re the coolest person I’ve ever met. Well, after Stephanie.”

“Seriously? Scary Stephanie has me beat?”

“See? Even you’re intimidated by her.”

He laughs “Fair point.”

“So, what makes you a nerd, anyway?”

“Pokémon.” He points to himself with his thumb. “Ask me any question and I promise I’ll have an answer.”

“Well, you’re gonna have to find someone else to quiz you, because I know nothing about Pokémon.”

“What?” He looks physically pained. “We’re gonna have to fix that.”

“You’re sure making a lot of plans,” I say, lifting my hand to count on my fingers. “Teaching me to juggle, cooking, guitar, Pokémon…”

“Guess I’m just excited to spend time with you.”

I lock eyes with him, and once again I’m a snowman in June. He smiles like the sun, his green eyes sparkling, then speaks.

“So, ready for the next part of our date?”

I cock my head. “There’s more?”

He stands, then reaches out a hand to help me up. I stand up, but he doesn’t let my hand go. Instead, he laces his fingers with mine. “Of course there’s more. You didn’t think I’d really just buy you a burrito then send you home, did you?”

I do everything I can to keep from glancing down at his hand over mine, which is entirely too distracting. “Where are we going now?”

He grins. “It’s a surprise.”
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I gasp when I see what Scott had planned. He looks nervously at me, then, seeing my reaction, he relaxes and smiles.

“Scott, I don’t… I can’t… this is amazing!”

I take in the scene again. Before picking me up today, Scott had hung a large, white sheet on the back of his parents’ house, then strung fairy lights all around the sheet. A pickup truck is backed in, with the truck bed facing the hanging sheet, pillows and blankets billowing over the edges. A projector sits beneath it, with two baskets full of assorted snacks and drinks.

“You did this?” I ask, glancing back at him.

He nods sheepishly. “Yeah. I hope it’s not too much.”

“It’s not too much,” I turn to him and squeeze his hand. “It’s not too much at all. It’s the sweetest thing in the world. Thank you.”

I smile warmly up at him, his hand still in mine. His eyes widen slightly as his face reddens, then he smiles, too. “Good. I wanted you to feel special. And I remembered how much you like movies, so…” He trails off with shrug.

My heart pounds a little harder as I fall a little more for him.

“Come on, hop in,” he says, gesturing to the back of the truck. We walk over and he gives me a hand, helping me step up into the mountain of pillows and blankets. I sit back in one corner as Scott starts up the projector and hands me a basket of snacks. I survey the smorgasbord, lifting bags of chips and candy and beef jerky out one at a time. Scott climbs up and settles next to me, grinning.

“Sorry, I didn’t know your favorites, so I just bought a little bit of everything.”

“It looks like you bought the entire store!” I laugh, then look up at him. “But, again, thank you.”

Music starts blaring from the speaker plugged into the projector, and I turn to face the screen.

“The Count of Monte Cristo,” I read aloud. “I’ve never seen this one.”

“Me neither,” Scott says, shaking his head, “but everyone online says it’s really good. It’s kind of old, from 2002, and it’s based on a book,” he adds, scooting closer. “I thought you might have read it. It’s a thousand pages or something.”

“A thousand?” I look up at him in shock as he settles back. “I draw the line at seven hundred and fifty,” I say, popping a peanut M&M in my mouth. “How are they gonna fit one thousand pages into a two hour movie, anyway?”

“Guess we’ll find out,” he says.

Scott starts the movie, and by the time we’re ten minutes in, I’m already hooked. I’ve also eaten way too many snacks, so I set the basket aside and pull the blanket over myself. It’s impressive—or maybe scary—how much I am capable of eating in a very short amount of time.

A few more minutes have passed when we’re introduced to the love interest of the movie, Mercedes.

“She’s so pretty,” I say, mostly to myself.

In my peripherals, I catch Scott glance at me. He scoots a little closer, leaving no room between us, then takes my hand, lacing his fingers in mine. After a few minutes of debating with myself, I lean my head on his shoulder. He lets out a deep, contented sigh, resting his head on mine. My eyelids grow heavy, but not from sleepiness. My focus keeps slipping from the movie to Scott.

By the time we finish the movie, I’ve decided it’s one of my favorites. Though, I don’t know for sure if that’s because it’s a darn good movie, or because I watched it with a guy I’ve harbored a crush on for the last six years.

Either way, great movie.

As the credits roll, Scott lets go of my hand, and I sit up and stretch my arms above my head. He turns the volume down and smiles at me. “That was a good movie.”

I nod, feeling like I’m on cloud nine. “Mhm. Thank you for setting all this up.”

“My pleasure.”

Scott jumps down from the truck and starts fiddling with the projector. I move to the edge of the truck bed, my legs dangling over as I contentedly watch him.

“That was so good I might have to break my ‘no reading books over seven hundred and fifty pages’ rule.”

Scott straightens and grins. “Yeah?”

“Mhm,” I nod. “It’s a classic, anyway. I really should read it eventually to…”

I trail off, my eyes wide and heart racing. Scott has come closer, leaning forward on the truck bed towards me, his hands resting on the truck on either side of me, keeping me in place. Since I’m sitting and he’s leaning forward, his face is level with mine; we’re so close I can see the day’s growth of stubble on his chin, a small scar on his eyebrow, the sparkle of lights reflected in his eyes.

“To what?” he asks softly.

I swallow as my mind scrambles.

“To… um…”

He leans the slightest bit closer, his lips brushing mine, drawing me to him. I want to reach out and ruffle his hair, to memorize every fleck of hazel in his green eyes, to never be any farther apart than this.

The truck’s horn blares, causing me to jump. Scott steps back, just as startled and bewildered as I am. He looks around, frustrated.

“Dad?” he calls.

“Hey!” A man’s voice replies.

I can’t bring myself to move yet. I’m still reeling from the almost-kiss. I rest my hands on my searing hot face, recalling the moment. My head is light and floaty feeling.

“Needed to get something from my truck,” the voice, which I assume belongs to Scott’s dad, continues, “but I wanted to give you a warning I was coming.”

I glance up at Scott, who’s as red as a tomato. He scowls at our ill-timed visitor. “What the heck did you think we’d be doing?”

“Don’t know, but I didn’t want to see any of it.” He finally makes it to the truck and steps into view, smiling at me. “I recognize you!”

I smile and stand, though my heart is still pounding and my legs feel like jelly. Scott steadies me discreetly, his hand resting gently on my lower back.

“I work with Macy,” I say. “Um, I was also at her wedding.”

“Lucy’s the one who saved the day,” Scott says, smiling warmly at me.

“I remember!” His dad’s smile grows even wider, and he takes my hand and gives it a hearty shake. “We were so grateful for your help.” He glances at Scott, then leans forward, as if he’s telling me a secret. “If he gives you any trouble, you just let me know. Or tell Macy. We’ll whip him into shape.” He winks, I laugh, and Scott’s scowl returns.

With how happy they all are, I’m starting to think Macy’s entire family is just full of reincarnations of Mister Rogers. Or maybe they just eat a lot of McDonald’s. I don’t care how bad it is for you; you can never be unhappy when you’re eating McNuggets and fries.

Don’t judge me.

Scott’s dad smiles. “Well, I’ll let you get back to it. Nice to see you again, Lucy. Scott, bring her by for dinner soon, will you?”

“If she wants to come,” Scott says, still a little annoyed.

His dad looks to me, and I smile.

“That’d be great.”

“Well young lady, I’ll see you soon.”

I wave as he turns around one last time and heads back to the house.

Scott and I stand in silence for a few moments, both of us fidgeting awkwardly.

“I guess I’d better get you home,” he says, smiling. I catch his eyes lingering on my lips.

“Let me help you clean this up, first,” I stutter.

He waves me away. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it. It’s late, anyway. You’re probably wiped out from work.”

I smile up at him as he leads me to his car. “Thank you.”
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We make it back to my apartment complex and up the three flights of steps much too quickly.

“Thank you, Scott. Tonight was perfect.”

He grins, looking much too handsome for his own good. “I’m really glad.”

“So… I’ll see you again soon?”

“Yeah. I’ll text you,” he says.

“Okay.”

A few more silent seconds pass with no sign of Scott planning to leave, both of us avoiding eye contact. Scott bounces his weight from foot to foot, and I squeeze my hands together. Finally, I start to laugh. “Oh my gosh, why are we so awkward?”

Scott lets out a sharp puff of air that’s almost a laugh, his shoulders relaxing. “I don’t know, but I’d really like to hug you before I go home.”

“Please do,” I smile.

He pulls me into a tight hug. I slip my arms around the back of his neck as he squeezes me. In the middle of our hug, Jessie swings the door to the apartment open, nearly slamming it into my back. Scott notices just in time and deftly spins me around, taking the full force of the door to his shoulder instead.

I jump back as he releases me, confused as to what just happened.

“Oh my gosh!” Jessie’s eyes are wide and she drops the big trash bag she’d been holding. “I’m so sorry! Did I hit you?”

Scott winces a little, rubbing his back, then shakes his head. “No, I’m fine.”

I place a hand where the door had landed a hit on him. He winces slightly.

He’s not quite as fine as he’s pretending to be.

My eyebrows knit together in worry. “You okay?” I ask.

He softens at my expression. “I’m fine, really. I fell and slammed into things all the time as a kid. Once, I even fell down a whole flight of stairs. About broke my neck, too. This is nothing.”

My lip quirks upward and I shake my head.

“Um… I’m seriously so sorry,” Jessie says. She looks like she might cry. “I feel so bad… I had no idea you were out here! I didn’t mean to hit you or ruin the moment or—”

“It’s alright, Jessie,” Scott says.

I walk over to her and pat her on the back, trying to reassure her. If there’s one person I can’t stand to see cry, it’s Jessie.

“Were you taking this to the dumpster?” Scott reaches down and picks up the bulging trash bag. “I’ll take it for you.”

Jessie protests. “No, you don’t have to—”

“I’ve got it.” Scott smiles, then waves goodbye to me one last time. “I’ll text you later, Lucy.”

My heart flutters in my chest. “Mhm.”

Scott moves quickly down the stairs as I usher Jessie back inside, who’s too sullen to pepper me with questions like she usually would. I stop in the kitchen for a glass of water before showering and changing into pajamas for bed. I slip under the covers and sigh in contentment, unable to keep a ridiculously large grin from spreading on my face as I think about the events of the night.

My phone vibrates, pulling me out of my reverie. I pick it up to find a text from Scott.

Scott: Just finished cleaning up. You asleep?

Me: Not yet

Scott: I had a really good time tonight

Me: Even though you were attacked by a wild door?

Scott: It was worth it. Couldn’t let it hit you

I smile to myself and kick my feet before responding.

Me: My hero :)

The typing bubbles bounce for awhile. I watch them in anticipation, waiting for whatever he has to say next. Finally, the message appears.

Scott: You’re free Saturday mornings, right?

Me: Yes!

Scott: Can I pick you up for brunch?

I start to type a response, but he hastily sends another message.

Scott: Wait, you said you’re not a morning person

Me: Doesn’t matter. Brunch sounds amazing :)

I smile at Scott’s response.

Scott: Cool. I’ll be by at 10:30, then :) Night, Lucy.

Me: Night!
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“Lucille Greene!”

I freeze, taken aback by Macy’s outburst. She jumps up from behind the receptionist desk as the office door shuts behind me.

“…yes?”

“When were you gonna tell me you’re dating my brother?”

I cross my arms and tilt my head, equally on the offense. “When were you going to tell me you have a brother?”

She stops, her expression transforming from indignant to confused. “I… never told you I have a brother?”

My lip quirks into a half smile, and I let my arms fall to my sides. “Macy, the only things you ever talk about are Jacob and the latest books you’ve read.”

She furrows her brow. “Really?”

“Mhm,” I say. “Oh, I guess you like to talk about the latest restaurants you’ve discovered, too.”

“Mmmm… I do like food,” she says, her eyes glazed over as she recalls past meals.

I laugh and start to walk to my desk.

“Hey, wait!” she calls out as she catches up with me. “We’re not done!”

We make it to my desk. I set my laptop bag down, then turn back to Macy.

“You could have at least told me he texted you after the wedding,” she says.

I wince. “Sorry, it’s not that I didn’t want to, it’s just, I didn’t know if anything was actually going to happen, so I didn’t want to make things awkward.”

“Are you kidding?” She shoots me a look of disbelief. “Scott was a total rollercoaster after seeing you at the wedding. He was so happy to run into you, then he was disappointed when he heard you’d left early, then he was happy again when I told him you were single, and even happier when I gave him your number. I knew he texted you! I should have pushed you more to tell me!”

I smile, a familiar warmth filling my chest. “He wasn’t the only rollercoaster.”

“So? What happened? You went out Friday night? How many times have you gone out already?”

I blink at her as I think. “Um… four times, I guess, if you count walking around Party City.”

Her jaw drops as her voice rises. “Four dates already and I’m just now hearing about this?”

I raise my hands and shush her as I laugh. “I’m sorry, I promise I’ll never keep another secret from you again.”

“That’s a flat out lie, and you know it,” Macy smirks.

I grin in response, and her frosty look turns to a smile.

“Scott said you guys used to work together at The Roast.”

I nod. “Yeah, right after we’d both graduated high school. We worked together for a year. I had a huge crush on him. We were supposed to meet up once he’d gotten back from his internship thing with your family friend, but I sort of stood him up…” I wince as I finish the story.

“What?” Macy’s brow furrows. “Why did you do that?”

“I thought for sure he’d have forgotten, or been busy, or still be with his girlfriend, or… I don’t know… it just felt embarrassing, and I’d just been hired here and had to stay late for work that day anyway.”

“I can’t believe this. If I had just told you who my brother was or showed you a picture, you two could have already been married by now.” Her eyes widen with glee. “Oh my gosh, Lucy, we could be sisters!”

“Woah, Macy! Slow down!” I wave my hands at her, trying to bring her back to reality. “Scott and I just started going out. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. Please. I’m already nervous enough about all this.”

I won’t lie though, my mind has wandered there a few times. What can I say? I’m a woman. I can’t help it.

Macy grins. “You don’t need to be nervous. He really likes you.”

My cheeks heat as my heart jumps. “You think so?”

“I know so,” she nods. “He kept calling me Friday afternoon and asking me all sorts of questions about what you like, and he’s been in the best mood I’ve ever seen him in the entirety of the last two weeks.”

I smile so wide my cheeks hurt. “I really like him, too.”

The door to the office opens and we both glance over to the the empty receptionist desk. Macy gives me a quick hug and an excited look as she heads back to the front. I sigh and settle in my office chair, swiveling around. The weekend felt like a fairytale, but my cubicle brings me back down to reality. Actually, “brings” might be too soft a word. It’s more like it slams me back down to reality with all the force of a WWE Superstar. And this time, there are no McDonald’s hash browns to ease my pain.

“Morning, Jeremiah,” I hear Macy say as she buzzes him in.

He’s a little late today. I wonder if he’s still mad at me. I roll my chair to the edge of my cubicle and peek out to see him walking towards me. When he sees me, his eyes widen as he slows his pace, then stops.

“Morning,” I say, giving him a little wave and a smile.

“Yeah, morning,” he says, shifting his weight. We descend into awkward silence.

“So…” I start to speak, fidgeting with a pen in my hands. “Have a good weekend?”

“It was alright.”

“That’s… good.”

“How about you?”

I nod. “Mine was good.”

Silence falls again. After a few seconds, I sit up. “I guess I’ll let you get to work then,” I say, reaching to pull out my laptop.

“Lucy…”

I turn back to him, giving him my full attention. “Yeah?”

He frowns as my eyes meet his, then he looks away. “I’m sorry for blowing up at you on Friday.”

A wave of relief flows through me. Jeremiah is one of my best friends. I had no idea what I did to make him so upset with me, but I’m glad things won’t stay that way.

“Don’t worry about it,” I say smiling. “It happens.”

He looks at me like he can’t believe what I’m saying. “You’re not mad at me?”

I shrug. “I was at first, but then I figured you must have had a reason to be upset. We’ve been friends for four years now, and you don’t ever snap at me like that. You get annoyed with me pretty often,” I add, grinning, "but you don’t snap.”

He lets out a sharp breath and smiles. “Cool.”

“Is everything okay, though?” I ask. “You’ve been on edge the past couple of weeks. Have I been bugging you for too much help?”

“No. It’s nothing, really.”

“If you're sure…” I cock my head, not buying it. “Hey, wanna get lunch today? I still owe you for the help with Macy’s wedding.”

He noticeably perks up. “Yeah, that’d be great.”

“Okay, I’ll see you then.”

Jeremiah heads for his desk as I open my laptop. I take a look at my to do list and go through the early morning emails from Monica. Mondays are always busy, and I’ve got a long list of tasks plus an online meeting to attend tonight.

It’s going to be a long day.

I received a few responses over the weekend to other emails I’d sent out, and a few new emails that I forward to Monica for instructions on how to respond. She’s left a few checks for me to deposit, as well as some things I need to mail out. I glance at the clock, then back at her office. She’s usually in by now.

A quick look at the calendar reminds me I’d purchased a plane ticket for her to fly out this morning and come back to town Thursday, which means this week might be fairly quiet. That also means I’ll need to drive by her house to check for packages on her porch.

Guess I’ll start with making notes on Friday evening’s meeting.

I login to the online meeting software we use and go to past meetings, finding Friday’s at the top of the list. But, as I hover my mouse over it, my heart sinks.

It didn’t record.

I feel sick to my stomach as I double, then triple, then quadruple check that there’s no recording. I sigh, rubbing my face in my hands.

I hate making stupid mistakes like this. But sitting here freaking out does nothing. I pull out my phone to text Monica. Usually, I provide a solution when I’ve made a mistake, but this time, there’s nothing I can do. I can’t make notes for a meeting I didn’t attend. All I can do is be honest and own up to it.

I shoot Monica a text, explaining my mistake.

Me: Hi, I’m sorry, I messed up. I didn’t set the meeting to record Friday evening so I am unable to make notes from it.

I stare at my phone for a minute, then lean my head back on my head rest, waiting for her response. I’ve learned to be as straightforward and to the point as I can be when I mess up.

The minutes pass. She might still be in flight, though she should have landed by now. I set my phone down on my desk and resume my other tasks, my morale low. Another minute passes, then my phone starts to buzz. I take a breath, my heart pounding a little harder. I feel the familiar prickle of nervous sweat forming as I answer.

“Hi, Monica.”

“Hi.” Her tone is brisk. “The meeting didn’t record Friday?”

“No. I’m sorry.”

“We discussed several marketing projects. I needed the notes from that meeting. Do you have a solution?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, mentally berating myself. “I can reach out to everyone who attended and ask for copies of any notes they took. Using those and the basic outline of the meeting you gave me ahead of time, I think I can compile a fairly comprehensive summary of the meeting and projects discussed.”

“That’s going to slow down productivity from everyone involved in the meeting. They’ll have to take time away from their work to get their notes together and send them to you.”

She’s right.

“But, go ahead,” she continues. “And, once you’re finished, please send the notes to me and everyone else who attended.”

“I will.” I make a note in my notebook as I speak. “I’ll have them to you before the end of the day. And, this won’t happen again.”

“I need you to attend these meetings in person. I’ll send you the dates I’d like to have them, so please add them to my calendar and clear your schedule accordingly.”

“Right, will do.” Monica usually doesn’t plan meetings so far in advance, but I guess me missing the last one changed things. Or maybe it’s that I’ve been less flexible lately.

“Alright. Can you pick my daughter up from school this week and drop her off at her grandmother’s house? You’ll need to do that until I get back Thursday. And, some plans changed and I need you to drive her to school as well. She’ll need to get there by eight fifteen.”

“Okay,” I nod, making another note. I like Monica’s daughter. She’s sweet. But I don’t like mornings. I’ll have to remember to set my alarm for earlier than usual this week. If she’s staying at her grandmother’s house, she’s on the other side of town, so I’ll need to…

“I’ll be in touch,” Monica says.

“Right. Bye.”

I hang up the phone, taking another deep breath, then I get back to work.

A lot of people misunderstand Monica. She’s intense, and busy, and has a lot on her plate. That means my job is intense and busy, and a lot of things on her plate are shoved to mine. But that’s the nature of my job. I take more menial tasks off Monica’s load so she can focus on more important, big picture things. She’s running this whole company, after all.

Monica is a good boss. Whenever I make mistakes, so long as I’m honest and take responsibility, she lets it go. For instance, my first year working for her, I nearly made a mistake that would have cost her $2000. Two-thousand dollars. That’s worth more than me, for crying out loud. When I told her what happened, she calmly suggested a solution, which I followed, and avoided the $2000 charge.

I have learned quite a bit working for her. Though, they aren’t the things people expected me to learn—I’ve learned things like how not to freak out in stressful situations, that I can figure out anything if I work at it long enough, and etc. Those sorts of things. I’ve been stretched doing things I have no idea how to do, and pushed so far outside of my comfort zone I can’t even see it anymore. My confidence has absolutely increased in certain contexts.

But, in some ways, my life is Monica’s life. What I mean is, my life revolves around hers. That makes it difficult to have a life of my own. I never minded much before, but the more time I spend with Scott… well, the things I used to say to convince myself I’m fine with how things are haven’t been working as well as before. Is this job really what I want to do for the rest of my life? But even if it isn’t… what else would I do?

A familiar fear is creeping up on me, one I usually ignore, and I don’t want to deal with it now.

I shake my head, ignoring and tamping down on my emotions.

Get a grip, Lucille. Buckle down and get to work.


[image: ]

Jeremiah arrives at my desk promptly at noon.

The spiraling thoughts I’d tried unsuccessfully to bury are still stealing much of my focus, but I do my best to smile up at him.

“Ready?” he asks.

“Mhm,” I nod as I stand. “Let’s go.”

“I’ll drive.”

Macy watches us walk out the front door, giving me a weird look.

“What?” I ask. “Did you want an invite, too?”

Macy shakes her head. “No, but…” her eyes flick from me to Jeremiah, who looks on edge for some reason. “Um… never mind.”

I furrow my brow, staring back at her.

“I’ll just talk to you later,” she says, waving me away.

“Let’s go, we’re wasting our lunch hour, and it’ll be busy,” Jeremiah says.

I give Macy one last look, then turn back to the door. “Okay.”

We end up at the new burger joint Jeremiah had mentioned to me on Friday. It’s absolutely adorable inside, with a whole 50’s vibe going on, complete with the checkered tile floors, neon lighting, bright red sparkly stools, a juke box, and tall glasses for milkshakes with cherries on top.

Basically, it’s my version of heaven. I really want to bring Scott here.

The thought makes me pause, a small smile breaking out on my face. He’d love it here, too.

“What are you smiling about?”

I turn to Jeremiah, who’s watching me. “I love this place! It’s so cute; it’s like a diner was teleported here from the fifties. Actually, I think I want to live here.”

He shrugs. “It’s cool, I guess.”

Well, he’s definitely back to his usual self.

I sigh. “Come on, let’s go order, Oscar.”

He shoots me a confused look. “Oscar?”

“You know,” I say, staring up at the menu. “The Grouch.”

“Oscar the—” He stops and glares at me. “Hey, at least I don’t live in a literal trash can.”

I grin. “That’s true. Although, with how messy you are, you might as well.”

He snorts and shakes his head, but can’t hide the half smile tugging his lips upward.

We order our food and grab seats at the bar since most of the booths are full.

“This place is packed,” I say, looking around.

“Yeah,” he nods, shifting in his seat. “Heard you apologizing to Monica on the phone today. Something happen?”

“Oh…” I frown, resting my elbow on the bar in front of us. “Yeah. I was supposed to set one of her online meetings to record and make detailed notes from it, but I messed up and it never recorded.”

“That sucks,” he says.

I nod, falling silent as my mind turns once again to my completely unnecessary but very real existential crisis I’d spent the entire morning having.

“What’s wrong?”

I snap back to the present to see Jeremiah watching me. “Nothing, it’s just… Do you like your job?”

A waiter slides our food in front of us. Jeremiah picks up a fry, takes a bite, and shrugs one shoulder. “Not really.”

“So… what is it you want to do with your life, then?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you don’t like your job, what career do you want in the future?”

He stares at me like I’m speaking a foreign language. “I’m an accountant.”

I scowl, grabbing my burger and taking a bite. “Oh, never mind.”

“What’s going on with you?” he asks.

I swallow my mouthful of food, then set my burger back down. “Lately I’ve been thinking… maybe I don’t want to be Monica’s assistant anymore.”

“What? Why? What else would you do?”

I still, then sigh. “I don’t know.”

“Exactly.” He takes a massive bite of his burger, then digs back into his fries. “Everybody hates their job. That’s just how it is. You do it to make money, not to feel good.”

“You don’t think you should do something that has… I don’t know… meaning? Something that’s personally fulfilling?”

“What? You think being an accountant or Monica’s assistant is meaningless? There’s no value to it?”

“That’s not what I mean at all,” I shake my head, then let out a frustrated sigh. “It’s just that sometimes… Sometimes I’m afraid there’s something wrong with me. I’m afraid that maybe… maybe there’s nothing special I’m meant to do. Maybe I’ll always just be me. Plain, boring, average Lucy, who hates rollercoasters and has seen all ten seasons of Friends about eighty times. I guess… I guess sometimes, I just feel trapped in place, in a lifestyle I don’t want to be my forever, with no way out.”

My head feels a little clearer as I say the words, but my heart grows heavier. Jeremiah doesn’t say anything. I turn to him, and he wrinkles his nose.

“Who peed in your drink today?” he asks.

My face heats in embarrassment. I glare at him, then turn my attention back to my food. “I don’t know why I bother talking to you. You’re the worst.” I slam down some fries and sip my drink, no longer wanting to be here with Jeremiah. I see him watching me from my peripherals, but ignore him.

“You’re just having a bad day.”

I glance over.

“It’s just a bad day,” he repeats. “You made a mistake, so you’re down on yourself. You’ll feel better tomorrow. Nobody’s a better PA than you. It’s like you were born to be Monica’s assistant.”

The comment chills my insides and makes me feel infinitely worse, but I try not to show it.

“Besides,” he continues, “you’re crazy lucky to get to work directly for Monica like that. Everyone knows who Monica Harper is. It’s a huge opportunity. Tons of people would happily take your job. Don’t start thinking about throwing it all away because of one bad day.”

I stare down at my fries, trying to hide my frown. It’s not just because of one bad day. It’s because of my everyday.

When I first accepted Monica’s job offer, I was thinking the same things everyone else is always saying—that it’s a fantastic opportunity and will surely lead to further opportunities, that working as Monica’s direct assistant will teach me so much, afford me insight into her thinking and how she does things, and that it will all help me grow. But, I was wrong. I spend my days getting coffee and lunch, returning Amazon orders, picking up prescriptions, taking her daughter to sports games forty-five minutes away, picking up packages off her porch, running to the store to try to find those portable smoothie blender things that are impossible to find for some ridiculous reason, and all manner of random errands aside from my regular office work. And I get it, that’s the job. I thought that’s how it would start, but that by now I’d have found another opportunity, or my job might have grown, or position may have changed when I proved my work ethic and reliability. But it’s been four years now, and the only thing that’s changed is me.

And, to be honest, I’m not sure how I’ve changed is for the better.

I don’t like to think about it. It scares me.

Jeremiah is still staring at me, waiting for a response. I swallow down my emotions and inner conflict. No one ever seems to understand, no matter what I say. They see Monica Harper, and that’s all they see; there’s no room for my feelings in the face of such a “great opportunity.” I’m “Monica’s girl,” right? Not even Lucy. Just Monica’s girl.

So, like I always do when this topic comes up, I force a smile.

“You’re right. Thanks.”

“No problem,” he says, returning to his food, clearly satisfied with his effort. “So, what’d you do over the weekend?”

I take a breath, picking up another fry as the dark cloud hovering in my insides fades. Turning my thoughts back to Scott warms me, lightening the heavy mood our prior topic of conversation had put me in. “Actually,” I say, squirming in my chair a bit, “I went on a couple of dates.”

Jeremiah freezes. “What?”

“I said I went on a couple of dates.”

“With who?” he snaps.

I straighten in my seat, taken aback. “Hey, why are you so—”

“Who did you go out with?”

My frustration with him comes to a point as I snap back. “There you go again! You keep doing this!”

“Doing what?”

“You keep freaking out at me out of nowhere! First at the wedding, then on Friday when I told you I had plans, and now when—”

I freeze, my words choking off mid sentence. My eyes widen and lock with his as the bite of burger I’d had settles like a rock in the pit of my stomach. Jeremiah turns red, looking away to stare down at his food. The pieces fall into place in my head as realization dawns on me.

Ever since I started working at the office, Jeremiah has gone out of his way to talk to me and to help me out whenever I need it. I recall how often he spends his breaks standing at my cubicle to chat, and how often he asks me if I want to grab lunch with him. At the same time, Jessie’s remark about how she thought Jeremiah and I would start dating, along with Macy’s pointed comment about how he hardly talks to anyone but me, both come floating back to my mind.

Oh my gosh.

I’m an idiot.

I swallow, lowering my hand and taking a breath. “Jeremiah…”

He still won’t look at me.

“Jeremiah… do… um, do you…” I exhale, leaning forward on the counter. “Do you have feelings for me?”

As I finally get the question out, my eyes land on a corner of the restaurant with a familiar figure in it.

“Scott?” I say it aloud by accident. Jeremiah glances up at me, then over to the same corner of the room I’m staring at. Scott is sitting across from someone else, an older gentleman, but he notices me and waves happily.

What is he doing here?

“That’s the guy from the wedding,” Jeremiah says, his tone low. I turn my attention back to him. His gaze flicks from Scott to me. “Is he the one you’ve been going out with?”

“I…” I hesitate. “Yes.” There’s nothing else for me to say, no way to make the blow any softer.

Jeremiah stares at me for a minute, then nods. “Fine. Then he can drive you back to the office.”

“What?”

He stands abruptly, turning to go. 


“Jeremiah,” I call after him. “Jeremiah, wait!”

He stops and turns. Pain and surprise swell in my chest when I notice his eyes are glistening with unshed tears.

“I did wait, Lucy. For four years.”

With that, he shuffles out of the diner.

I stare after him in shock, feeling the prickling of tears forming in my own eyes. 


How could I not have noticed?

“Lucy,” I whisper to myself, “you’re such an idiot.”

I continue to stare at the door, at a loss as to what to do. Why did Scott have to be here today? Why did I have to notice him at that exact moment?

No. None of this is his fault.

It’s mine.

Why did I have to be so oblivious?

“Lucy?”

I turn and see Scott standing next to me, his forehead creased with concern. I straighten up and try to give him my brightest smile.

“Hey, Scott! What are you doing here?”

“I was just meeting with the owner, trying to pitch him on a video for his restaurant.” His eyebrows draw even closer together as he looks at me. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, everything is good. I’m—” I stop as I feel a rogue tear slip down my cheek. “Shoot.” I swipe at it angrily with a trembling hand as Scott leans closer.

“Lucy?”

I look up again and meet his eyes, which are so soft and warm and full of concern all my defenses immediately fall.

“Talk to me.”

“Um… I’m kind of having a rough day,” I admit, another tear slipping down my cheek even as I try to smile.

Scott studies me for a second, then gently wipes the tear away with his thumb before wrapping me in a hug. At first, I’m surprised, but then I relax against his chest, a few more silent tears escaping. He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t need to. Him being here, just giving me a hug, is more than enough. He makes me feel safe and secure.

I take a deep breath when the wave of emotion finally passes. His cologne fills my senses, a scent that’s already become familiar and comforting. I’m silent when he releases me, embarrassment preventing me from speaking. He takes a seat on the barstool next to mine.

“Was that Jeremiah?” he asks.

“Yeah. Do you know him?”

“Not personally,” he says, shaking his head. “I just saw him with you at the wedding. When I got your number from Macy, I made sure to ask her if you guys were dating, first. She said you weren’t.”

“No, we weren’t. And we aren’t,” I add, realizing how our lunch together might have looked. “We’re just friends.” I glance at the door. “At least, that’s what I thought we were. I… I guess Jeremiah wanted more than that. But, I don’t feel that way about him. Obviously,” I add, turning back to Scott.

Scott nods, looking from me, to the door, then back to me. “Well, I’m glad for me that you don’t have feelings for him, but at the same time, I’m sorry. This sort of thing sucks. And me being here probably made it worse for you.”

“No,” I shake my head. “I’m glad you were here. It would have been a really awkward car ride back to work otherwise.”

Scott’s eyebrows knit together. “Did he drive you here?”

“Um… yeah, he did.”

His tone sharpens. “And he just left you here without a ride back because he’s upset?”

I blink, surprised by the shift in Scott’s demeanor. “It’s okay,” I say, trying to cover for Jeremiah. “It’s not that far back to the office. I can walk.”

“No way. I’ll drive you back.”

“I’m fine, Scott, really! You’re here for work, right? You should get back. I don’t want to interrupt.”

“You’re not interrupting,” he says, his tone softening again. “I finished up the meeting with the owner before you and Jeremiah even walked in; we were just talking afterwards. I’m happy to drive you back.”

I hesitate for a moment, then give in. “If you’re sure.”

“Of course I’m sure.”

I let out a little breath of relief and nod, glancing at the time. “We should probably head out, my lunch is almost over.”

Scott nods. “Okay. Want a box for your food?”

I glance at it. I’d only taken one bite of my burger and hardly made a dent in the fries. I felt like I was starving when I walked in, but not anymore.

“Mhm.”

Scott asks one of the staff for a box, then hands it to me. I pack up my leftovers and stand, following him out. He opens the door of the restaurant for me, then grabs my leftovers from my hands to carry them.

“My car is over there,” he says, pointing across the street.

“Thank you,” I say. “I’m so embarrassed about this. I’m a total mess. And I feel so stupid.”

“You’re not stupid.” We both climb in the car and pull the doors shut. “And,” Scott continues, “you’re pretty all the time, mess or not.”

I blush, warmed by the compliment.

“Hey, Lucy…” Scott trails off.

I turn to him, waiting for him to finish.

“I know we’ve been talking the last couple weeks, and we’ve been going out, but I never really clarified anything.” His cheeks tinge red, and he keeps his eyes glued to the road. I notice he’s gripping the steering wheel a little tighter than necessary. “I’m not just messing around. I want you to be my girlfriend, if you want that, too.”

A thrill of excitement and nerves run through me as my heart beats a little faster. I want to shout yes, but instead, I squint at Scott, as if I’m evaluating him.

He shoots me a bewildered look.

“Depends,” I say, sitting back and crossing my arms.

“On what?” he asks suspiciously.

“Are you any good at putting together party favors for nine-year-olds?”

His eyebrows rise, then he grins. “As a matter of fact, I do have some experience in that department.”

“Then I guess I’ll have to say yes.” A wide smile breaks out on my face. Scott’s death grip on the steering wheel relaxes.

“Gotta admit, I was a little worried when I saw you two walk in together for lunch.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, wincing. “I didn’t even think about it.”

“Don’t apologize,” he shakes his head. “Remember how I told you that when I got your number from Macy, she said you and Jeremiah weren’t dating? Well, she also told me he was going to ask you out soon, so I needed to move fast.”

“What?” I look at Scott in annoyed disbelief. “She said that? That’s so not true. There’s no way…” I stop, recalling the strange look Macy had given me when Jeremiah and I were leaving for lunch.

“Oh.”

Had he really been planning on making his move soon?

“What is it?” Scott asks.

“I… think Macy may have been trying to warn me when I left with Jeremiah today. She was being weird, but I didn’t know why.” My eyes widen in horror. “Oh my gosh, she probably thinks I’m cheating on you already!”

“Already?” Scott shoots me a look.

“No! No, that’s not what I meant.” I stumble over my words in a panic. “I don’t cheat. I mean, I’ve never had a boyfriend before, so it’s not like I can prove it, but I’m not a cheater. Besides, who would ever cheat on you? You’re, like, a perfect Prince Charming. So, you’re stuck with me. I mean, as long as you want to be stuck with me. If you don’t want to be stuck with me anymore, then I’m not trying to force you or anything. Not that I wouldn’t be sad if you… um…”

Scott is trying—unsuccessfully—not to laugh. My cheeks redden as I bury my face in my hands to stop myself from rambling any further. “Okay, I’m going to shut up now.”

“Am I really your first boyfriend?”

Why did I tell him that? Why did I tell him that? He’s so gonna think something is wrong with me now.

“Yes, and I really regret telling you that,” I say, my face still buried in my hands.

“Why?”

I peek out at him, then sigh. “Because. It’s embarrassing. ‘I’m twenty-six-years-old and I’ve got nothin’ to show for it.’”

He grins. “First of all, you’re twenty-three. Second, that’s my favorite quote from Elf.”

“Figured you’d like that,” I say as a half smile tugs at my lips.

“Third,” he continues, “you don’t have anything to be embarrassed about. Really.”

I smile, taking in his profile as he drives.

“What? Is there a booger hanging out of my nose or something?”

I laugh and swat his arm. “No, you turd. I was just thinking how glad I am Macy got married and invited me to her wedding.”

Scott grins. “Yeah. Me too.”
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We make it back to the office, and, even though I tell him he doesn’t have to, Scott walks me all the way to the door, holding it open for me. I look up at him as we step inside.

“Thank you for the ride. I really hope I didn’t mess up your schedule.”

“No way,” he smiles. “I was happy to see you.”

“Hey, Lucy! And… Scott?”

We both glance up to see a confused Macy waving at us. Scott steps inside the lobby with me, looking around.

Macy squints at Scott, then me. “Didn’t you go to lunch with Jeremiah? Or am I crazy?”

“Yeah,” I nod, my throat feeling a little tight. “Is he back yet?”

“No…” Her brow furrows. “What happened?”

I start to answer, then stop as the door to the office swings open. Jeremiah stops in the doorway with a look of surprise aimed at Scott, which quickly turns into a scowl. Scott placidly stares back, blinking.

This whole situation is beyond uncomfortable.

“Um… Jeremiah, have you met Scott?” Macy asks, trying to break up the tension.

“You mean the new guy Lucy found to run errands for her?” He bites the words out.

“What?” I snap at him, shocked by his comment. Scott tenses beside me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jeremiah locks eyes with me. “Like you don’t know.”

“I don’t.”

“I’ve practically been doing your job for you the last four years.”

“Excuse me?” My voice rises. “That is so not true!”

“Oh yeah? Then why do you ask me for help about fifty times a week?”

“You offered to help me! I asked you if I was asking you to do too much and you said no! I never forced you to do anything!”

My insides are a confusing mix of anger and hurt. Had I taken advantage of Jeremiah? Had I been selfish? He has no right to be lashing out at me this way. But… In some ways, he’s right. I should have noticed. I should have realized how he felt. I shouldn’t have relied on him so much, because, even if I didn’t realize it at the time, I had been leading him on. And now it’s all such a mess.

“I’m sorry,” I say, my voice softer. “I never knew how you felt. I should have noticed, but I just didn’t—”

“Yeah, well, why would you? You’re Lucy Greene, Monica’s special assistant, who’s so important and so busy with so much to do. Monica dumps her crap on you, and I’m conveniently there for you to dump your crap on me, right?”

My mouth falls open. His words hurt. I’m left speechless as my eyes start to sting again.

Macy cuts in. “Jeremiah, you’re not being fair.”

“You know what’s not fair?” His mouth is set somewhere between a frown and a sneer. “Lucy stringing me along the last four years only to drop me the moment someone else came along.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “What? I never—”

“That’s enough.”

We all turn to Scott, his tone sharp and firm.

Jeremiah glares at him. “What, you’re gonna play the hero now?”

“Dude, what's wrong with you?” Scott shakes his head, a look of disgust on his face. “We all get it. You have feelings for Lucy, and she doesn’t feel the same. That doesn’t give you the right to be a jerk.” His features are tense, muscles stiff with frustration. “You really think the way you’ve been acting would ever get you a chance with her? Or with any girl? You left her behind at a restaurant you drove her to when she had no ride back. Now you’re blaming her for not noticing you liked her when you never even told her in the first place. You’re acting like a child. Back off.”

Jeremiah is silent for a while, his glare gradually turning to a smirk. “Want some advice? Lucy doesn’t have time for anything but work. Go find someone else to hook up with.”

Shock rolls through me at the inappropriate comment, followed by a sharp spike of anger. Scott’s eyes flash as he steps forward, his hands balled into fists. He looks ready to punch Jeremiah, who seems to shrink as Scott gets closer.

“Don’t ever make a comment like that again, especially not about Lucy. Got it?” His tone is deadly, jaw clenched. Jeremiah stares back, but less defiant than before. I don’t know what to do or say in this situation, and frankly I’m so angry at Jeremiah I don’t think I should say anything, in case I somehow make all of this even worse.

The door to the office swings open again, breaking the tension and shifting the atmosphere. Scott steps back from Jeremiah. He runs his hand back through his hair, his jaw still clenched. Lunch is over, and more staff are making their way across the parking lot. Those already passing through the door are shooting curious looks our way, sensing the drama in the room.

Jeremiah glances at me one last time, then shakes his head as he shuffles past us on his way to the accountant’s office. The door to the office swings open again, so I quickly hide by turning to face the front desk, hastily swiping at my eyes as I do. I’m really glad Monica isn’t in the office this week.

“Lucy… are you okay?” Macy asks, watching me with concern.

“Yeah, um… yeah, I’m fine.”

A gentle hand lands on my back. I glance up to see Scott standing beside me. I can tell he’s still upset, but his features soften when he looks at me.

“I’m fine. Really,” I repeat, smiling as best I can.

He watches me, not saying anything. He doesn’t believe that I’m fine, and in truth, I’m not, but I don’t want to deal with it right now. Right now I need to get back to work, not break down in front of an audience. I look away and clear my throat.

“I better get back to work,” I say, stepping back from the desk.

“Can I take you to dinner tonight? Dessert?” Scott asks. “Anywhere you want to go.”

It's sweet of him to try to cheer me up, but I’m still reeling. I just got a boyfriend and lost a close friend within the span of thirty minutes, which has made my insides a bit of a mess. Not to mention the fact that I’m completely mortified by everything Jeremiah said and the fact that I have now cried several times in front of the man I just started dating.

“I have a meeting tonight,” I say. “I’ll be at the office late.”

“I can pick you up afterwards. Or drop something off for you?”

“It’s okay,” I shake my head. “Thank you, though.”

Scott frowns, but doesn’t push further. “You can always text me if you need anything. Okay?”

“Thank you.”

He gives me another hug, then I head back to my desk. Scott stays at the front for awhile, chatting with Macy in hushed tones before eventually leaving.

I don’t leave my cubicle for the rest of the day.
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I finally log off of the online meeting at fifteen minutes to seven. The professional smile and upbeat demeanor I’d been projecting fades away as I lean my head back and rub my face.

I clean up my desk, taking my empty water glass and mug that's half full of cold coffee to the office kitchen and depositing them in the sink. I pack up my laptop and notebook, doing one last loop around the building to make sure all the lights are off before I set the alarm on my way out.

Scott had texted me just a few minutes before the meeting ended, asking how I’m doing. Once inside my car, I text him back, telling him I’m fine and that I’m going to the gym. He asks me to let him know once I’m done and safely back at home.

He’s really sweet.

I can’t help but think he might be starting to doubt whether dating me is worth it, what with all the drama that’s already happening.

I chew the inside of my cheek as I pull out of the parking lot and glance at my muscleless noodle-arms. I try to go to the gym everyday after work, but mostly to run. I never use the weights or the machines. I only ever use the treadmills. A lot of people hate running (an understandable opinion), but I love it. Something about it really clears my head and helps keep me sane. And right now, I’d like to run off some emotions.

Once I get inside the gym and get changed, I choose a treadmill, popping in my headphones. There are a ton of news channels on the TV’s hanging above the different cardio machines right now, but I always choose the treadmill in front of a TV playing a telenovela. I might not know what they’re saying, but they’re extremely entertaining to watch. Besides, the news is just plain stressful.

I flip through some podcast options, eventually landing on one about emotional health—something I could probably use more of. As I’m running, my mind wanders to Jeremiah, and the things he said. The more I think about it, the angrier I get, and the faster I run. I’m not a mind reader. Why didn’t he ever say anything? And then that comment he made to Scott…

I wince, another jolt of anger and embarrassment surging through my insides, my speed kicking up another notch. But then my mind wanders off to Scott and how he stood up for me, how concerned he was for me, the gentle texts he sent the rest of the day to cheer me up, and all those thoughts wipe away my frustrations.

The car ride with Scott resurfaces in my mind, and this time, instead of anger, I’m overcome by a bout of nerves and butterflies.

He asked me to be his girlfriend!

Wait a second… that means I have a boyfriend now. My first boyfriend.

What is a girlfriend even supposed to do!?

Do I text him more often? I don’t want to seem too clingy. And how often are we supposed to get together? Am I supposed to ask him on dates now too? Or do I still leave that to him? Is it okay to tell people? Or are we not supposed to talk about it yet?

In the midst of me absolutely losing my mind, the treadmill beeps and begins to slow. I’ve hit the fifty-five minute mark. The speed continues to decrease over the course of five minutes until I’m hardly even walking. Once it stops, I chug my water, then glance at the glowing green digits on the screen. About six miles in sixty minutes.

I smile, satisfied. Despite having missed a few days last week, I’m still relatively in shape. I may not have much going for me, but at least I could outrun the masses in a zombie apocalypse.

I lift my phone and snap a picture of the time to send to Jeremiah. He runs too, and for the last year we’ve had a competition to see who—

Oh.

I stop before sending the text, staring at our most recent messages for a while. An unpleasant feeling of grief builds in my chest, and I frown as I shove my phone in my gym bag. I have to be more guarded around Jeremiah, more careful of how I interact with him from now on.

It’s fine. I’m fine. It’s just going to take some getting used to.

I head for the exit, waving to the friendly employees on my way out, then hop in my car and put on the latest Jonas Brothers’ album at a volume I’m sure isn’t legal. A chilly autumn breeze blows through the rolled down windows of my car, cooling me off and drying the salty sweat sticking all over me. Seriously, I sweat like a popsicle in the oven. I’m disgusting.

After several minutes spent circling my apartment complex looking for a parking spot, I finally find one my car can just squeeze into, then make the trek home. The smell of fresh coffee greets me as I open the door to the apartment.

“Hey, Stephanie.”

“Hey, Luce. Want coffee?”

I give her a tired smile, dropping my gym bag just inside. “Thank you, but I need to shower and figure out dinner first.” I glance around. “Jessie home?”

“No, I think she’s out with her friends again.” Stephanie fills her mug, then puts the coffee pot back. “You got home late today.”

“Yeah, I had a late meeting, then I went to the gym to let off some steam.”

“Something happen?”

I grimace. “Mmm… sort of.”

“Need to talk?”

“I’m okay. Thanks, though.”

“Alright. I’ll put your coffee in a thermos for you.”

“You’re the best.” I turn to head to my room, then stop. “Want a hug?”

Stephanie wrinkles her nose. “No thank you, sweaty Betty. You’re gross.”

I grin, then pull out my phone to shoot Scott a text and let him know I made it home safe. His response comes quick.

“Did you eat dinner yet?”

“Not yet. Why?”

I wait for a few moments, watching my phone for a response. When nothing comes, I shrug and grab a change of clothes for the shower.

I emerge completely refreshed, with wet hair, my favorite oversized hoodie, baggy pajama pants, and slippers. Truly, I have reached my final form.

Stephanie is still busy in the kitchen washing dishes as I search the fridge and cupboards for something to cook.

I have this terrible habit of never going grocery shopping when I need to. I always forget, so when dinner time rolls around I end up running to the store and only picking up ingredients for a quick dinner instead, eating out (my restaurant of choice is usually Chipotle), or eating a random assortment of snacks. However, this last option has recently become socially acceptable under the term “girl dinner.”

Stephanie glances over at me. “Out of groceries again?”

“Yeah. Guess I’ll DoorDash something.”

Just as I say it, someone knocks at the door. Stephanie and I share a curious look, then she dries her hands and goes to see who’s there. I consider eating my fill of trail mix for dinner rather than pay the extra arm and leg it costs for DoorDash delivery.

“Hey, Stephanie. Is Lucy here?”

My eyes widen at Scott’s voice. What is he doing here?

“Yeah, she’s in the kitchen.” Stephanie turns around. “Lucy, it’s for you.”

I shoot Stephanie an incredulous look. She furrows her brows, and I gesture down to my horrendous outfit. She takes it in, then rolls her eyes.

“You look fine. Come say hi to your boyfriend.”

I look like a hobo!


Scott leans to the side to peek in, smiling brightly when he sees me. I offer a nervous smile in return and trade places with Stephanie at the door.

“Hi,” I say shyly.

“Hey,” his smile widens, and his eyes seem to sparkle. “I hope it’s okay I stopped by.”

“Um…” I try to think of something clever to say, but give up, sighing. “I’m just going to state the obvious, here: I look like a hobo right now, and as a girlfriend, I really feel like I’m not making the best impression. We’re officially together for one day and you’ve already seen me go out to lunch with another guy, cry multiple times, and now I look like I got into a fight with a pile of laundry and lost.” I stop, my heart dropping as I realize another unfortunate detail. I put a hand on the side of my head, confirming my hair is not dry. The final nail in my coffin of mortification locks in. “Oh my gosh, my hair is wet, too.”

Scott laughs softly, then shakes his head. “You look really cute.”

“There’s no way you mean that,” I say, even as my cheeks heat from the compliment.

“I really do.”

My lips part slightly as I search for the right words to say, his eyes locked on mine.

How is he so perfect?

“Uh, so, I brought you these,” he says, pulling a bouquet of flowers from behind his back. I reach out and take them, a small gasp of surprise escaping me.

“You found peonies?”

“Macy helped me,” he says. “You like them?”

“Are you kidding?” I tear my eyes from the soft, pink petals and smile warmly at Scott. “I love them!”

“Great,” his smile widens, making him even more handsome, even though that seems like it should be impossible. “I also got you dinner.”

“Dinner?”

He steps to the side of the doorway, bending down to retrieve something, then presents a massive bag of Kentucky Fried Chicken to me.

My eyes widen. “You got all this for me?”

“Mhm.”

“Scott, I…” My stomach rumbles, and Scott grins as I let out a weird cough sound. “Um, thank you so much.”

“No problem. I just wanted to make your day better.”

I look up at him and let out a breath; a warm, soft feeling overflowing my insides. “It definitely worked.”

We stare at each other for a few silent moments. The almost-kiss from our movie night replays in my mind, making my cheeks heat.

“Well, I’ll let you eat your dinner then,” Scott says, tugging his coat a little tighter around himself. Even so, he makes no move to leave, and more than anything, I want him to stay.

“Wait,” I say, shifting the bag of KFC and bouquet of flowers in my arms. “If you have time, you can stay. You know, to hang out. If you want,” I add nervously.

Scott immediately perks up like a puppy dog, his smile so wide it almost reaches his ears.

“You’re sure?”

“Mhm,” I nod, smiling back. “Besides, look at all this KFC. You seriously think I can eat this all by myself?”

“I did get you the sixteen piece family meal.” As he steps inside, he takes the bag and the bouquet from my arms and carries them to the table.

“Sixteen?” I give him a bewildered look. “How much do you think I eat?”

He laughs. “No, I didn’t think you’d eat it all now. Although, that would be awesome,” he grins. “I just thought it’d be helpful if you had leftovers. You’re really busy, so I figured it would be nice if you didn’t have to cook dinner the next couple nights. Or, you know, you could pack the leftovers for lunch or something.”
 I blink up at him as he unpacks the food and arranges it on the table. Everything he says consistently surprises me. How is it possible for one person to be so thoughtful?

After emptying the bag, he looks over at me and freezes, noticing me staring.

“What? Everything okay?”

Without thinking, I stand up on my tiptoes and kiss him lightly on the cheek.

“Thank you. For being so sweet and thoughtful.”

Scott stares back at me in surprise. My heart feels like it’s going to beat out of my chest, and my whole body feels warm.

I can’t believe I just did that.

“It’s easy to be that way for you.”

My lips part in surprise as Scott cups the side of my face in his hand. He leans forward, closing the distance between us. He’s so close I can feel his breath, but I want him even closer. My eyelids fall as a weighty feeling drops over me, and I tilt my head upward.

Just as his lips brush mine, Jessie bursts through the front door.

Once again, I jump back, cursing her terrible timing.

Scott leans close to my ear, his breath tickling me as he whispers. “At least she didn’t injure anyone this time.”

I snort and turn my head to smile up at him. His eyes flick back to my lips for a few seconds before Jessie commands our attention.

“Hi Lucy! Hi Scott!” She waves and practically hops over. She glances at the food and the flowers, and her eyes shine. “Are you guys having a date?”

“We’re just hanging out,” I say. “Scott surprised me with all this because he’s basically an angel.”

Jessie’s voice comes out as a high pitched squeak. “Oh my gosh, that’s so cute!”

Scott blinks a couple times. I don’t think he knows how to handle Jessie.

“I was just gonna grab something to eat, and I was gonna ask if you wanted me to pick something up for you too, but I guess you don’t need anything,” Jessie says, eyeing the sides of mashed potatoes. She’s always offering to pick up food for me when she goes out to eat. I really should return the favor sometime.

“Do you want some KFC?” I ask, pointing at the massive bucket of chicken.

“Really? I don’t want to ruin your guys’ dinner or anything.”

I shake my head. “You’re not ruining anything. Do you see how much food there is? Apparently, Scott thinks I eat like a pig.”

“Well,” Jessie says, already grabbing a paper plate, “you kind of do, though.”

“Hey!”

“What? You do! Remember that one time, like, a week after I moved in, I ordered a pizza, and you ate—”

“Okay! I get it! No need for story time.”

I shoot her a look, but she’s so focused on the food that she doesn’t even notice. Scott snickers beside me. I elbow him in the ribs as my lips quirk into a smile.

As we’re filling our plates, I notice a drawstring bag sitting behind all the food.

“What’s that?”

Scott looks at what I’m pointing at, a sheepish look on his face. “Well, I didn’t know if you’d want me to stay or not, but in case you did, I brought Mario Kart.”

Jessie, who’s now sitting on the couch digging into her food, lights up like a Christmas tree. “Mario Kart? Oh my gosh, can we play? I used to play with my brothers all the time!”

Scott looks to me for an answer. “We don’t have to if it doesn’t sound fun. I’m just happy to be here with you.”

There go those butterflies again.

“That sounds like a blast,” I smile.

He grins. “Cool. I’ll set up my Switch.”

Scott quickly gets everything plugged into the TV while Jessie and I finish our KFC. He brings over several controllers, including the regular joy cons for the Switch, and even some GameCube controllers.

“You get first pick,” he says, holding them out. “Which one do you want?”

“I’ll take one of the GameCube controllers,” I say.

“A woman of culture, I see,” he grins, then lets Jessie pick next.

He chooses the other GameCube controller and settles next to me on the couch, sitting close.

“I’m gonna win,” Jessie declares.

“Really?” Scott’s eyebrows rise. “Is that a challenge?”

“Duh.”

I blink at Jessie, surprised to see she has a competitive side. Scott grins and leans forward, elbows resting on his knees. “You’re on.”

Once we reach the character select screen, I go with my favorite option: Larry. Partially because I love the Koopalings, but mostly because I think it’s hilarious that with all the wacky names these characters have, one of them is just named Larry.

“Larry, huh?” Scott asks.

“Mhm. I feel he’s an accurate representation of my inner state.”

Scott laughs, and I look at his choice.

“Shy guy. You know, for some reason, that weirdly makes sense for you,” I say, scrutinizing him.

“I don’t know if that’s a compliment,” he says.

“I honestly don’t either.”

Jessie frowns at us. “Will you two stop flirting and start the race?”

Scott and I share a look, holding back surprised chuckles as he picks the course. We go through three races, and Scott wins each one easily. Jessie and I don’t do so well, both of us crossing the finish line between the fifth to the seventh place each time.

“Ugh!” Jessie lets out a cry of frustration. “You suck, Scott!”

“Actually,” Scott says with an air of superiority, “you suck. That’s why you keep losing.”

I press my lips together to keep from laughing. Jessie sticks her tongue out at Scott, who turns to me.

“You suck, too,” he says.

I bristle, glaring at him, then stop to think about it for a second.

“I can’t even get mad, because you’re right,” I sigh.

He grins, then pecks me on the cheek, leaving me red as a tomato.

“Let’s go again,” Jessie grumbles, holding her controller much too tightly.

“You sure?” Scott asks in a mischievous tone. “I’d hate to embarrass you. I mean, you’re probably already pretty embarrassed, so I don’t want to make it worse.”

I snort. Scott’s playful goading is infuriating Jessie, and it’s completely hilarious to watch.

Jessie looks like she wants to murder him. “Will you just shut up and start the race?”

“What’s with all the noise?”

We all turn to see Stephanie standing just inside the room with her arms crossed.

“Sorry,” I say, holding up my controller. “We’re playing Mario Kart, and Scott’s bullying Jessie.”

“Hey, I’m not bullying her.”

“Yes you are, you jerk,” Jessie says.

Stephanie sighs. “Jessie, could you quit shouting?”

“Maybe I could if Scott would quit being so annoying,” she says, sticking her tongue out at him for the second time.

Stephanie rolls her eyes.

“Wanna play?” I ask.

“No, thanks.”

Scott issues a challenge. “What? You afraid to lose?”

Her eyebrows rise, then her lips twitch upward into a terrifying smile. She passes by the coffee table, grabbing a controller and plopping down next to Jessie. I lean over to Scott, speaking in a low tone. “You’ve really done it, now.”

“Why is she smiling like that?” He asks.

I shrug. “I have no idea, but don’t look her in the eyes. She might steal your soul.”

“I can hear you, you know,” Stephanie says.

Scott grins, then glances over at her. “You wanna pick the course?”

“Rainbow Road,” she says coolly.

Scott whistles. “You’re pretty confident, huh?”

“Yep. I doubt you are, with how much you talk. Start the race.”

A few minutes later, the race is over, and we’re all speechless.

“Stephanie,” Jessie says, her eyes wide, “you’re awesome!”

“You just noticed?”

Scott’s jaw is nearly on the floor. Stephanie absolutely decimated us and easily took first place by using some extremely risky shortcut she figured out that let her skip half the course.

She stands up, tossing her controller on the couch and grabbing a wing from the chicken bucket on her way out.

“Who are you?” Scott asks, staring at her.

She smirks. “I’m your worst nightmare, Chicken Man.”

Scott’s brow furrows in confusion, looking as if someone just slapped him in the face without warning. I stifle a laugh.

“Come on, Jessie,” Stephanie says.

“What?” She straightens in her seat. “Why?”

“Because it’d be nice if you let Scott and Lucy spend some time together without you being here telling Scott how much you hate him every two seconds.”

“Oh! Right.” She stands up to follow Stephanie, setting her controller on the coffee table. “Um, by the way, I don’t actually hate you. I just get a little competitive. So… sorry, Scott,” she smiles apologetically.

“You’re good,” he says, still distracted by Stephanie’s comment.

Once they leave, Scott turns to me. “Chicken Man?”

I bust up laughing. His reaction is hilarious, and I can’t help it.

His bewilderment turns to amusement. “You think that’s funny?”

“Heck yes. I am so changing your name to Chicken Man in my phone.”

“Oh really?”

I nod, and Scott attacks me with tickles, sending me into another fit of laughter.

“Stop it! Stop!” I say, out of breath from laughing so much.

He grins, no longer tickling me. I take a breath, giggles still escaping my lips, then turn my head to look at Scott, very aware of his hand on my waist, which is lighting flares in my insides. His face is just above mine, hovering so close. The twinkle of warmth and happiness in his eyes makes me melt into a puddle. Everything about him is just like a dream, a dream I never want to wake up from.

I wonder if he feels the same.

“I love your laugh,” he says softly, his hand trailing up my side.

I stutter, my brain once again struggling to form words. “I sound like Goofy when I laugh.”

His brow furrows. “What?”

“You know,” I say, embarrassed that my lame comment ruined the moment, “like, the one who’s friends with Mickey Mouse?”

He chuckles, then a smile as warm and bright as the sun cracks on his face.

“I didn’t notice. I guess I need to hear it again to make sure.”

“Wha—”

I’m cut off mid sentence as Scott leans over and blows a raspberry on my cheek.

I thought I was laughing hard before, but my complete and utter shock that that really just happened makes me laugh so much it makes my nonexistent abs hurt.

When I finally stop, Scott grins. “You're right. You do kinda sound like Goofy.”

“Hey!” I punch him in the arm. “You’re not supposed to agree!”

He shrugs, then pulls me into a hug against his chest. “I like it. I think it’s really cute.”

Pressed against his chest, I can hear his heart beating, feel the steady rise and fall of his breaths. He’s warm, and solid, and smells like pine needles. I sigh, sinking into his embrace.

He lowers his head, his lips hovering near my ear. “I like everything about you, Lucy.”

My eyes widen, heart pounding so hard I’m sure he can feel it. I squeeze him a little tighter, and he does the same.

I hope he never lets me go.


[image: ]

“Hey, Lucy, what are you going to wear on Saturday?”

I blink as I glance away from my laptop and up at Macy, who is smiling and leaning back against the wall near my cubicle.

“Saturday? What’s Saturday?” I ask.

Her brow furrows. “Did Scott not tell you?”

At the mention of Scott, my confusion (and interest in this conversation) grows. “Tell me what?”

“It’s his birthday on Saturday, so our family is having a get together in the evening. He was supposed to invite you.”

His birthday?

He never told me his birthday is coming up.

“Oh. Um, he didn’t say anything, but maybe he just forgot…” My heart sinks a little. Does Scott not want me to come? Or maybe he doesn’t want me around his family yet? I mean, we’ve been going out for just under three weeks, and have only been official since Monday, and today’s Thursday, so that’s only really four days of officialness… Maybe he’s not sure he’s ready to introduce me…

Oh my gosh, what if he’s having doubts about me already?

Noticing my expression, Macy swiftly interrupts my spiraling thoughts. “Lucy, don’t worry about it. I swear, that idiot would lose his head if it wasn’t attached to his neck. I’ve been cleaning up messes like this ever since he was born. I’ll talk to him.”

“No,” I shake my head, “don’t. Maybe he doesn’t want me to come. He might have a reason, and I don’t want him to feel obligated to invite me.”

Macy softens in response. “No way. He’s crazy about you, and he wants you there; I promise. I’ll take care of it.”

“Macy, you really don’t have to—”

“I know my brother. Trust me, okay?”

I stare back at her for a few moments, then nod. “Okay…”

She gives me another smile, though I can spot her frustration with Scott behind it, then stomps off to her desk. The front door to the office opens, and I assume she stepped out to call, and possibly yell at, Scott.

A few minutes later, the telltale sound of cars zooming by outside denotes the opening of the door, followed by Macy’s chair making a slight scuffling noise as she sits back down at the receptionist desk.

My phone starts buzzing next to me on my desk, and I’m not at all surprised to see that “Chicken Man” is the caller. I bite my lip, nervous to answer. What if he’s only inviting me now because Macy is forcing him?

Only one way to find out, I suppose.

I take a breath as I stand and head for the door, deciding to take the call outside. Macy glances up at me with a pleased look as I pass by, but I’m too busy staring at my phone to respond.

Once outside, I accept the call, lifting the phone to my ear and hugging my arms to myself against the chilly autumn air. I was so worried about what Scott might say that I neglected to bring my coat out with me.

“Hey, Scott.”

“I messed up,” he says, sounding pained.

I let out a breath. “Scott, if you’re not ready for me to meet your family yet, I completely understand. We’ve only been seeing each other for—”

“I want you there, Lucy.”

I stop, his tone making my breath catch.

“Even if no one else comes, I don’t care, as long as you’re there. I want you to come.”

“Okay.”

“I didn’t tell you about it because I know you have to go into the office Saturday nights, and I didn’t know if you’d be able to get the evening off. I didn’t want you to feel bad if you couldn’t come or didn’t want to skip work, so I—”

“I want to come.” This time, it’s my turn to cut him off. “I’ll get the night off.”

He’s silent for a few seconds, and when he speaks, I can hear the smile in his voice. “That would be the best birthday gift ever.”

“Then I’ll be there,” I smile, too. “Um, what time is it at?”

“Dinner is supposed to start at six-ish, but everyone gets there at different times, to be honest,” he says. “Want me to pick you up?”

“That would be perfect,” I say. Then, holding back a laugh, I add, “I hope Macy didn’t yell at you too much.”

“She did, but I deserve it. I never want you to think I don’t want you around.”

As he’s speaking, I notice a car in the parking lot, one that wasn’t there earlier. She must have pulled in as I was stepping out to talk to Scott…

Crap.

“Sorry Scott,” I say, rushing back to the door, “I have to go back to work.”

“Okay. See you, Lucy.”

I hang up and quickly breeze past Macy, who points at Monica’s office, likely meaning she was calling me and I wasn’t here. As I take my seat at my desk, she calls out to me.

“Lucy? Is that you?”

I grab my notebook and head for her office. Once I reach the doorway, I poke my head in.

“I’m here! Sorry, I was taking a call outside.”

“Something wrong?”

“No, it was just a personal call.”

Monica looks up. “I see.”

I step in and take a seat, notebook and pen in hand. “How was your trip?”

“Good. I have a few things for you to do,” she says, straight to the point. This is the biggest misconception people have about my job: Monica and I are not friends. I like her, I very much respect her, she trusts me to a certain degree, but we aren’t buddies. She’s my boss; I’m her employee. At the end of the day, she has to make decisions that are best for her and her business, which means there’s a clear boundary line between us and an understanding that I could be replaced, if necessary. Maybe that’s not true for all personal assistants, but that’s how it’s always been for me.

I like to believe that I’m a valuable employee. I work hard, do my best, and try to avoid creating any unnecessary work or asking excessive questions of Monica. I try to make her life easier. It’s my job. But, I walk a thin line, and I’m about to push it again.

After she lists the tasks she has for me, Monica finishes with instructions for Saturday’s meeting.

“We’ll have fifteen attending this week. Don’t bother getting individual orders this time, just do catering from Gio’s. And, I’d like for you to attend.”

My heart sinks. Attend? I always set up catering for Saturday night meetings; I’ve never attended one.

My mind scrambles. Normally, I would have immediately nodded and made a note to attend, but this time, I hesitate.

Maybe I should just skip Scott’s party and go to the meeting… If it’s for work, he’ll understand. That’s why he never told me in the first place, anyway. And lots of people work holidays and their significant other’s birthdays and etc. It’s just a part of life, right? But…

What about future dates? What if Scott invites me out on a day trip, or plans a fancy dinner, or we get tickets to go to a concert, and Monica asks me to work? What about all the times I’ve already cancelled on family and friends in the past because Monica’s schedule changed last minute?

Do I really want to do that to Scott, too? Do I want to set that precedent in our relationship? And… was it really fair to treat my friends and family that way in the past in the first place? I get that it’s for the sake of my job, but… Is my job really what matters most to me?

No. Scott matters to me. I care about him so much.

I want him to know that.

More than that: I really want to be there.

I straighten in my seat. “Um, I’m sorry, I have some important plans on Saturday evening.”

Monica looks at me. “I didn’t see that on my calendar.”

“I’m sorry, it came up last minute and I didn’t have a chance to tell you yet.”

“You can’t move your plans around?” she asks.

“I’m sorry,” I say, feeling like a dummy with how many times I’ve repeated the phrase. “I can’t. I could still pick up catering before and set it up, though.”

Monica watches me for a few moments. She’s frowning, but just slightly, her lips tightly pressed together. Finally, she responds.

“I’ll take care of it.”

I blink a few times, surprised. I’m always the one tasked with coming up with a solution when I’m unable to do something. The fact that Monica says she’s taking care of it makes me a little worried.

She glances back down to her laptop. “That’s all I had for you.”

“Oh, right. I’ll get all of this done then,” I say, waving my notebook as I stand and exit her office.

Back at my desk, I get to work on some of the more menial tasks, letting my mind wander.

Part of me wonders how much of this is my fault. From the beginning I never set boundaries at my job. I made myself available every second I could, and I was proud of my performance and flexibility. But what has the cost been?

Scott has shaken things up, and suddenly, I’m realizing I want my time back. I don’t want to fill all my hours with work. I want to fill them with his infectious smile, his laughter. I want to fill them by slapping burritos and playing Mario Kart, I want to see more of Stephanie’s hidden sides and Jessie’s competitive nature, I want to know more about Macy than just what she’s reading or eating, to go out more often, to visit my parents and grandparents more often, to pay attention to and fall in love with the people around me that I’ve ignored all too long, to find things I love doing and make time to do them.

A month ago, I cancelled lunch with Jessie for work. A week before that, I canceled dinner with Stephanie because Monica asked me to drive her daughter to a soccer game. I even left my mom’s house early on Mother’s Day this year because Monica asked me to come in and “Get a head start on the week.”

I need to make a change. My life, my priorities, matter too, right?

So why do I feel so guilty about it?
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“So, there’s something I wanted to tell you guys.”

My parents both look at me across the dinner table, flickers of curiosity and worry in their expressions.

“Um, I recently started dating someone. I have a boyfriend.”

They glance at each other, both smiling. My dad looks happy for me, but a little hesitant, like all dads are when their daughter starts dating. My mom’s eyes twinkle with excitement. “What’s his name?”

“His name is Scott,” I say, a mixture of nerves and happiness swirling in my stomach. “You remember Macy, from work? He’s her brother.”

“Scott?” My mom’s forehead creases in thought. “Is this the same Scott you had such a big crush on when you worked at The Roast?”

My cheeks tinge pink. “Yes.”

“Oh!” Her smile widens. “Do you have a picture?”

I pull out my phone and show my parents a photo of Scott.

As they look at the screen, my mom peppers me with questions about him, about what dates we’ve been on, how long we’ve been talking, etc. My dad listens silently, a weird cross between a smile and something else on his face. I think he’s in shock. I have no siblings, after all, so this is his first (and only) experience with a daughter leaving the nest and kissing a boy. Although, Scott and I haven’t kissed yet. Which is good, because my mom asks if I’ve kissed him yet, and when she does my dad looks like he may pass out. I quickly say no to prevent the need to resuscitate my father.

“I can’t believe this whole time you’ve been working with Macy and had no idea Scott is her brother,” my mom says, settling back in her chair as I put my phone away.

“I know!” I shake my head, smiling. “It’s so crazy.”

“Good thing you took the job as Monica’s PA,” my dad says, now recovered enough to rejoin the conversation.

“It’s like it was meant to be,” my mom smiles.

My smile becomes something more akin to a grimace. “True. It’s been a little hard at work lately, though.”

“How so?”

My lip quirks as I try to think of how to explain. “It’s just a little difficult to go on dates and spend time with Scott with how my schedule is. Before, I never really noticed how much I was missing out on, but now…” I shrug. “I’m expected to be flexible and keep my schedule open, and just move things around when Monica needs me to. I’ve always done that and prioritized my job, but… I think I’m starting to realize that maybe I don’t want my life to be centered on that. Like, I want more personal time to actually live my life.”

My parents are quiet. I look at them, not sure what I’m expecting them to say. I continue talking.

“I already left my first date with Scott early for work, and I felt awful. Then, today Monica asked me to come into work this coming Saturday night, but that’s Scott’s birthday, and his family is having a party. I told her I couldn’t change my plans, and she wasn’t very happy about it. But… Scott matters to me, and I know it would mean a lot to him if I went. And I never ask for time off. So, shouldn’t it be okay for me to go celebrate him?”

They glance at each other, then my dad turns to me. “Well, you usually work Saturday nights, don’t you? Did you give Monica much notice about Saturday?”

I blink. “I only found out about the party today, so…”

He nods.

“I know you’re excited and it’s fun to start dating someone,” my mom says, “but you also have to keep in mind that you’ve been going into the office on Saturday nights the last four years. It’s understandable Monica might get upset that you’re unavailable with such little notice, since she counts on you.”

My throat feels dry. “That’s exactly why I was planning to speak with her about no longer asking me to come in on Saturdays. It’s not explicitly in my contract to work Saturdays; it’s just something I’ve done. I want to have more time to myself, to actually date Scott and be able to spend time with family and friends, like I said. As things are now, I hardly have time to go grocery shopping each week.”

“Just keep in mind that you and Scott just started dating,” she says.

“What do you mean?”

My dad rests his arm on the table. “We just don’t want you to make any rushed decisions that could affect your job when this relationship is still so new.”

“But this isn’t a rushed decision. I’m not just doing this because of Scott. It’s just that spending time with Scott is making me realize how unhappy I’ve been with my job. I’m tired of always cancelling on friends, and of being nervous something will come up when I have plans I’m looking forward to. And I’m tired of always taking my laptop and working on vacation, even though I haven’t actually had a vacation in three years. I’m tired of Monica’s life taking priority over mine.” I shake my head, my emotions catching up with me. “I’d really like to quit. I just don’t know what else I’d do.”

“Lucy, everyone has to do jobs they dislike and make sacrifices,” my dad says. “When your mother and I first got together, we hardly saw each other with how busy we were. Sometimes, you just have to be willing to make sacrifices and do work you don’t enjoy.”

My frustration builds. I have been making sacrifices. I have been working hard. I’ve been doing the best job I can for the last four years while my personal life and relationships swirl down the drain. It’s not that I’m lazy or unwilling to work. I get it.

Is it really so wrong to want a change? To want to be happy? To want to have more time for the things that make life worth living?

Am I really just being selfish and lazy?

“I know you’re frustrated, and you think you want to work somewhere else, but working for Monica is a huge opportunity that could open up so many doors for you in the future,” my dad continues. “This job is a big blessing and practically fell in your lap. Don’t throw it away so quickly.”

“I don’t want to be a personal assistant forever,” I say, my voice starting to wobble. “I hate it. It’s so stressful. I’m constantly on edge waiting for a call, and Monica is constantly asking me to do things I don’t know how to do, and I’m just expected to figure them out. Every night I go to bed and I dread waking up and going to work.”

“Just give it time,” my mom says. “You’re in a new relationship and things are a little overwhelming right now.”

“Everyone works jobs they don’t like, sometimes for their entire lives,” my dad reiterates. “Working for Monica Harper might be challenging, but that’s because of how prominent she is. Don’t give up because you hit a rough patch.”

That’s not my point. I’d be happy working a job I didn’t like if I had time for my own life, too.

Right now, Monica’s needs come first and mine come second. That’s how it’s been the past four years. It’s the job.

But I’m just so tired.

I clear the dinner plates, stacking them in the sink. We move to the living room, hanging out and chatting for a while until I finally start to yawn and decide to head home. I slide into my car, replaying the dinner conversation in my mind as I drive back to the apartment. I make a few extra loops on the way, blasting music with the windows down. It’s my favorite way to think, and clear my head.

I know my parents mean well. They want to make sure I’m taken care of, that I make wise decisions, that I work hard and I’m responsible, that I don’t ruin my life just so I can spend time with my boyfriend.

That familiar feeling of being trapped and alone closes in on me, making my eyes sting and reaffirming what I already know.

I’m “Monica’s girl.” I’m crazy lucky to be where I’m at. My feelings are silly, unimportant, fleeting. They don’t matter. They’ll change. The smartest thing to do is stick it out. That’s what everyone else says, so it must be true. What would I go and do if I quit, anyway? I’ve got nothing to bring to the table. But you know who does?

Monica. Monica has something to bring to the table. So, she comes first.

Lucy comes second.
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I take a deep breath as I stare at my reflection in the mirror.

I went with something a little bit dressy for Scott’s party, deciding to wear a skirt and blouse as opposed to my favorite standby: jeans and a t-shirt. I want to make a good impression, after all.

The last couple of days moved slowly. The events and conversations of the past week left me with a strange mix of emotions I’ve been ignoring. Instead, I’ve been focusing on Scott’s birthday, and trying to come up with a suitable gift so last minute.

He took me out on my lunch break twice this week, and we had dinner Friday night. During each of those dates, I noticed Scott has a habit of glancing at his wrist, which is slightly paler than the rest of his skin. After getting over my mental panic that he was trying to check the time because he was bored (he was not bored; he was making sure I didn’t get back to work late), it became clear that Scott is a dude who normally wears a watch. So, his watch is either missing, or he’s crazy and has an imaginary watch.

Let’s go with: his watch is missing and my boyfriend is not crazy.

That lead to me spending an hour at the store staring at all the men’s watches until I found one I thought would look great on Scott and would match his style. To be fair, it would be hard to find a watch that wouldn't look great on him.

Satisfied with my hair and makeup, I unplug the curling iron and slap the light switch, heading into the kitchen for a glass of water while I wait for Scott. Right about now, Jessie would normally be grilling me up until the moment the doorbell rings, but both of my roommates are out tonight. They’re usually out most of the day on Saturdays, while I spend the day at home until I leave for the office.

I wonder who Monica got to pick up the catering…

Finally, there’s a knock on the door. I take a breath and grab Scott’s wrapped present as I make my way over, peeking through the small hole in the door first just to be safe. Assured that it’s only Scott at the door and not an axe murderer or my old hairdresser I ghosted and never went back to, I unlock it and pull it open.

Just the sight of him lifts my spirits immediately. I think he’s magic.

“Happy birthday!” I say, unable to hold back the warm giddiness in my insides. That familiar grin returns to Scott’s face as he pulls me into a hug.

“Thank you. You look really pretty,” he says.

I smile up at him as he releases me, then catch him eyeing the present in my hands. I whip it away and quirk an eyebrow.

“No peeking.”

There’s a playful expression in his eyes, like he’s a little boy again. “You don’t want me to open it now?”

“Why would I want you to open it now?”

“I can, if you want me to,” he says.

“No way. You can open it with all the others.”

“Dang it!” He says it dramatically, but keeps smiling. “Ready to go?”

“Mhm,” I nod.

The drive over to Scott’s parents’ house is about fifteen minutes long. He makes me laugh the entire way, chasing away the last remnants of the dark cloud that had been hanging over me all day. As he pulls into the driveway, I get a better look at the house than I did when we were here for our movie date.

The house is a comfortable size, not large, but not too small, either. It’s a little bit out in the middle of nowhere, with a decent yard space out front, and (I’m assuming) out back as well. The exterior is outdated but full of charm, and there’s an old tree house that looks to be falling apart with a tire swing beneath it, along with pretty flower boxes lining the windows.

“It’s so cute,” I say, mostly to myself.

Scott glances at me, then takes a long look at the house. “I guess it is. I grew up here, so it just looks like home to me.”

“You lived here your whole life?” I ask.

Scott nods. “Yep. My parents moved here just before I was born. Macy and Dani lived in a different house for a while, though.”

I blink, my brow furrowing. “Dani?”

“You know, Daniella? Me and Macy’s older sister?”

“Wait, you have another sister? How many siblings do you have?”

“Just those two,” he says. “I’m the youngest. Twenty-three. Or, I guess I’m twenty-four now. Macy is twenty-six; Dani is thirty. And, she’s married and has a five-year-old kid, my nephew.”

“You’re an uncle?”

Scott nods.

I stare at him in bewilderment, then lean back against my seat in defeat. “I had no idea! Macy never talks about any of you!”

His eyebrows rise. “You know, I’m starting to wonder if she hates us all.”

I snort and Scott’s lips twitch upward into a smile.

“Ready to go in?”

I nod, chewing on my lip as a wave of nerves rushes in. I’ve never met my boyfriend’s family before. You know, since I’ve never had a boyfriend. Technically, I guess I met them at Macy’s wedding, but still, this is totally different.

“You don’t need to be nervous,” Scott says, putting his hand over mine. “Ever since you and I started dating, Macy gushes about you nonstop, and they all already like you because of your help at the wedding. My mom, especially.”

“Okay.”

We hop out of the car and I follow Scott to the door. As we step inside, we’re accosted by a jumble of voices and the overpowering smell of nacho cheese.

Scott grins. “Hope you like nachos.”

We move toward the cacophony of voices into the living room. Everyone looks over as we step inside, then they all jump up for hugs, handshakes, and greetings. His mom and dad say hi to me first, his mom pulling me into a hug followed by his dad giving me a warm handshake and cracking a few jokes. Macy walks over next with Dani, who I recognize to be one of the bridesmaids I couldn’t identify at the wedding.

Seeing a familiar face like Macy lessens my nerves a bit.

“Lucy, this is Dani,” she says, introducing us.

I smile and stick out my hand for a handshake, but Dani pulls me into a hug instead.

“I don’t think you had a chance to meet at the wedding,” Macy says, tilting her head.

“We didn’t,” Dani confirms, releasing me and smiling warmly, though I can tell she’s giving me a once over. I understand. After all, I am dating her little brother.

“Apparently, Macy never talks about any of us,” Scott says, stepping over after chatting with his dad. “Lucy didn’t even know you existed until about five minutes ago.”

Dani’s eyebrows rise as she looks at Macy, and Macy shoots me a confused look. “Um… did I really never tell you I had a sister?”

I try (unsuccessfully) to hold back a laugh. “Sure you did, right about the time you told me you had a nephew, too.”

Macy’s eyes go wide.

“What?” Dani feigns offense. “You don’t even have a picture of him on your desk?”

“Um… it’s just… I don’t really like clutter, so—”

“Now he’s clutter?”

“No! No, that’s not what I meant! I… um…”

Dani’s stony expression cracks as she watches Macy squirm, and her eyes twinkle with mirth. Scott shakes his head and clicks his tongue. “Some aunt you are,” he says.

“Shut up!”

“So, you and Scott used to work at The Roast together, right?” Dani asks, turning to me.

I nod. “Yes, we worked together for about a year before he left for North Carolina.”

“He had a major crush on you.”

“I already told her, Dani,” Scott cuts in. “No use trying to embarrass me. I’m a twenty-four year-old man, not a teen who’s embarrassed by feelings.”

Dani arches an eyebrow, her lips quirking upward. “Really? Then I guess you won’t mind me telling her about how you were so bummed out when she didn’t show up for your date that one time, you—”

“Okay! Time for nachos!” Scott shouts, his cheeks tinging red. I glance at him curiously, wanting to know what Dani was going to say. She grins up at him, then winks at me.

Everyone starts filing into the kitchen. On the way, I say hi to Jacob, shake hands with Dani’s husband, receive hugs from Scott’s grandparents, and meet his nephew, who introduces himself to me as “Batman.”

Regardless of his real name, I will forever refer to this child as “Batman.”

The conversation around dinner is lively, and though I don’t say much, I have a great time laughing and listening as I munch down on my nachos. We’re all huddled together in the living room, a cozy fire crackling in the fireplace. At one point, Scott’s nephew walks over to me and holds out what seems to be a plastic batarang.

“You want to play ‘Batman?’” he asks.

I stare at the batarang, wondering if part of playing ‘Batman’ requires it being chucked at me.

“You can be the bad guy.”

“Aidan, we can play later,” Dani says, “but right now we’re eating dinner.”

“I don’t mind,” I say, then I hesitate. “Um, how do you play ‘Batman?’”

Scott turns to me. “That’s Aidan’s version of hide and seek. I’ll play too,” he adds, smiling at Aidan.

“Okay. I’m Batman. You can be Catwoman,” Aidan says, pointing at me, then he points to Scott. “And, you can be Bob.”

“Bob?” Scott blinks in confusion. “Aidan, I don’t think there’s a villain named ‘Bob’ in—”

Aidan isn’t listening. Instead, he covers his face with his hands and starts to count.“One, two…”

Scott jumps up, grabbing my hand and shushing me as he pulls me into the hall. His parents laugh as we hurry off, and Dani shakes her head, but she’s smiling.

“Little cheater only counts to ten and starts counting before we’re even standing,” Scott says.

“Where are we going?” I whisper.

“Trust me.”

From a short distance, I hear Aidan shout “Ready or not, here I come!” Just as he does, Scott pulls me into a plain bedroom at the end of the hall, then guides me to a closet. It’s placed in a terrible spot in the room, right behind the door; so, if the door to the room is open, the closet is totally blocked.

A genius hiding spot when your opponent is a five-year-old.

Scott steps into the closet after me, pulling the door to the room as far towards us as possible, then clicking the closet door shut behind it. It’s nearly pitch black inside, except for a small nightlight plugged into an outlet in the wall. It’s cramped, and we wait in silence with baited breath. Soon enough, tiny footsteps tromp around just outside the door, then fade off in another direction.

I let out a breath, then turn to face Scott. My eyes widen as I realize how close we are.

That’s when he kisses me.

As his lips meet mine, he encircles me in his arms, pulling me close. My hands land against his chest, then slip up around the back of his neck and into his hair as I kiss him in turn. Everything about him makes me feel safe and solid, and everything about him is already so comfortable—his touch, his cologne, his warmth. He’s like fireworks and sunshine and a million other beautiful things, and I never want this to end.

He leans back, resting his forehead against mine. I smile up at him and run my hand through his hair again. He gazes back at me, his eyes sparkling as they reflect the nightlight.

“Happy birthday, Scott,” I whisper.

He raises a hand to my face, his thumb trailing down my cheek. “You’ve made it the best one.”

Aidan’s frustrated shouts reach us from somewhere in the hall. We both glance at the door, then Scott turns to me and grins. “Think we should help him out?”

Reluctant as I am to let this moment go, I smile and nod.

Scott clears his throat, then states dramatically, “He’ll never catch us in here!”

The hallway falls silent, then we hear hurried footsteps rushing into the room followed by the telltale jiggle of the closet doorknob. Finally, the door bursts open, the lamps in the bedroom nearly blinding us.

“Found you!” Aidan yells. “I win!”

“I can’t believe you got us!” Scott says, scratching his head.

Aidan grins and runs off back to the living room, shouting about how he won.

Scott turns to me and smiles, taking my hand in his. I glance up at his hair, which is a bit messed up (my fault).

“Let me just…” I push up on my tiptoes and fix his hair as best I can, wrinkling my nose at a particular tuft that won’t stay in place. Scott watches me warmly, then gives my hand a squeeze.

We make our way back to the living room, where Scott declares he’s ready to open his presents. Both of us take our seats in front of the fireplace again, and I watch happily as he unwraps gifts from his family members, which includes one of Aidan’s batarangs. This is promptly chucked at Macy, who shoots Scott the most murderous look I’ve ever seen in response. Jacob starts to laugh, but quickly bites down on his amusement when Macy gives him a look as well.

“Is that everything?” Scott’s mom asks, looking over the mess of wrapping paper on the floor.

“Nope,” Scott shakes his head, lifting my present. “I saved the best for last.”

My cheeks heat at his comment. “Um, don’t get your hopes up too much…”

“Are you kidding? I already know I’m going to love it.”

I squeeze my hands together and watch nervously as he tears off the paper and opens the box. To my relief, his eyes light up when he sees what’s inside.

“A watch…” He turns to me. “How did you know?”

“Lucky guess?”

He stares at me for a moment, then smiles as he looks at the watch. “I lost mine about a month ago and keep forgetting to buy a new one. Thanks, Lucy.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Now every time you see your watch, you’ll think of her,” Macy grins.

My cheeks grow even warmer, but Scott nods happily. “That’s true.”

Scott’s mom stands up and exits the room. Everyone continues chatting happily, and Aidan, who now seems to be my best friend, sits next to me and starts showing me some of his favorite toys. This kid is absolutely adorable, and I love him.

Just as Aidan starts to ask me what action figures I have at my house, Scott’s mom returns with a birthday cake, singing happy birthday loudly (and very off key). We all join in, and soon enough we’re all stuffed, the conversation much less lively than before, but still fun. Aidan is zonked out on the floor surrounded by batarangs.

“Lucy, you work with Macy in Monica Harper’s office, right?” Dani asks.

“Mhm,” I nod. “And, I wouldn’t make it without Macy there.”

Macy smiles contentedly. “Lucy is Monica’s personal assistant.”

Thinking about work conjures a familiar, unpleasant feeling in the pit of my stomach, but I plaster a smile on my face and ignore it. I’ve gotten really good at that.

“I don’t think I’ve ever actually known a real personal assistant,” Dani says. “How do you even get a job like that?”

I shrug. “I have no idea. I didn’t apply or anything. Monica was a regular at the coffee shop where Scott and I used to work. She just offered me a job one day.”

“Do you like it?”

“It’s a really good job,” I say, nodding. I feel Scott watching me.

“What do you do?”

“A little bit of everything.”

“Lucy is amazing,” Macy says, cutting in. “I have no idea how she can be so on top of everything and figure out so many things, but she always does. And she makes it look so easy.”

You wouldn’t think that from looking at my personal life.

I just smile, not wanting to expand on any part of this conversation. This evening has been too perfect to spoil with thoughts of work.

Too late, though. The nagging question of who took care of catering tonight rises in my mind, followed by other worries. Realizing how long it’s been since I checked, I pull out my phone and scroll through my texts, then look over my emails, searching for whatever Monica sent over the course of the evening.

Nothing. Why is there nothing? There’s always something over the weekends.

“Is that your career, or is there something else you’re working towards?” Dani asks.

My heart sinks. It’s another question I’m constantly on the run from. I lock my phone and turn it over on my lap, focusing back on the conversation at hand. “I’m… not really sure,” I say, my voice coming out a bit strained.

“Seems like working for Monica Harper directly like that would be an amazing opportunity and learning experience,” Scott’s dad says.

The words are a familiar force hitting my chest.

“Seriously,” Macy agrees. “You should have seen how crazy things were when Monica’s last assistant quit. So many people who applied kept coming in and making calls. They really wanted the job. Finally, Monica just hired someone off the street. I mean, not carelessly. She hired Lucy, who turned out to be the perfect personal assistant.”

I smile along, but with each passing moment I’m feeling worse, that same sense of being trapped tightening my chest.

Suddenly, Scott stands up.

“Hey, Ma, I’m gonna go show Lucy your gazebo.”

Everyone stops talking, staring at Scott in surprise. This includes me.

“Oh, um… of course,” his mom says, smiling. “It’s beautiful at night. We just finished putting up the lights yesterday!”

He looks down at me and holds out his hand. “Come on, Lucy.”

“Um…” I stare at him in bewilderment, then place my hand in his and stand. “Okay…”

Macy furrows her brow, staring at us in confusion.

Dani snickers. “Have fun in the gazebo,” she calls. My face flames and reddens, but Scott ignores her.

Once we’re outside, I stop in my tracks. “Scott, is something wrong?”

He turns to me, his expression somber. “That’s what I was going to ask you.”

“What?”

“You totally shut down back there,” he says, stepping closer. “Anytime someone brings up your job or what you want to do in your future, you shut down like that. Maybe you don’t wanna talk about it, but I’m here to listen, if you want to.”

A wall I didn’t realize was standing in my heart begins to crack, and, after several moments, I slowly nod. “Okay.”
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We sit in the gazebo, which is actually very beautiful. The whole thing is filled with hanging flowers and plant pots, the ground is covered in rugs, and there’s an outdoor love seat, as well as cushioned chairs, surrounding a low table in the middle. Café lights hang from the top, making the space feel warm despite the chill of the autumn evening.

I shiver as a breeze blows through. Scott grabs a blanket from a plastic outdoor chest and drapes it over me before sitting down.

“So,” he says, “what’s up?”

I look at him, struggling to speak. It’s not because I don’t know what to say; it’s because I’m afraid of how Scott will respond. Everyone always says the same things. That’s why I stopped talking about it.

“I don’t want to sound like I’m complaining, or like I’m being lazy or… or just whiny,” I say, looking down at my hands in my lap.

“Lucy.”

I look back up at Scott, who’s watching me with so much sincerity and care I’m dangerously close to swooning.

“I’ve been trying to get you to just open up and be honest with me for a month now. I know you’re not lazy. You’re the least lazy person in the world.”

“The whole world?” I ask, the tiniest bit of amusement making it into my expression.

“Okay, in my whole world, which you’re a very important part of,” he smiles warmly.

I melt a little more, then sigh. “Fine.” I take a few more moments, trying to figure out what to say. “I… I just really don’t like my job. But, I know I’m really blessed to have it. I know it’s a great opportunity and working directly for Monica is this huge deal and I’m just so… so lucky,” I say, feeling the bitter taste the words leave in my mouth. “Everyone tells me that. They tell me how great a job I have and how amazing Monica is and how lucky I am. That it’s like I was made for this.”

I shake my head and sit forward, all my frustrations bubbling up. “When I took the job, I believed all those things too. So I worked my butt off and made myself available whenever Monica needed me. I never said no, never took time off, and was just constantly at her beck and call. I had no direction, no idea what I wanted to do, no training or qualifications or special skills, and I thought this job would somehow solve that. I believed this job could lead to whatever the big thing I’m supposed to do is. I poured everything I have into it, and I got really good at it. But it’s been four years now, and nothing’s changed. I mean, sure, I have way more responsibilities; Monica trusts me more, and she gives me more freedom with how I take care of my tasks, but that’s it. And the thing is, I don’t like it. I’m so exhausted and stressed out all the time, and my personal life is down the drain because I spend all my time and focus on hers.”

My gut clenches with guilt at my own admission. I feel stupid complaining about my job. But I never talk about this, and now that I’ve started, the words are rushing out like a waterfall that I can’t stop.

“Anytime I try to talk to anyone about how I’m feeling, they shut me down,” I continue, squeezing my hands into fists as unexpected emotion makes my voice wobble. “They all tell me that it’ll pass, that I’m just having a bad day, that I’m tired. Or, you know what else they say? They say ‘everyone has to do jobs they don’t like. It’s just part of life.’ They act like I’m being lazy, or just unwilling to work. And that’s so far from the truth!”

I slam my fist on my leg, the frustration now mixing with anger I’d buried. “I get that I have to work hard. I get that the world isn’t full of sunshine and rainbows and most people work jobs they dislike. I understand that. And I’m absolutely willing to work hard and do jobs that aren’t fun. It makes me so angry when they say things like that to me, because I have been doing that for four years. Four years with nothing changing but me! I’m not lazy. I’m miserable. I hardly have a life. I have no free time that’s truly mine. I’m constantly being asked to do things at work that I have no idea how to. Monica expects so much from me, and she’s so strict and intense, I’m constantly on edge. And while all that’s going on, everyone around me is telling me how lucky I am and how incredible Monica is and how great it must be to work for her, and if I ever bring up wanting to quit, they point out how dumb that would be, because who would give up being Monica Harper’s PA?”

My eyes sting with tears, and one slides down my cheek. “It feels like all everyone sees is Monica. I feel trapped, like leaving my job is the stupidest thing I could do, but at the same time I’m terrified I’ll be stuck in it forever. Imagining an entire lifetime of this… It makes me feel like I can’t breathe. But if everyone’s saying I should stay, it doesn’t feel wise to consider leaving, no matter how I feel. But… But, don’t my feelings matter, too? Don’t I matter just as much as Monica?”

Scott puts a hand over mine, and I grip it tightly, as if his strength will somehow pass to me through his hand. “More than anything, I want out of this. I want something—anything—to change. But I don’t know what to do, and I’m so afraid if I make the choice to leave my job, if I open that door, there won’t be anything past it. I’m afraid that maybe everyone else is right, and I was made to be a PA, and maybe that’s why I have no idea what I want to do with my own life: because I was created just to manage someone else’s, and there’s nothing else I’m meant to do. But I don’t want this to be my life forever. I want…” I shake my head, sniffling, unable to find the words. “That’s the problem. I don’t know what I want. I’ve never known.”

As I finish speaking, a massive weight lifts off my chest. My emotions are still twisting and turning in my stomach, but for once, it’s all out. The truth that I’ve never told anyone: that I’m paralyzed by fear, cowering in the face of my future. After all, I’m just me, just Lucy.

I’m so afraid of what that might mean.

“Lucy.” Scott breaks the silence as I take a deep breath. “Don’t you see how amazing you are?”

I look up at him, blinking. This is not the response I expected. “What?”

“I don’t understand,” he continues, his brow furrowed. “Why do you think so little of yourself?”

I shake my head, still confused. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, who convinced you being Monica’s PA is all you’re good for? Who made you think you have no other options? You talk about yourself like you’re just an empty shell of a person, like you have no skills or talents or options. None of that is true. You have so much to offer that you can’t even see. Why do you think you’re such a good PA? Why do you think Monica hired you? You have so much to offer. Anybody would be happy to work with you! Anything you put your mind to, I know you can do it. But everyone else in your life has convinced you that you need to stay working for Monica for some reason. And you’ve convinced yourself that you have no other options, and that you’re trapped. But that’s not true at all. Don’t you see that?”


“I…” I trail off, not sure what to say. No one has ever told me I could do something else. No one has ever suggested I’d even want to, much less that I should.

“There are people who are lazy, and people who just don’t want to work,” Scott continues, looking out over the backyard as he continues. “You aren’t one of them. And it’s true that even people who love their jobs have parts of it they hate, but that doesn’t mean you have to stick with a job that’s making you miserable. It’s okay to look for something else.”

“But I don’t have a degree or any experience,” I say, the familiar protests rising in my mind.

“You have plenty of experience. You’ve spent four years as Monica Harper’s personal assistant. That’s not for nothing. And you don’t have to have a degree. Maybe for certain jobs, sure, but if you wanted those jobs, you would have gone to school for them.”

“But… I have no idea what I would do.”

“That’s exciting, isn’t it? It means you get to try things.”

“I don’t have time to try things, Scott!” I frown up at him. “We’re not eighteen anymore! I’m an adult. I’m supposed to have my career figured out. Most of the people I went to high school with are already married or have a house or kids or they have their dream job. I’m still just as lost as the day I graduated.”

“Lucy, you’re only twenty-three. Why are you in such a rush to have everything figured out?”

Because when I look at my future, I see nothing on the horizon, and it makes me feel as though I’m suffocating.

I stay quiet, my unspoken fears rolling around in my head. Scott takes both my hands in his, drawing my gaze back to him.

“You can do anything you want, Lucy. I really believe that.”

I stare back in his eyes, wanting to believe him. But…

He tilts his head. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

“Um… what?”

“Are you busy?” he asks.

“Oh, um… Tomorrow is Sunday, right? I just have church in the morning, then nothing.”

“Okay.” Scott nods, releasing my hands. “I’ll pick you up and go with you to church, then you’re coming with me.”

I blink. “To do what?”

“It’s a surprise,” he grins.

After studying him for a few moments, I give up. I glance in the direction of the house, recalling Dani’s knowing look as we left. “Should we go back?”

Scott sighs. “I guess so.”

“Just please explain to them that all we did was talk,” I say.

Scott’s forehead creases with confusion. I tell him about Dani’s reaction and how his outburst about taking me to the gazebo must have looked, and he cracks up. I punch him in the arm until he finally stops laughing. “Okay, okay,” he grins, his laughter subsiding, “don’t worry, I’ll tell them.”

“Thank you. And…” I hesitate, squeezing my hands together. “Thank you for listening, too. And for being so encouraging.”

“I meant what I said,” he says, his tone softening. “I think you’re amazing. I wish you could see it, too.”

Emotion tightens my chest again. Instead of speaking, I lean forward and give him a soft kiss. Afterward, I move to stand, but Scott’s arms slip around my waist, and he holds me in place, hugging me from behind and resting his forehead on my shoulder.

“Just a few more minutes,” he murmurs.

My heart is pounding again, but a warm, peaceful feeling settles over me like a blanket. I take a deep breath and lean back, resting against Scott and marveling at how safe and comfortable I’ve grown to be with him.


Maybe he’s right.

Maybe the future isn’t so scary after all.
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“Welcome in!”

Scott ushers me forward, smiling brightly as I step into his apartment. I’ll admit that I’m a bit nervous. But, as soon as I move into the living room, all my nerves give way to surprise.

“What is all this?”

My mouth falls open as I look around the space. It’s not huge, and the kitchen and living room are connected in an open plan, but all throughout there are sections set up with a paper sign at each. One in the kitchen says “cooking,” one next to a box of modeling clay says “sculpting,” next to the guitar is a paper that simply says “music,” on the table next to a stack of art supplies it says “drawing,” and even more signs are strewn about the room.

Scott walks up next to me. He’s smiling, but his cheeks are red. “Since you didn’t really finish your gap year, I thought we could do a mini version today. You know, just try a bunch of random things for fun.”

I look up at him, then around the room again. “You set all this up for me?”

He shrugs, his cheeks turning a deeper shade of red. It’s then that I notice the slight purple under his eyes.

He must have been up all night getting this ready.

I can’t contain my smile, so I turn and hug him tightly. “Thank you.”

“You don’t think it’s dumb?” he asks, hugging me back.

“Not one bit.”

His shoulders relax the tiniest bit in relief as he nods. “Okay. What do you want to start with?”

“I’m starving, so how about cooking?”

“Great,” he grins. “As we’ve discussed, I happen to be a master chef.”

I laugh as I follow him to the kitchen. “You’ll have to teach me your cooking secrets.”

He gives me a scrutinizing look. “Hmmm… we’ll have to see about that.”

“Hey!” I shove him lightly. He hardly moves. He’s so solid he’s like a freaking tree.

There’s a small island in the middle of the kitchen. I take a seat on a barstool as Scott grabs a pan and sets it on the stovetop.

“If I tell you my secrets, there’ll be no reason for you to come back and let me cook for you again,” he says, turning his head back to look at me.

I rest my elbows on the countertop, my chin in my hand. “Oh, there are plenty of reasons for me to come back.”

Scott’s eyes widen, his cheeks flaming red again as he quickly turns back around. I grin, biting down on my amusement at his reaction to my flirting.

“So, what are we cooking?” I ask.

“Chicken tikka masala,” he says.

“Really?”

“Mhm.” He faces me again, suddenly looking nervous. “I forgot to ask… do you like Indian food?”

“Are you kidding? I love it!”

“Great,” he smiles. “So, are you gonna come over here and learn how to make this, or not?”

“Yes!” I quickly stand and join him. “I’m ready!”
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The rest of the day is nothing short of perfect. The lunch Scott cooks is absolutely delicious, and after that, we try all the activities he had prepared. Some are a flop, but some end up working out well.

To be honest, though, I think the flops were more fun.

After we’ve tried cooking, drawing, sculpting, latte art (which we both failed miserably at), guitar, photography, poetry, and whatever other random ideas Scott came up with, I finally fall onto the couch, thoroughly wiped out.

Scott grins. “Tired?”

“Yes. I think I did more activities today than I’ve done in my entire life.”

“What was your favorite?”

“Mmm…” I tilt my head in thought, then smile. “My favorite thing was the person I was doing everything with.”

He looks surprised, then sits next to me on the couch, his cheeks pink. “That’s a cheater answer.”

“Maybe,” I say, nestling against his arm. “But I liked everything. Even the things we were bad at were fun to try.”

“They weren’t a waste of time?” he asks.

“What?” I sit up to look at him, my forehead crinkled with confusion. “No. Unless you thought this was a waste of time.”

“Not at all,” he says. “That’s the point I was trying to make.”

“The… point?”

He nods. “It’s always worth it to try something, even if you fail. You’ll never know what you might be good at, or what you might enjoy, if you’re too afraid or worried about what other people will think to even give it a try. Anyone who’ll laugh or gloat when you fail isn’t someone who’s advice you want anyway. People who actually step out and try things and fail and try again are the ones to look up to.”

I stare back at him, my side sinking into the couch as his words sink into my heart.

“You don’t have to go out and quit your job tomorrow,” he continues, his tone sincere. “If you wanted to, you could keep your job forever. But, you should at least start trying things. Look around and see if something interests you, and if it does, give it a go. You’re not trapped. You’ve never been trapped. You don’t have to have your whole life figured out, and you don’t have to know what your ‘passion’ is. You just have to try things, and you’ll figure it out.”

“I don’t know…”

“Come on, Lucy,” he says. “Isn’t there anything you can think of that you at least want to try?”

I purse my lips as a familiar thought floats to the surface in my mind. It’s one I hadn’t considered in years, not since I was fifteen or so.

Scott notices the subtle shift in my expression, and his eyes light up. “You thought of something, didn’t you?”

I shake my head. “No, it’s nothing.”

“Lucyyyyy…”

“Fine,” I sigh, already feeling embarrassed. “Um, you know that I love to read. But, I’ve also always loved to write. When I was a kid, I would write stories all the time, just for fun. My parents loved them,” I smile, the memories seeming warm and bright. “Back then, I really wanted to be an author. I thought about it a lot when I was in high school, too, but I never told anyone. It just never seemed like something that could happen for me, so I gave up on it.” I shrug. “It’s embarrassing, but I guess that’s the only real dream I had that I can clearly remember.”

“Why is that embarrassing?” Scott asks.

“I don’t know. It just is.”

“It’s not embarrassing,” he shakes his head. “It’s awesome!”

“Scott, you don’t have to act like—”

“I mean it!” He cuts me off. “I think you should try writing. You have story ideas, don’t you? Just pick one and start.”

“But…” I shake my head. “I have no idea what I’m doing or where to start.”


“You said you used to write stories all the time.”

“Yeah, the key words being ‘used to.’”

“So?”

“You’ve never seen a single thing I’ve written,” I continue to protest. “I could be absolutely terrible at it.”

“Maybe.”

I stop. “What?”

Scott shrugs. “Maybe you are terrible at it. But maybe you’re not. Don’t you want to find out?”

“What if I end up writing a whole book, and it’s just plain awful? I’ll have wasted so much time.”

“That’s not true. It’s never a waste of time to try things, even if you fail.” He rests his arm across the back of the couch. “You know what is a waste of time? Spending your whole life thinking about trying something, but never doing it, then spending the rest of your life regretting it and wishing you did.”

I chew my lip in indecision, my head beginning to fight with my heart. “But, if I start writing a book, people will think—”

“Uh-uh, stop right there.” Scott frowns, holding up a hand. “What people think doesn’t matter. Opinions are like butts. Everyone has one, and they all stink.”

I give Scott a funny look, thrown off by his comment. He grins as he continues.

“Look, Lucy, if there’s something you want to try doing, you should. If you end up failing, you learn from it, and then try something new. If you end up loving it, keep doing it. Don’t worry about the results, or being the absolute best. Just do it because you love it.”

I stare at him for a few moments, thinking over what he said. How is he so inspirational?

“I…” I shake my head, then squint at Scott. “Who are you?”

His eyebrows rise. “You don’t know? Sheesh, I wouldn’t have kissed you if I’d have realized you didn’t even know my name.”

“That’s not what I mean,” I say, punching him in the arm as my cheeks redden. “It’s like you have the brain of a really wise old man in the body of a very handsome twenty-four-year-old.”

He puffs out his chest, brushing off his shoulders. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”

I roll my eyes and laugh. “You’re stupid.”

“Stupid?” He feigns hurt. “I thought I was wise and handsome.”

“That too,” I smile.

“So, are you gonna start writing?”

I lean back on the couch, thinking about it. Maybe Scott’s right. I don’t have to quit being Monica’s PA to start trying other things. And there are small steps I could take to try and make my lifestyle healthier. I could ask to no longer come in on Saturdays, for starters.

I’m not trapped. There are little things I can do to start building the sort of life I want, or, to start figuring out what sort of life I want.

“Yeah,” I nod, “I think I am.”

He grins. “By the way, I think whatever you write is going to be great.”

I love you.

As I gaze at Scott, the thought startles me. I won’t say it out loud. I’ve never said it to anyone in a romantic way before. I’m probably just caught up in emotions, in the moment. I don’t know what’s too fast or slow.

But, I do know that I could spend forever right here with Scott, and be lost in total bliss.

“Thank you,” I say softly. “Not just for that—for the whole day, and for KFC, and Mario Kart, and for making me wear that ridiculous hat at Party City, and for every other date we’ve been on and every text message you’ve sent me.”

He brightens, his expression warm.

“Anything to make you smile, Lucy.”
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I pull the door to the office open and smile at Macy, who’s on the phone with someone. She waves and buzzes me in. Jeremiah passes by me in the hall.

“Hi, Jeremiah,” I say, attempting to give him my best smile and my friendliest wave. He hardly glances at me as I pass by.

It doesn’t hurt any less than it did the last five times.

I shake it off as I reach my desk. There’s nothing else I can do about it, anyway.

Monica sent me a text this morning that she’ll be in a little later today, but to make sure I’m around at two o’clock. She’s usually in earlier on Fridays.

On Monday I spoke with her about changing up my schedule so that I didn’t have to come in on Saturdays, and making my hours set instead of fluctuating and random. Monica listened to everything I had to say, then said that was fine, but she needed some time to think about what we could do. I was shocked at how easily she agreed. In fact, I’m still shocked. I’ve been waiting on the edge of my seat all week for her to call me into her office and tell me she’s changed her mind, but she hasn’t.

I get to work on my daily tasks, texting Scott when I have moments to. I haven’t started writing yet, but I plan to. Scott’s been taking up most of my free time.

A rush of street noise signals the opening of the front door, followed by the familiar clacking of Monica’s heels. I glance at the clock, noting the time is one twenty-three.

She’s early.

She pushes her sunglasses up off her face as she passes by my desk.

“Can I see you in my office?”

I nod and stand immediately, grabbing my notebook. “Yes.”

As I step into her office, she begins setting her bags down and pulling out her laptop, settling on the chair. I take my usual seat across from her, ready to scribble down whatever tasks she has for me today.

“Lucy, I’m going to have to let you go.”

I freeze, my pen hovering just above the page.

What?

“Our schedules are no longer aligning,” she continues. “I need someone who can work with my hours. I have someone lined up already. She’ll be coming in starting on Monday. I’d like for you to stay on another month to work with her and train her.”

I feel paralyzed, stuck to the chair. My eyes are wide, and I’m starting to sweat as a weird, panicky feeling settles over me.

I’m fired? How? How is this happening?

She said my request was fine, that we could work something out. I don’t understand. I don’t understand. I’ve been here four years. I’ve tried to be the best personal assistant I could possibly be. She’s just letting me go? Without warning? Just… just like that?

She’s still talking. I’m hardly registering what she’s saying.

“If necessary, we can stretch things to two more months.”

“No,” I hear myself speak. My throat is tight. Am I about to cry? No, I won’t cry in front of Monica. “One month is fine.”

What is happening?

“You’ve been here three years. I’m sure there are plenty of responsibilities I’ve given you that I’ve forgotten about. I’ll need you to make a list of all the tasks you do that you can think of and give that list to me. I’d also like for you to go through that list with your replacement as you’re training her.”

Four. It’s been four years, not three.

Four years I spent completely dedicated to this job, to assisting her.

“Okay.” I keep my responses short. I refuse to cry.

“I can write you a letter of recommendation if you need it.”

“Thank you.”

“For today, I need you to—”

What am I going to do? Where am I going to work? How am I going to pay rent?

I have my savings. They should be enough for a while.

She’s talking. What is she saying? Oh, my tasks for the day. She’s giving me tasks. Are you serious? She’s giving me tasks after just telling me I’m being let go? I can’t…

Lucy. Focus.

I grab my notebook, nodding mechanically and scribbling the things she’s listing off for me to take care of. I know I missed one or two, but I can’t bring myself to ask what they were. My heart is pounding, I’m reeling, and it feels like the world is spinning. Right now, it’s taking everything I have just to keep from crying.

Monica falls silent. I think she must be done. I stand to leave as she dismisses me.

I make it back to my desk and lower myself into my chair, feeling like my world is crashing down around me. I really need to cry. My eyes are stinging, my throat is tight. I’d step outside, but Monica is still here.

I hear her typing away on her keyboard in her office. I stare at my laptop, pretending to be working, but my mind is racing in a hundred different directions. Monica calls out, asking me something about checks I deposited yesterday. I answer her, pitching my voice higher than usual in an effort to keep it from wobbling.

Thirty minutes pass, and finally, she leaves the office. I wait a few extra minutes to allow time for her to drive away, then I stand and rush for the door, keeping my gaze straight ahead. I pass by Macy in a rush. She says my name, but I don’t stop.

I make it to my car, climb in, and lock the doors behind me.

I sit in the backseat, hugging my knees to myself. At first, I just stare, lost in shock. I don’t understand. Where did that come from? In the blink of an eye, the life I’ve known the last four years… it’s over.

Reality begins to set in, and I start to cry, tears falling like a waterfall down my face, wetting my jeans as they drip off my cheeks. Confusion and hurt and anger all twist in my insides, a tornado of emotion.

What am I doing? Why am I crying? I should be happy, right? I didn’t like my job. I’m free, now. But I don’t feel happy. I feel terrified. Because I have no idea what I’m going to do.

Everyone else was right. I was the Monica Harper’s personal assistant. Why would I ever give up a job like that? How could I have been so stupid and shortsighted and jeopardized my position?

Now, I’m just Lucy Greene, with no idea what to do next.

I sniffle in the backseat, still reeling in utter bewilderment. I stare out the windows as my tears continue to fall, not looking at anything in particular. I don’t know what to do.

My phone buzzes in my hand. I look down through bleary eyes to see a text from Monica, adding another task for me to take care of today. Her life goes on.

I glance at the office doors. I can’t go back in there. I can’t.

But I have to. The work day isn’t over yet, and I’m still on the clock.

I take deep breaths, trying to steady my shuddering attempts at breathing. I fish around in my glovebox for some disposable napkins, which I use to clean up my face. This is one of those times I’m thankful I don’t usually wear makeup. After taking a few more seconds to try and collect myself, I leave the safety and relative privacy of my car behind.

As I step back inside, I’m grateful to see that the receptionist desk is empty. Macy must have gone to the bathroom. I use my keycard to unlock the door, then hustle to my desk. I keep my head down the rest of the day, avoiding everyone. When I leave, I hold the phone up to my ear, acting like I’m on a call as I pass by Macy so that she’s unable to ask about me rushing out earlier.

I plop behind the driver’s seat, tears taking over again as I stare at the steering wheel.

My voice is a whisper. “What do I do?”

My phone buzzes as I receive a text from Scott.

Scott.

I snatch up my phone, not even reading his message as I send him a question.

Me: Can I come over?

Scott: Of course. You okay?

Me: No.

Scott: I’ll be here.

[image: ]


Scott opens the door to the apartment, his eyebrows knit together in worry.

“Lucy, what’s wrong?”

I open my mouth to speak, but my throat constricts, and I can’t get the words out. Scott pulls me into a hug, letting me cry against his chest, creating splotches of tears soaked into his shirt. He rubs my back as he holds me, not pushing me to talk until I’m ready.

As my sobs lessen, he releases me, and I step back.

“What’s going on?” he asks.

I shake my head. “I lost my job.”

“What?” His brow furrows as he stares at me.

“Monica is letting me go. She said she needs someone whose schedule works with hers. I’m supposed to start training the new person on Monday. What am I going to do?”

“Are you serious?”

I nod, more tears falling. “I worked so hard for her. I tried so hard to do my best. I did everything she asked. I thought… I thought…” I hiccup as another sob escapes. “What am I going to do? I don’t have any other jobs lined up. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

Panic sets in again. Scott is silent for awhile. I stare at the floor, swiping at my eyes and trying to stop the flow of tears.

“Isn’t this… sort of a good thing?”

My head snaps up to face him.

“What?”

“You were miserable at that job. I watched you being miserable. Isn’t being done with it a good thing?”

Amidst all the panic and hurt roiling in my insides, another emotion rears its ugly head: anger.

“A good thing? How on earth is this a good thing?” I say. “Scott, I lost my job, and I don’t have any idea what I’m going to do now.”

“But now you have a chance to figure it out. Everyone convinced you to stay at that job, so you didn’t even consider anything else. Now, you can.”

I swallow, my frustration building. “I have to pay rent. I have to buy groceries and gas. I have a car payment! I don’t have the luxury of messing around and wasting time ‘finding myself!’”

“Trying to figure out what you want to do isn’t a waste of time.”

“My life isn’t like yours, Scott!” I clench my fists. “I’m not you! I don’t live in a world where dreams come true and everything works out!” I rub my face in my hands, letting out a frustrated groan. “I should have listened to my parents and everyone else. I never should have asked to change my schedule. I should have sucked it up and dealt with a job I hated like everyone else does.”

“Lucy, why are you doing this? You’re acting like your life is over. It’s just one job. It doesn’t matter! You’ll get another one.”

“It doesn’t matter?” My eyes flash. “The fact that I gave up so much of my personal life for this job the last four years doesn't matter?” I glare at him, then shake my head, scoffing at myself. “No, you’re right. It doesn’t matter. Monica let me go the second I was no longer at her beck and call. No matter how hard I could have worked, I never would have mattered. It was all just a business transaction, and I was stupid to care so much about it.”

The tears start again. I stare at the floor, running my hand through my hair. “What am I going to do?”

“You’ll figure it out. You don’t have to worry.”

I snort. “Easy for you to say.”

Scott frowns, a flash of frustration in his eyes. “I’m trying to help you, Lucy. I don’t know why you think things just magically work out for me, because they don’t. I’ve worked hard, too. I’m not in any different position from you.”

“Yes, you are. You’ve known what you wanted to do ever since I met you. Things come so naturally and easily to you. I’m not like that. I’ve never been like that.”

“Why do you keep saying those things about yourself?”

“Because they’re true!”

“No, they’re not.”

My fists are still clenched at my sides. I’m tired, and overwhelmed, and scared, and I don’t want to have this conversation anymore. I shake my head and take a deep breath.

“I’m gonna go home.”

“What?” Scott blinks in surprise. “Why?”

“Because, I can’t handle this right now. I need to go home and… and think. I don’t know. I just need some space.”

I turn around and head for the door.

“Lucy, I didn’t mean to upset you. Please stay. We don’t have to talk about all that now. Let’s just hangout and get your mind off of it.”

I don’t have time to take my mind off of it. I have to figure out what I’m going to do.

“I’m gonna go,” I repeat.

Scott stares at me helplessly, his mouth opening like he might say something, but nothing comes out.

I leave without another word.
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I don’t go home. I end up going to the gym.

I go through the motions, my usual routine. Go to the locker rooms, get changed, pick a treadmill in front of the TV playing telenovelas, pick a podcast, then tune it out as I run.

I feel terrible about how I treated Scott. None of what happened is his fault, but deep down, a part of me is blaming him for all of it.

That’s not fair to him.

But a lot of things don’t quite feel fair right now.

I’m feeling a lot of emotions. Fear, of course, because I’m now jobless. There’s also shock, and panic. Stress. Anger at being let go so suddenly without any notice. But there’s another emotion I didn’t expect: I feel betrayed.

It doesn’t really make sense. I’ve always known I was just an employee. I’ve always been the one clarifying to people that Monica and I aren’t buddies, that she’s not my mentor or anything like that. She was my boss, and I was her assistant, and that was that. I knew it in my head.

I guess my heart forgot all that.

Despite how much I disliked my job, how stressful it was, how much I wanted out of it, I respect Monica. I felt… important working for her. I genuinely cared. And, to an extent, she trusted me. And having the trust of someone like that kind of goes to your head. I mean, I drove her daughter all over the place, giving her rides to and from school and sports games. Monica gave me her home address and had me pick up packages off her porch. She trusted me to pick up pills and prescriptions, to tell her if her hair and makeup needed fixing before meetings. I’m the only one in the building other than janitorial that has a key to her office. I have her personal cell number, I carry one of her credit cards, my life completely revolved around hers. As much as I told myself and others I’m just an employee and nothing more, part of me always hoped that maybe I did mean a little bit more than a paycheck every two weeks. That, maybe, Monica was really glad she took a chance on the aimless kid from The Roast four years ago. That, maybe, my work was appreciated. That maybe I was appreciated.

Stupid. That was stupid. I feel ridiculous even thinking it.

My feet pound on the treadmill as sweat drips down my temple. I run much faster and farther when I’m upset. The one upside to my Godzilla-sized emotions at the moment, I suppose.

I finish at the one hour mark. I feel as though I could keep going, but my knees are starting to protest, so I slow the treadmill, moving from a run, to a light jog, to a very slow walk. I chug some water, then glance at my phone, expecting—no, hoping— to see a message from Scott.

Nothing.

I hold my phone, my thumbs hovering over the keys in indecision. I don’t even know what to say. I’ve been nothing but drama. Maybe Scott has finally had enough.

I slip my phone in my drawstring bag, taking a breath. I said I needed space. Maybe he’s giving it to me. It doesn’t have to mean the worst case scenario if he hasn’t texted me after I literally walked out on him.

Ugh.

I make it back home to the smell of pizza, my head and emotions still spiraling. Stephanie and Jessie are seated on the couch, watching a movie, surrounded by pizza, sodas, and snacks. Jessie breaks out into a ginormous smile when she sees me.

“Hey Lucy! You should come join us! We got enough pizza for you, too!”

I shake my head, trying my best to smile. “Thanks, but I’m going to shower and go to bed.”

“What? Come on, it’s Friday night!” she frowns. “You can sleep in tomorrow! We never hang out like this! Please?”

“Sorry, Jessie.”

“Lucyyyyy—”

“Not tonight.”

Jessie’s eyes widen slightly. I said it more snappish than I meant to, even surprising myself. Stephanie is staring at me with a funny look. I stutter for a second, then say a quick “Sorry,” as I rush off to my room, only stepping out to the bathroom to shower.

As I lay in my bed, I keep checking my phone, but Scott doesn’t text me for the rest of the night. Only a message from Stephanie comes through.

“What was that about?”

I stare at the screen without responding.

My stomach rumbles, but I don’t want to go back out there and face them to get food. They’ll force me to stay and talk about everything, and I don’t have the energy right now. Right now, I feel like a total mess, and I just want to sleep.

I finally drift off, sleeping through most of Saturday.
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I stumble into church twenty minutes late, halfway through the worship set. I head for my usual seat next to Stephanie. She glances over and spots me, then points to her Bible in the chair beside her. I shuffle it to another chair and take the seat. Stephanie leans over and speaks into my ear so I can hear her over the music.

“You look terrible,” she says.

I frown. “Gee, thanks.”

She gives me a once over, then goes back to worshipping. Soon enough, the pastor steps up and starts preaching, but I’m not paying attention. I’m too preoccupied with navel gazing to focus on the message.

When the sermon ends, the worship team goes back up for one last song. Usually I stay until the end and chat with Stephanie and some of the others I see weekly, but today, I plan to leave early. When the final song starts, I turn to go, but Stephanie grabs my arm.

I look at her, expecting her to say something.

She doesn’t.

I blink a few times, then turn to face the front again. As I do so, she releases my arm.

Okay, so she wants me to stay. She probably wants to tell me to apologize to Jessie.

The music ends, and Stephanie turns to me.

“I know I need to apologize to Jessie,” I say, trying to beat her to it, “I’ll talk to her later and—”

“We’re getting lunch.”

I stop, thrown off by Stephanie’s interruption. “Um, what?”

“You’re a mess,” she says, crossing her arms. “You and I are getting lunch.”

“Oh.” I rub my arms. “Thanks, but I’m not really hungry.”

“I wasn’t giving you an option.” She grabs her Bible and starts walking away. “We’re going to lunch. Come on.”

I stare after her for a few seconds, then sigh as I follow.

I guess we’re going to lunch.
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“What’s going on with you?”

I swirl my straw around in my cup of water, avoiding eye contact with Stephanie. Whether she realizes it or not, there’s no one I look up to more. In my head, she’s like the older sister I never had, but I would never tell her that. She’s a good friend, too. I’m lucky I ended up with two good roommates, because from what I’ve heard, it’s a rare thing.

All that to say, I really don’t want to spill my embarrassing guts to her right now.

“Lucy.”

“Monica is letting me go,” I say, finally meeting Stephanie’s gaze. Her eyes widen in surprise, and she lets out a little huff of air.

“Now I understand,” she says.

“It’s my fault, really.” I return to staring down at my drink. “I asked to stop working Saturdays and to have a set schedule during the week instead of being on call.”

“Why?”

I shrug. “Because I was sick of not having a life.”

“Good for you,” Stephanie says.

I look at her incredulously. “How is this good? It was stupid. I lost my job.”

“So? You’ll get another one.”

“Doing what?”

“You can get another office job. Or go back to the café. Whatever you want to do.”

“It’s not that easy,” I shake my head.

“Says who?”

I frown. “I don’t have a degree, or any real experience, or—”

“Lucy, you worked for Monica Harper as her personal assistant for four years. That’s plenty of experience.”

“Maybe, but who knows how long it’s going to take me to find another job.”

“I don’t think this whole job thing is really what’s bothering you,” Stephanie says.

Something in my chest squeezes.

“What’s really going on?”

I don’t answer immediately. My stomach churns as I try to think, trying to form the words for the feelings I’ve been stewing in the last few days. Stephanie waits quietly, sipping on her drink. Eventually, the waiter shows up, sliding our orders in front of us.

I catch a whiff of my food, and my stomach rumbles. I haven’t been eating much since Friday. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.

I swallow the lump in my throat before I speak.

“I’m afraid of being left behind.”

Stephanie tilts her head in response. The seconds tick by.

“Lucy, why did you stop drawing?”

My eyebrows knit together in confusion at the seemingly random question. “What?”

“Why did you stop drawing?”

I purse my lips, then shrug. “Because no matter what I draw all I can see are the flaws.”

“Okay, but doesn’t art take practice?”

“Well, yeah, but—”

“How long did you work on your art skills before quitting?”

I take a frustrated breath. “I don’t know. I started taking it seriously when I was, like, thirteen, and I gave up when I was around sixteen.”

“Why did you give up?”

“I told you.” Now I’m getting annoyed. “I thought I wanted to have a career in art, so I worked my butt off trying to improve, but I never improved fast enough. All I could see were all the flaws in my work, and how much better other artists already were, and I just completely burned out. Drawing wasn’t fun anymore.”

“So you put all this pressure on yourself to be perfect immediately, and when you weren’t perfect immediately, you quit?”

I glare at her. “Are you having fun? Because I’m not.”

“I’m trying to make a point.”

“Then, what’s your point?”

“My point is that you’re doing the same thing to yourself right now.”

I grab a fry and start shoving it around the dollop of ketchup on my plate. “I don’t get it.”

“Clearly.” She shakes her head. “You’re putting all this pressure on yourself to be a success and have your whole life perfectly planned out right now, and it’s totally paralyzing you. You’re stressing yourself out and beating yourself up so much that you have no patience or capacity to actually figure out what you want to do. You don’t even give yourself the chance to try, because trying might come with making mistakes, and for some reason you seem to think making mistakes is unacceptable and that you should be perfect at whatever you do right away.”

I stop shoving the fry around as I listen.

“You’re acting like there’s only enough purpose and joy for a few people, and if you’re not fast enough, you won’t make it to the finish line before all the purpose and joy is taken,” Stephanie continues, crossing her arms. “That’s not how life works. Success isn’t objective. You don’t need to be rich, or famous, or have a social media worthy life to be successful. You just need to be you. That’s success enough.”

I stare at Stephanie, feeling something cold that had been stowing away in my heart start to melt.

“But… I’m just… me,” I say lamely.

“And I think you’re pretty great.”

I blink at her, then look down, feeling my eyes sting again for what feels like the millionth time in the past few days.

“I’m… not sure what to do next.”

“And that’s okay.” For the first time in our conversation, the slightest smile appears on her face. “It’s okay not to know what to do next. Life is like that. There are going to be plenty of times that things don’t go the way you thought, and you’ll have to start over. And, there are going to be times when they do. And sometimes it’ll be a mix. But guess what? Life goes on. And you’ll keep going, and you’ll figure it out. You don’t have to be perfect. You don’t have to know every step. You just have to be willing to try.”

As I mull over what she said, the email I’d received from Fred all those years ago floats back to the forefront of my mind, the words taking on a whole new meaning to me.

“None of us really know what we’re doing,” I say softly. “We’re all just good at pretending we do.”

“Exactly,” Stephanie nods. “Stop pressuring yourself so much. Have some patience. Not just the patience to figure things out, but patience for yourself, too. It’s okay to make mistakes.”

“I’ve made a lot lately.”

“How so?”

I wince. “I made Jessie cry, didn’t I?”

Stephanie takes a sip from her drink, then leans back against the booth again. “Yes.”

“Shoot.” I frown, mentally berating myself. “I knew it. You know what else I did? I broke Jeremiah’s heart because I didn’t realize he had feelings for me. Like an idiot, I came out and told him I was dating Scott without giving him any warning. He’s been one of my best friends for four years, and now he won’t even speak to me. And then on Friday, when Scott was trying to make me feel better about losing my job, I totally freaked out at him and just walked out. We haven’t talked since. And I know Macy is going to be upset with me when she finds out… And the more I think about how I’ve treated everyone around me since getting my job, the more I realize I’ve been a terrible friend. I put Monica before everyone, and that was so… so messed up!” I let out a frustrated groan. “I used to think I was a generally nice person, but lately I just feel like I’ve been such a… such a…”

Stephanie’s eyebrows rise. “It’s okay. You can say it.”

I say it.

“Feel better?”

“No.” I grimace. “Actually, I feel worse.”

“Really? Cussing always makes me feel better.”

I shoot her a look and she grins, shoving some fries in her mouth.

“I’m kidding,” she says, wiping her hands on her napkin. “I don’t cuss anymore. At least, I try not to. Know why?”

I quirk an eyebrow. “Because you’re afraid of what your mother will say?”

“No. Because of you.”

“Me?”

“Mhm,” she nods. “After you moved in, you wouldn’t stop inviting me to church. So, one week I thought I’d go just to shut you up. That day ended up changing my life, and changing me. I’m a totally different person because of you. I’ll never stop being grateful for you because of that.”

“Oh.” My heart swells at the compliment, but I don’t know what to say.

“And you know who else absolutely loves you? Jessie. Ever since you helped her write her resume after she moved in, she’s been doing everything she can to get your attention. She looks up to you so much. And what about your coworker, Macy? You pretty much saved her wedding. All of us are grateful to have you in our lives, because you’ve been a good friend. And that was while you were working for Monica. Yeah, it sucked when you’d cancel, but we all understood. At least, I understood.” She taps the table with her fingers. “So you made some mistakes and hurt some people. Big whoop. Everyone makes mistakes. Nobody is perfect. What matters is what you do after you make a mistake.”

Stephanie resumes eating. My brow furrows as I think over everything she said.

I think she’s right.

“Since when are you so… insightful?” I ask.

“I’m a fountain of wisdom. I just usually prefer to watch the world burn.”

“…What?”

“I’m kidding,” she grins.

“I don’t know if I believe you.”

Stephanie shrugs, and I can’t help but smile.

I scoop up some fries, finally starting to munch on my food.

“Thank you.”
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Back at the apartment, I stop outside the door. Stephanie glances over.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing. Just a little nervous to apologize to Jessie.”

Stephanie shakes her head. “Don’t be. She’ll forgive you before you even finish the phrase ‘I’m sorry.’”

“You’re right…”

Stephanie unlocks the door and steps inside with me trailing behind. Jessie smiles and waves, but when she sees me, her expression falters.

“Hey, Stephanie! Oh, and Lucy!”

“Hi, Jessie,” I say. Stephanie waves and heads down the hall to her room. Jessie watches after her a little nervously. Great, is she scared of me now?

Thinking back, I did manage to scare the crap out of Melanie back at Macy’s wedding. Didn’t I make her cry, too?

Apparently, I have a talent for terrifying girls under the age of twenty.

“Could we talk for a minute?” I ask.

“Oh, yeah, sure!” She nods her head a little too quickly.

“Thanks.” I take a seat on the couch, awkwardly squeezing my hands together. Jessie is looking all over the room, anything to avoid eye contact with me. Clearly, she is the non confrontational type.

“I wanted to apologize,” I say, taking a deep breath. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you the other night. And—”

“No, Lucy, you don’t have to apologize! I shouldn’t have—”

“Jessie, I know you’re going to say it’s fine, but it’s not.” I smile, trying my hardest not to be scary. “Like I was saying, I shouldn’t have snapped at you the other night, but there’s more. I… haven’t been the best friend to you. You’re always going out of your way for me, offering to pick up food or help me out when you can, or even just being crazy friendly and always inviting me to join you to do things. I never return the favor. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t treat you that way.”

“It’s okay, Lucy.”

“Can you forgive me?”

She looks like she’s panicking. “Lucy, you really don’t need to—”

“You can’t let people walk all over you, Jessie, including me. I do need to apologize, because you deserve to be treated better. So, can you forgive me?”

“Um…” Jessie hesitates, blinking, then finally, she nods. "Well, yeah, of course I forgive you.”

The tension in my neck and shoulders loosens, and I let out a relieved sigh. Even though I knew she’d forgive me, apologizing is never easy. “Thank you.”

“Mhm.” She glances at me, a curious expression on her face. “Um, so… is everything okay? You’ve seemed kinda off this weekend.”

“‘Kinda off?’” My lip quirks upward. “What gave me away? The fact that I hid in my room all day yesterday?”

“Sort of,” she smiles a little.


I lean back against the couch, sinking down until my neck is at a right angle from my body. I’m sure I look ridiculous, but that’s kind of the point. I’m tired of taking all of this so seriously.

“Well, Jessie,” I sigh, “it’s not good. I lost my job, and I may have lost my boyfriend.”

She gasps, crossing her legs underneath herself and spinning on the couch to face me. “You lost your job? Are you serious? What happened?”

“I wanted to change my schedule, but it didn’t work for Monica, so she let me go.”

“Oh my gosh, Lucy, I’m so sorry!” She hesitates for a minute before asking her next question. “What about Scott? What happened?”

I smile sardonically. “I was being hormonal.”

Her brow furrows. “Huh?”

“I was really upset about my job, and I lashed out at him instead of dealing with it in a healthy manner. Sort of like how I snapped at you,” I say, wincing.

“Oh.” She looks down in thought, her forehead still crinkled. “So… what are you gonna do?”

I sit up and shrug. “First, I have to finish out the month at work and train my replacement. I also need to find a new job. And, I need to apologize to Scott…” I trail off. Thinking about Scott, about him possibly calling it quits with us, makes me feel sick to my stomach. But if he does, I won’t blame him. I’ve been so much drama since our first date, and it’s all been because of my job. Walking out on him for suggesting it’s a good thing to lose the job that caused all the drama wasn’t my finest moment.

“Don’t worry, Lucy.”

I turn to Jessie, who’s watching me intently. “Hm?”

“Don’t worry. Scott will forgive you. There’s no way he won’t.”

She looks so freaking sincere. How is someone so sweet a real thing?

“Thanks, Jessie.” I smile, a real smile. “I don’t want to think about it anymore today. Want to watch a movie?”

She brightens. “Yeah!”

Jessie grabs the remote and puts on Clueless, which I will always argue is the Queen of all chick-flicks. I have it practically memorized, which ends up being a good thing, because despite what I said, all I can think about for the entire duration of the movie is Scott and what I’m going to say to him to apologize.

I really think I might just love him.
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I steel myself as I walk into the office Monday morning. Whoever my replacement is, I’m about to meet them, and I’m determined to have a good attitude when I do. Even so, I’m struggling not to feel bitter about this whole situation.

I get to the office a few minutes earlier than usual, mostly because I have a feeling Macy will be wanting to talk with me. As soon as I open the door, she catches my eye and stands up, waving for my attention.

“Hi, Macy…” I try to act naturally, but even I can hear the awkwardness in my tone.

“What happened with you and Scott?”

I wince. Straight to the point this morning, I see. “What do you mean?”

“We had dinner with my parents last night and Scott was totally depressed, but he wouldn’t say why. He was supposed to bring you to dinner, so I’m assuming it has something to do with you.”

I take a breath. Macy is not happy.

“I messed up… we had a bit of a disagreement, and I just didn’t handle it well.”

“A disagreement about what?” she asks.

Just as I’m about to speak, the door to the office opens behind me. Macy’s eyes flit to the entrance, then her expression shifts to confusion.

“Melanie?” Macy crosses her arms. “What are you doing here?”

I whip around. Sure enough, standing there in the doorway is Melanie, the coordinator from Macy’s wedding.

Oh my gosh. Is she…?

Melanie’s eyes widen as she glances from Macy to me. “I’m starting work here today. I didn’t know you both work here.”

I can’t believe this.

“Oh.” Macy still looks confused. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t aware you were hired. Usually our office manager, Ellie, gives me a heads up. What position are you filling?”

I prepare myself for the words I know I’m about to hear.

“Um, I’m supposed to be Monica’s new personal assistant.”

Macy’s mouth falls open, and she looks to me. I do my best to smile, but it doesn’t reach my eyes. My throat tightens as my new reality hits home once again, but I swallow the emotion down. Macy is about to say something. I make a slight motion to her not to make a big deal about it, that I’ll explain later.

“It’s good to see you again,” I say, turning to Melanie. “I’ll be training you for the next month. You’re taking over my job.”

Melanie’s eyes grow (impossibly) wider. “Your job?”

I nod. “Mhm. Come on, we’d better get started. There’s a lot to go over.”
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Melanie is way in over her head, just like I was.

To be honest, before I came into work today, I was really struggling. At the sight of the office, I nearly got back in my car and drove home. I was let go—Monica is no longer my boss. So, why am I still letting her run my schedule? She has no right to decide I’ll continue on as her PA for another month to train my own replacement. She effectively fired me a month in advance. But I don’t want to burn a bridge as I walk away. And, when I realized Melanie is my replacement, the decision became easy. I’m staying another month.

My replacement being Melanie doesn’t make the fact that she’s taking over the job that I’m losing involuntarily hurt any less. But, somehow, it makes it easier for me to be kind and patient with her. I have a level of personal connection with Melanie, and she reminds me a lot of myself back when I started. I have no desire to make this any harder on her than it needs to be. She’s going to have a rough enough transition as it is. But, at least she’s receiving training. When Monica hired me, her old assistant had quit, and I had to learn on my own, on the fly. I wouldn’t wish that level of stress on anyone.

I’ll help Melanie as best I can. And, hopefully I won’t make her cry this time.

“…and then make sure you check your box at the front desk at the beginning and end of every day. Sometimes she puts things in there for you to mail out or take care of.”

“Okay.”

Melanie looks thoroughly overwhelmed. I put a pause on the exploding fire hydrant load of information I’ve just given her.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it all. It’s just going to take some time,” I say, then glance at the clock. “You’re only supposed to be in until three today, right? You can head out. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Thank you,” she says, standing to leave. She hesitates, like she wants to say something.

“You okay?” I ask.

She wavers in indecision, then speaks. “Do you… do you think I can do this?”

I blink in surprise, then rest an elbow on my desk as I look up at her.

“It’s not an easy job. You’re going to have to do a lot of things that might be difficult or new to you. And, you’ll have to be flexible. You need to set boundaries, and you’ll have to be honest and up front when you make mistakes, and be prepared with solutions. You’ll need to be persistent, and self disciplined, and you can’t slack off or put things off that you don’t want to do. Monica’s needs will come first, and you’ll be moving your schedule around often, because you’re always on call. You can’t expect to receive praise or thanks for doing your job. You just do it, because that’s what you’re here to do.” I tilt my head. “Do you think you can handle all that?”

Melanie stares back at me. “I don’t know, but…”

“I think you can,” I say.

She stops. “…Really?”

“Mhm.” I nod. “And I’ll help you be as prepared as possible. We have a month, remember? The first six months of any job are the hardest. After that, it gradually gets easier. If you stick with it, I believe you can do it. But, that’s only if you really want this job.”

“I do. I do want this job.”

I exhale, then give her a half smile. “Then you can do it.”

At that, she smiles and thanks me before leaving.

I know she can do it. She’s just like me. Or, rather, how I used to be.

Once she’s gone, I take a deep breath, leaning forward on my desk and rubbing my face in my hands.

That was tougher than I thought.

“Lucy?”

I glance up through slightly blurred vision to see Macy standing over me, a worried expression crinkling her forehead.

“Monica is letting me go,” I explain, once again offering that sad smile as I fight back the frustrating tears that resurface every time I share the news.

“What? Letting you go? Why? And how the heck did she pick Melanie to replace you?”

“Melanie is going to do a good job.” I lean back in my chair. “She was paying attention and taking notes. I think she’s going to do her best.”

“I still don’t understand why she’s letting you go. You’re, like, the perfect assistant.”

“That’s just it. I’m not. Or at least, if I ever was, I’m not anymore.”

Macy shakes her head in disbelief. “Why not?”

I explain to Macy everything that happened, including everything that happened with Scott. She nods along, listening quietly.

“I texted Scott this morning and asked if we could meet up to talk this evening,” I finish.

“You had a horrible weekend,” she says. “I’m so sorry, Lucy. If I had known, I would have—”

The door to the front opens, and the clacking of Monica’s high heels echoes throughout the room. Macy bends down to give me a quick hug, then heads back to the front. I take another breath, then turn back to my laptop.

Monica stops at my cubicle, glancing around. “Where’s Melanie?”

“She still has one more week at her current job, so she’s only staying until three in the afternoon each day this week,” I answer.

“Oh, that’s right. Can I see you in my office for a minute?”

“Sure.”

I grab my notebook and follow Monica to her office, trying to keep my expression and tone as cheery as usual. Once we’ve settled in our respective seats, Monica looks at me.

“So, what did you think of Melanie?”

What do I think of my replacement?

“She was a bit overwhelmed today, but she’ll get the hang of everything. I’ve actually met her before, a little over a month ago. I think she’ll do a good job. She’s definitely determined to do her best.”

“Good. Do you know what you plan to do next?”

I’m surprised by the question. Monica has never taken any interest in my personal life.

“Not as of yet.”

“You’ll find something,” she says. “You’re very capable. That’s why I offered you a job when you were working at that coffee shop.”

I sit in silence, not sure how to respond. Monica is still speaking directly to me, no laptop, phone, or notebook in sight, nothing else pulling her attention away.

“Have you ever noticed that in fast food jobs like the one you had, there’s a lot of turnover?” she asks. “It’s not true for all fast food workers, but, in general, people only work in places like that for less than two years, just like you did. Do you know why?”

I think for a moment, bewildered by this conversation. “I’m assuming it’s because they view it as a stepping stone to the career they want.”

Monica nods. “Right. They work in those positions until they’ve outgrown them.”

Where is she going with this?

“I hired you from The Roast because you’d clearly outgrown it. I could see you were capable, a hard worker, and intelligent. You took initiative. I spoke with your manager at the time, and he confirmed all that. When I hired you at the beginning, there was a steep learning curve, and I hoped you would buckle down and make it through, because if you could, I knew you would make an excellent assistant.”

“On the flip side,” she continues, “I also knew that someone like you, someone that would make an excellent assistant, wouldn’t last here forever. You’d outgrow this position eventually. I’m happy I had you for as long as I did. Please train Melanie well.”

I blink, completely thrown off by this side of Monica I’d never seen before. Unexpected emotion wells up in my chest and threatens to pour out of my eyes, but I swallow it down and nod.

“Thank you. I will.”

Monica gives the slightest smile, then pulls out her laptop, all business again. A new perspective shifts my mindset, and a wave of gratitude rushes through me as I think about the ways this job challenged me, changed me, forced me out of my comfort zone, and helped shape me into who I am now. I wasn’t always so unhappy with my work. Maybe Monica is right; maybe, I’ve just grown enough that it’s time for me to go.

I’m happy for the time I had here, too.

Back at my desk, I take care of the remaining tasks for the day. As I’m cleaning up, preparing to go meet Scott, I’m surprised to see Jeremiah standing at my cubicle.

“Jeremiah? Um… hey,” I say.

“Hi,” he says, shifting his weight awkwardly. “Macy told me about how you lost your job.”

“Oh. Yeah.”

“I’m sorry,” he says. “That sucks.”

“Yeah,” I nod, also feeling incredibly uncomfortable. “But, it’s okay. Change is a good thing, right?”

He shrugs. “Sometimes.”

“…Yeah.”

A few more seconds of silence pass before he finally speaks. “I’m sorry. For the things I said. It wasn’t cool.”

My spirits lift a little. “It’s okay. Really. I’m sorry, too. I should have realized…” I let out a sharp sigh and shake my head. “Well, I’m too late now. But, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay. You didn’t know.”

“I’ve missed seeing you around,” I say.

“Same here.” He gives me a sad smile, and I know the truth. We can’t really be friends anymore. Sure, we can be friendly, kind, polite. But we can’t hangout, or just spend time talking, or text, or grab lunch. That time is over.

It’s time to move on.

My eyes sting with tears, and I huff out some air as I smile. “I’m gonna miss you, dude.”

His eyes sparkle with tears as well. “Yeah, me too.”

“Can I please give you a hug?”

“Yeah.”

I hug him, sniffling as I do. “You’re a really good friend, you know? Even though you drove me crazy, like, ninety percent of the time.”

He grins. “I know.”

“Thank you for everything, Jeremiah.”
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Scott and I agreed to meet at The Roast after I got off work. When I arrive, he’s already there.

He stands and waves when he spots me.

Okay, he’s acknowledging me. That’s a good sign, right?

I walk over to him, reciting my apology over and over in my head like I’m not going to forget how to speak English and explode into gibberish when I reach him.

“Hey, Lucy,” he says, a hint of nervousness in his voice.

“Scott, I… I…”

Oh no. Here comes the word vomit. I stop myself, taking a breath and attempting to calm my nerves before I speak.

“I’m sorry,” I say. After all that planning, all I get out is two words.

“It’s okay,” he says. “I’m sorry, too.”

“No, it’s not okay.” I shake my head, squeezing my hands together. “It was unfair of me to get so angry at you. I know you were just trying to encourage me.”

“Yeah, but I should have thought about what I was saying.” He winces, recalling his words. “Losing a job is scary, and I should have listened to you and your feelings instead of telling you how you should feel.”

I look up at him, and he gives me a small smile.

“I know it’s wrong, but… in that moment, I wanted to blame you,” I admit. I look down again in shame, unable to meet his eyes anymore. “I wanted to say losing my job was all your fault, but it had nothing to do with you. You helped give me the courage to do what I’ve known I needed to do for awhile now. I just… I just didn’t expect to lose my job for taking some of my life back, you know?”

He reaches for my hand, taking it in his and drawing my gaze back to his eyes again. “I’m sorry that you lost your job. Really. I don’t think it was fair.”

I squeeze his fingers in mine, offering him a half hearted smile. “It’s okay. I think you were right. I think it’s for the best.”

“Anybody would be lucky to have you working for them. You know that, right?”

“Thank you.”

“I mean it,” Scott says. “And, I’ll help you find another job, or whatever it is you want to do. I’m with you, Lucy.”

I smile again, but this time, it’s genuine. My eye start to sparkle with tears, so Scott pulls me into a hug. I take a deep breath as I rest against his chest, the rollercoaster of emotions from the past four days speedrunning through my insides. I may have lost my job, but I’ll find another one. I may have lost a friend, but I’m grateful for the time I had him. I may have treated Jessie unfairly, but she forgave me. Scott… he forgave me, too. We’re okay.

I’m okay.

Despite everything, I’m okay.

When the tears stop, I take one last shuddering sigh. Scott releases me, worry still etched into his expression.

“You okay?”

I smile and nod. “I am. Really.”

He studies me for a few more moments, then smiles too. “Want some coffee?”

“Sure.”

I feel freer than I have in a long time.

I sit down at the table, waiting for Scott to return. He comes back from the counter with two hot coffees in to go cups and sits across from me.

“So,” he says, “you’re training your replacement?”

“Mhm,” I nod. “You’ll never guess who it is.”

“Who?”

“Melanie.”

“Melanie?” His eyebrows rise. “You mean, the wedding coordinator?”

“Yup.”

“That’s…”

“Weird, right?” I lean forward on the table. “You should have seen Macy’s face when she walked in!”

Scott laughs. “You know, it’s pretty nice of you to stay on another month to train your replacement. Usually, when you’re let go from a position, that’s it. The boss doesn’t have a right to dictate how much longer you’ll stay, or to expect you to train your own replacement.”

I shrug. “I don’t want to leave Monica high and dry.”

“You mean like she did to you?”

“Besides,” I say, ignoring his quip, “I’d rather spare Melanie being tossed in the deep end like I was when I was hired. She’s nice, and it’s a tough job. I want to try to prepare her as best I can.”

Scott nods, his expression softening. “You’re really nice.”

My cheeks redden as I shake my head in disagreement.

“So,” Scott continues, “do you have any idea what you want to do next?”

“I have to find a job, but…” I hesitate for a moment, slightly embarrassed. “But, I’m also going to give writing a real shot. You know, in my free time. And I won’t give up if I’m bad at it at first, or when I make mistakes. I’m… I’m really going to try.”

“That’s awesome!” He grins so happily it makes me feel like my heart might just burst. “I can’t wait to read what you write!”

“My writing could suck,” I say, my lips twitching upward as I try to hold back a smile. “I could be the worst author in the world, with the crappiest stories ever.”

“You could be,” Scott says, mirroring my fake sobriety. “But I know you. You’re going to be an amazing author. I mean it.”

“It’s… going to be fun finding out,” I smile.

“Heck yeah it is!” Scott says this a little too loudly for the café, throwing up his fist in a cheer. I blush as everyone else in the room shoots strange glances our way, but I can’t help laughing.

“I love you!”

I freeze. I said it without thinking, more as a figure of speech than a real statement. I lock eyes with Scott, my cheeks still red, but now for an entirely different reason. His eyes are wide, surprised by my confession.

Should I take it back? Crap, what do I do? Why did I do that? I totally freaked him out!

“I love you too, Lucy.”

I look at him, snapped out of my panic at his words. Now Scott is the one who’s blushing, his face bright red all the way to his ears.

“Really?”

Oh my gosh, Lucy, the man just confessed and THAT is your first response?

He blinks, thrown off by my question. “Yeah.”

“Um, I think I love you too,” I say.

“Wait,” Scott’s eyebrows furrow, “you think? I thought you just said you did!”

“No, I did! It’s just, well, um, I’ve never actually been in love before so I don’t really know how to tell if I actually am, but, I’ve also never felt this way about anyone but you before, so I’m pretty sure I…”

For the love of all things holy, Lucille, SHUT UP!

“Yes,” I nod aggressively, “yes, I love you, Scott.”

Scott is now a mix of bewilderment, embarrassment, and amusement all wrapped into one. He still looks like a tomato, as I’m sure I do, too. Neither of us seems to know what to do now.

Scott glances at his watch, but I can tell he doesn’t even see the time. “Wanna grab dinner?”

“Yes, let’s!” At this moment I will do anything to move our conversation away from my total blunder.

He stands, reaching out for my hand, which he holds all the way to the car.

I still might not know what I’m doing. Things get a little messy and confusing sometimes. I still don’t have a perfectly laid out plan for the future.

That’s okay.

I think the present is pretty great.
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Nine Months Later

“What are we doing?” I ask. Scott surprised me with this day trip; he won’t tell me where we’re going, or what we’re doing.

He parks in front of a secluded beach with a beautiful view. The wind has died down to a cool breeze, and the waves are gentle, lapping the sand softly. There are a few people scattered across the beach, plus one dog, but everything is still and quiet.

“It’s so peaceful out here,” I say, leaning forward to get a better look through the windshield.

“You like it?”

I nod.

“Good,” he grins. “We’re having a picnic.”

My eyes widen in excitement. “That’s a great idea! We got here just in time for the sunset, too!”

“Yup,” he smiles.

We hop out of the car. Scott opens the trunk and pulls out a picnic basket and a couple of water bottles, then hands me the blanket. I chat happily with him as we make our way out to the beach, trudging across the shifting, sandy surface. After a few minutes of deliberating, we finally choose a spot. Scott drops the basket and bottles, hands me the edge of the blanket, and then, holding the other edge, walks across from me. We spread it out, and he kneels down, holding it in place against the breeze.

He looks up at me. “Wanna grab the basket from behind you before you sit down?”

“Sure!” I turn around and grab the basket, then promptly drop it in surprise as I turn back around to find Scott, no longer kneeling on both knees, but kneeling on one, with a small ring box in his hand.

My hands fly to my face as I gasp. He smiles, his cheeks red and expression filled with nerves and excitement and a healthy dose of fear.

“Lucy, I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

My eyes are starting to sting from the happiest tears in the world. I’m hardly registering what he’s saying, even though this is exactly the sort of moment I know I’ll want to remember forever.

That’s when I notice: the ring box is open upside down.

My elation turns to ill concealed laughter. Scott blinks, looking incredibly confused, and now even more worried. I point to the ring box breathlessly, still laughing. He looks down and turns an even darker shade of red, quickly flipping the box upright to reveal the most beautiful, perfect ring I’ve ever seen.

He clears his throat. “Will you marry me?”

“Yes!”

Relief washes over him like a wave, and his entire body relaxes as he smiles and stands up, pulling the ring from the box. I hold out my left hand, which is trembling from adrenaline, and he slips the ring on.

“It’s perfect,” I breathe.

He grins. “You like it?”

“Absolutely. I love it.”

I throw my arms around his neck in a hug, and he hugs me back, spinning me around. Everything feels like a blur. Somewhere nearby on the beach, a few random bystanders clap and cheer for us, wishing us well. Scott grins at them and throws a triumphant fist in the air, making me laugh again. After awhile, we settle down on the blanket, eating our picnic dinner. I’m eating much slower than I usually do, as I’m spending most of my time admiring the sparkling ring on my finger.

As the sun continues to set, we chat about anything and everything: this day, the past ten months, the day we met, and, most of all, the future.

“I finally finished writing the first draft of my book last night.”

Scott turns to me, his sunshine smile even brighter than usual. “Seriously? Lucy, that’s amazing!”

“I hope so,” I say, my brow furrowing. “It could suck. Won’t know until someone reads it.”

“It won’t suck. I guarantee it,” he says. “You’re too amazing for it to suck.”

I smile, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “You’re sweet.”

“Did you pick out a title yet?”

“I think so,” I say. The gorgeous sunset over the beach paints the skies a pinkish hue and casts a warm glow over Scott’s features. His hair is ruffled by the wind, and the air is filled with the smell of seaweed and salt. He glances out over the waves crashing on the shore, giving me a view of his profile. In moments like this, his level of handsomeness is off the charts.

“So, what are you gonna call it?”

I shake my head. “Mm-mm. Can’t tell you until I’m sure.”

“Come on, Lucy. Maybe I could help you brainstorm a better title if the one you came up with isn’t any good.”

“Hey!” I grin as I sock him in the arm. He laughs.

“Fine,” I say, sitting back in my spot. “I was thinking of calling it, Dear Patience, Sincerely Lucy.”

He doesn’t say anything. I look over at him, quirking an eyebrow. “That bad, huh?”

“No,” he shakes his head, his tone warm. “I was just thinking it’s perfect.”
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I’d be willing to bet that, at some point in your life, someone asked you the question, “if you could go back in time and talk to your younger self, what would you say?” It’s a good question; one that helps you evaluate where you were, where you are now, and how far you’ve come. But, you can never actually talk to your past self.

In a way, however, I was able to do just that through Stephanie’s conversation with Lucy. That’s because Lucy is a lot like how I used to be.

When I first started this story, I thought I was writing it for other people my age. So many of my friends (and even strangers my age on the internet) continually express feelings I’m familiar with, feelings I struggled through. It seems like most of my generation feels behind. They’re worried about their future, with no clue what direction they want to go or what they want to do. They feel stuck in place, constantly comparing themselves to others who seem to be further ahead in life, who seem to have everything worked out and put together. And that fear, that worry of being left behind, of not having it all figured out, paralyzes them. That’s why I started writing this book.

However, the more I wrote, the more I realized this book wasn’t just written for them. I wrote it for me, too.

I struggled with everything Lucy struggled with. But, things started to shift in my life when I ran into Nick, who I was friends with, but hadn’t seen in quite awhile, at a mutual friend’s wedding. Being with Nick changed everything for me, in the best ways possible. Scott is entirely based on him.

Obviously, Dear Patience, Sincerely Lucy is a story. But Lucy’s emotions, mistakes, and inner struggles are all very real to me. My adult teen/early twenties years were messy, mainly due to my own faults. I’ve grown, and learned, and changed (I hope) for the better.

I doubt this is the best book I’ll ever write. But, for me personally, I think it might be the most important one I’ll ever write.

I hope Lucy’s story encouraged you, too. All that being said, there are several wonderful people I need to thank!

First of all, to my friend Taylor: Thank you so much for designing such a gorgeous book cover (and for the bookmark design!). It’s absolutely perfect, and I am so grateful to have a friend as fantastic as you! I don’t know how anyone as thoughtful and generous as you exists, but somehow you do, and I’m so happy you’re my friend!

To my friend Janae: Thank you for the chapter heading illustrations! I’m so excited to have your artwork in this book. I knew what you illustrated would be beautiful, but somehow you still you blew my expectations out of the water with the final result! Your artwork adds so much to the book. Thank you for going along with my crazy, scattered ideas!

To my friend and editor Catalina: Thank you once again for your thorough, thoughtful, and encouraging editing work on another book of mine. It’s such a relief to know I have you helping me out and catching my mistakes. From eighth grade band class to now, you’ve always been such a kind, reliable friend, and I am so blessed to know you! Thank you!

To my parents: Thank you for fostering a love of reading and writing in me from the beginning. Thank you for the countless hours you spent reading to me every night before bed, thank you for all the trips to bookstores, thank you for listening to me gush each time I had a new book obsession, and thank you for reading every short story I scribbled down or typed up (and for always telling me how great my stories were, whether that was true or not). Most of all, thank you for encouraging me, believing in me, supporting me, for always looking out for and taking care of me, and for giving me a wonderful home and family to grow up in where I had room to grow and practice creative pursuits. I love you both so much!

To my Grandma and Papa: Thank you to you both for coming up with the best stories off the tops of your heads, for reading and buying me books, for showing me all the best classic movies and introducing me to some of the best stories, and for being some of the most encouraging people I’ve ever known. No matter what I say I plan to do, you two immediately begin to support me and talk as though I’m going to be the world’s next leading authority in whatever I put my mind to. You’ve never made me feel incapable, you’ve always made me feel as though I can do anything. That has meant so much more to me than I can even express, and I can never thank you enough. I love you guys so much!

To Nick, who this book is dedicated to: I’ve been staring at this page as I try to think of what to say, not because there’s not enough to say, but too much. When you came into my life, you changed it for the better in every way, something you continue to do to this day. Thank you for believing in me when I don’t believe in myself, for encouraging me when I’m down, for never failing to make me laugh when I need it most, and most of all, for loving me selflessly and sacrificially. I always know I can trust you to lead our family well as you put Jesus Christ first and pursue Him above all. It’s your reliability, hard work, and trustworthiness that allows me the space and freedom to spend time doing what I enjoy most: coming up with fictional worlds and writing stories. I cannot imagine my life without you. Love you :)

To the wonderful parents I gained through Nick: Thank you for making me feel like part of the family from the start and for supporting everything Nick and I have done with so much encouragement. You guys have backed us every step of the way, and we always know you’re in our corner. Thank you for bragging about me and my books even before you knew if I was capable of writing anything good, and for always asking when my next book will be out. I love you guys!

THANK YOU to all of the incredible people I’ve met along this writing journey! To the author friends I’ve made, especially Emma Hill, Rayleigh Setser, and Anna Crafton, thank you for being so encouraging, for hyping up every book and social media post, and simply for being fun to talk to!

To the readers who’ve been so kind and reached out to me with positive messages and who’ve taken the time to write reviews, thank you so much! It means the world!

Last but certainly not least, thank you to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. I’d be a much different person without Him, and I couldn’t write a single word without His help. He is my source of hope, strength, joy, peace, my best friend, and my Savior. If you’ve never met Him, I want you to know that He already loves you!

That about wraps it up! See you in the next book! :)

Abby Hammond

2024

OEBPS/image_rsrc3E2.jpg





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DP.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3EC.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DS.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E4.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DY.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc3DR.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E3.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ED.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3EA.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DV.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E7.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DW.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E8.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3EB.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DX.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E9.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DT.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E5.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DN.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3DU.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3E6.jpg





