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Holly

“One Sweet Sympathy Special, please.”

I lean closer to the counter so no one else in the trendy off-campus bakery can hear me, not even the chipper counter boy. 

“I’m sorry,” he chirps, his customer service smile plastered beneath eyes that seem both eager to please and dead inside at the very same time. “One more time?” He taps his quietly blushing ear for emphasis.

I glance around at all the pretty people with their fancy Shake and Cake combos, sprinkles galore and pink and white plastic cutlery aplenty, and smile nervously. “One. Sweet Sympathy. Special. Please,” I enunciate a tad louder, but still not loud enough for the skinny couple canoodling in the far corner to hear either.

Counter Boy smiles, glancing over my shoulder at the semi-crowded café. “Lots of that going around today,” he murmurs, ringing me up for a nearly astronomical amount. (No wonder I’ve never come here before, at these prices?) “Always sell a lot of those the first few weeks of fall semester. Maybe all these freshmen are homesick?”

I snort. He looks all of twelve. “Have you... worked here long?” I ask coyly, shelling over the crisp twenty dollar bill that will just cover my extravagant combo. “You don’t look much older than a freshman yourself.”

He beams, like this is the best compliment I could have given him. Ever. “Todd.” That’s what it says on his nametag, but is it really? 

When I worked at the Burger Barn back home in Hickory Falls, we’d always be forgetting our nametags in the car, on the nightstand, in somebody else’s backpack, and just borrowed each other’s nametags constantly to avoid getting demerits from our overbearing manager, Garett.

“I’m a junior,” Todd beams, watching as my hand hovers over the tip jar on the counter with my measly $1.76 in change. After I dump it in, he smiles, but not as widely as I would have hoped. “But I got early admission a few years back so we’re probably the same age.”

I roll my eyes, wondering if he would have said that if I’d slid the five dollar bill out of my purse and tossed it into the tip jar instead. He leaves the comment hanging there and goes to make my double truffle fudge shake. His thin, hairless arms whirl like a dervish behind the crowded sales counter as he scoops in Rocky Road ice cream, chunky brownie bits, graham cracker crumbles, mini marshmallows, and coconut shavings for good measure. 

While that’s whirring in the high-tech, Mission to Mars worthy blender “Todd” saunters over to the bakery display and slides out a marble Bundt cake slathered in double-chocolate fudge icing and slices off a healthy wedge before placing it on one of Cake and Shake’s trendy little crooked pink plates. Todd reaches for a piping bag to smother the cake’s border with fresh whipped cream before drizzling the cutest little chocolate chips along the trail he’s just dolloped.

The blender has stopped whirring and the family size wedge of mouthwatering cake is nothing short of a masterpiece, but Todd is sorting through a silverware bin for, apparently, just the right fork? I’m not hungry, per se. This is strictly emotional eating, just so we’re clear here. But I’m eager to take my 4,000-calories and slink into a corner to cry-binge-eat-sob-cram it all into my mouth in private.

Todd glances over my way and, just when I think he’s about to slide all my goodies over and release me from sales counter purgatory he holds up one long, pale finger and makes an apologetic, wincing face before disappearing into the back through a silver, swishing door. I groan and glance out the display window to my left. 

Foot traffic along Sable Street, the trendy cobblestone lane that divides the campus of Cedarwood College from the rest of the small, quaint little town where it resides is bustling. Yet at this time of day, most of the scruffy students head for Art’s Liquor Store or the nearby Distillery Bar to try out their fake IDs. 

I deflate with relief that at least there’s not a long line behind me and listen to Todd berating some poor dishwasher in the back before noting the wispy, airy, almost elfin lo-fi music wafting from unseen speakers overhead. It’s the kind of crap my roommate, Marigold, listens to while she studies, making sure her winking fairy lights are just bright enough as her two dozen aromatherapy candles flicker on the crowded windowsill above her side of the desk. 

I cringe at the thought of going back to the Academic Dorms with bad news in hand. Goofy as she can be, Marigold was so hoping that the news from Lambda Zeta Nu would be different. Me, too, obviously. But still, I’m almost as afraid to tell her the grim news as I am to glance at the gold and black foil envelope shoved in my saggy sweater pocket. 

I bite my lower lip—bad habit, I know, I know—and glance around the trendy bake shop trying to scout out a possible seat for one lowly pathetic nervous eater that wouldn’t stand out. A trio of hippie chicks are just getting up from their cozy booth in the corner and I can almost smell the patchouli from the sales counter. They giggle and look fetching in their identical space buns and topsiders, the thin straps of their corduroy sling bags wedged between their unbidden breasts. Their Peace, Love, and Whatever the Fuck t-shirts are worn thin from constant washing and I can almost see their nip-nips, but glance away lest any of the other patrons might notice. 

In doing so, I spot a buxom blonde in a ball cap, sunflower yellow with a picture of a green cartoon tractor on the front, giving me a curious smile from her booth along the far wall. As usual, I glance behind me, so certain she can’t be looking my way that I’m convinced Todd must have come back with my goodies and she’s been flirting with him this whole time and I’m just another bloody nuisance, standing in her way. He has come back, actually, but I have a sinking suspicion she was looking at me, after all.

“Sorry it took so long,” he says with a beaming, toothy smile, waving a spotless new fork in one hand before sliding it onto my cake plate with a wink and a porcelain clatter. “Good help these days, am I right?”

I’m so nervous about the blonde in the ballcap that I mumble something unintelligible before giving him a little mock-curtsy. I hear a stifled little snort and I just know it’s coming from between the sensual lips of the hottie-boombalottie across the room. I turn from the counter, heaping tray in hand, glancing at the half-empty dining room nervously, all those awkward lunch periods in the high school cafeteria flooding back as I take one tentative step forward.

Country Girl watches me warily, glancing from my face to the tray in my gently quaking hands. Taking another step, I spot an empty table for one just there to her left. I’m close enough to stare at her voluptuous ta-tas covertly while I drown my sorrows in overpriced brownie batter and double-fudge icing but far enough away not to appear too obvious about it. I start to veer toward it, ever so gently, the feel of another woman’s eyes on me so appealing (and rare, let’s not forget rare, shall we) it’s hard to turn away. 

But Shake and Cake is small, intimate, the waifish lo-fi tunes wafting overhead, winking white lights along the walls strewn between pictures of happy couples—happy straight couples, natch—canoodling over shakes with two spoons and only about eight stupid places to sit in the whole café.

Still, I’m embarrassed enough about my pitiful bakery therapy to ignore the obvious interest of another woman in order to sit alone, drowning my sorrows in whole whipped cream and chocolate brownie chunks. Then a tongue clucks to my right, in the general direction of the Country Gal. 

“Great minds,” she drawls with a southern twang that melts like hot, drizzling syrup in my ears. And elsewhere, too...
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Sam

“Beg your pardon?”

Sweater Girl pauses near my table, glancing down at me with big brown eyes to match the chocolate delights exploding all over her whimsical pink Shake and Cake tray.

I jut my chin out at her goodies. “The Sweet Sympathy Special,” I mutter, just loud enough for her to hear but not the anorexic lovers sharing a single slice of zucchini loaf in the corner. (Nerds.) Then I wave a slightly trembling hand down at my own tray, only half-eaten because I’ve been staring at Sweater Girl’s ass for the last ten minutes. Not that it’s been easy, mind you, with her sagging mustard sweater hanging down to mid-thigh, but I’m an expert at covert derriere inspections and have managed to determine that yes, there’s an actual ass under all that heavy cable knit and even better? 

It’s fine AF. 

Sweater Girl smiles wanly at my tray. “You too, huh?” She stands near my table, but not at it. I get the hint, but don’t really care. She’s hot, poor fashion choices notwithstanding. I’m lonely. Worth a shot, right? Then those big brown eyes drift from my half-eaten Bundt cake to the gold and black foil envelope still lying open on the table beside it. They widen noticeably.

“Is that... from Lambda Zeta Nu?” Her voice is reedy, soft, and quiet. She inches closer as if eager to share a secret.

The sudden movement pulls her sweater closer to her body and I spot the same flash of foil, same fancy script, poking out of the nearest pocket. “Yeah,” I grunt, sliding the chair across from me out gently with the scuffed toe of my right sneaker. “Two of their dumb hoes showed up at my dorm and hand delivered it to me. In person. Can you imagine?”

Her blush is sudden, spontaneous and sexy as hell. It lights up her pale, wan cheeks and those big brown eyes hiding behind her predictable pair of tortoise shell frames. “Same here,” she marvels, inching closer to the chair but not quite into it. “I was just getting back after a quick trip to the Campus Bookstore and they accosted me like two Federal Agents. Except hotter, of course.”

“Of course,” I chuckle, wondering if they were the same two hotties that had shown up to my own door, perfect, perky little breasts straining against the soft white Greek lettering covering their pastel pink tank tops. “Of course.”

She lingers near the chair. I frown and glance quietly up at her. “What were you getting?”

Her face crinkles adorably, eyes narrowing behind her thick lenses. “What?”

“At the bookstore. Before those two Zeta Nu sisters showed up at your door and ruined your day.” 

She offers a crooked smile. “A diary, actually.”

“Really? You still keep one of those?” I don’t know why I sound so surprised. Sweater Girl’s got the whole sexy librarian, fussy up-do hung in place with chopsticks, girl next door vibe down pat.

“Not really,” she sighed. “But I wanted to start. You know, to keep a record of my first year as a... a...” Her words, and seemingly her confidence, fail her at the same time.

“First year as a sorority girl?” I finish, a little wistfully.

“Stupid, I know, but...”

“Not stupid,” I huff, waving a hand at my own sparkly envelope with the cheery little Greek letters on the front. “We both tried to pledge, right?”

“They seemed so chipper about it,” Sweater Girl muses. “Like they were bringing me some cheery Christmas card and not, you know, a fancy rejection letter.”

I nod in commiseration. “Hearts full of glee, is how I would put it,” I drawl, nodding at the chair across from me as if me kicking it right the fuck into her shins wasn’t enough of a clue.

“Right?” she beams, sinking into it at last. Success! “Like, just mail it to me, you know? It’s bad enough you’re rejecting me out of hand, without even getting to know me first, don’t just show up at my dorm room giggling like we’re besties.”

“Girls like that live for this kind of shit,” I insist, tapping the richly printed stationary beside my tray. 

“I mean, imagine how much it cost to print those things.” I sit up a little straighter, all the better to show off the girls as they press liberally against my new Cedarwood College tee. 

Sweater Girl frowns, ignoring my breasts—the nerve—to glance down at the foil envelope in question. “I mean, it was only two, so...”

“Two my ass,” I spit, returning to my double truffle fudge shake with a vengeance and sucking up the perfectly melted chocolaty gooey goodness. “They’ve been running around campus all morning, handing them out like real housewives with full-size candy bars on Halloween.”

“Really?” Sweater Girl starts to open her oversized straw, pink and white striped to match the trendy Shake and Cake vibe inside the cozy little café. Those big brown eyes widen again, lustrous black lashes batting with something like... hope? “And here I thought they just didn’t like me.”

“It’s not about liking or not liking,” I mutter, fork full of delectable marble Bundt cake inching toward my lips. “It’s about popular or not popular.”

Sweater Girl rolls her eyes. “Cool or not cool,” she mumbles around her straw, her thin pink lips blending perfectly as she hollows her cheeks to try to suck up the frozen chocolate thickness.

I nod at her struggle. “The trick is to let it melt a little first.” 

She blushes again, leaning back from her straw and squeezing both temples. The motion tugs the lapels of her sweater further apart, revealing a faded green t-shirt beneath. It’s plain, no lettering or cute, chirpy girl phrases, and I imagine she has about a dozen of them back home. Same brand, same size, same fit, one in every color of the rainbow. Or probably not the rainbow; she seems to favor fall colors, from what I can tell. So far, anyway. Beneath the t-shirt, small, barely-there breasts press against the cotton restraining them. 

“Good idea,” she chuckles gaily, a soft, lilting sound. “Thanks, I was about to pass out.”

“I only know because I was where you are about twenty minutes ago.”

She frowns. “Does it take that long?” 

I grin back, noting the way she tugs the sides of her already oversized sweater closer whenever I start to give her a good study. “The good news is, that’s just about enough time to pass through all the stages of grief after getting a rejection letter from the school’s hottest sorority.”

“Gonna take me a little longer than that,” she sighs, dragging her own envelope out of her pocket with a soft, rasping sound. Her long, pale fingers caress the outside of the rich, almost brocade envelope before tugging the card inside free. I watch her as she reads it for probably the dozenth time, already having memorized the blunt, vaguely veiled petty bitchery inside:

Dear Potential Pledge,

After careful consideration and much pondering, we, the sisters of Lambda Zeta Nu, must respectfully decline your bid to join our highly esteemed ranks. While tempting, we only have so many slots to fill this semester and we wouldn’t be Zeta Nu if we didn’t hold out for the very, very best.

Better Luck Next Year! 

“I mean,” she mutters, placing it back into the envelope for safe keeping. “I’m an English major. They should have let me in just to help with this questionable messaging.”

Of course you’re an English major, I muse. Of course you are. Probably have a stack of books on your desk back home, and bookmarks with frilly little tassels and daisies all over your boy cut panties, too.

Out loud I say, “That’s your problem, English major.”

“What is?”

“They want business majors, obviously,” I mutter, leaning in close if only to get a whiff of her vaguely vanilla and sandalwood body spray and hope for another glimpse of those well-hidden, tiny little tatas. “For when they take over the world, duh.”

We share a private chuckle, loud enough I suppose to get the attention of the boy at the next table. Our eyes meet and I glare at him, begging him to say something. He rolls his eyes and leans closer to his waif of a girlfriend, whispering something I can’t hear in her pretty little ear. 

“I guess so,” she mumbles, reaching for her fork. “Why, what’s your major?”
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Chapter Three
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Holly

“Agricultural Ecology, in case you couldn’t already tell?” 

Country Gal taps the little woven tractor on her ballcap playfully. I see the motion, but am currently distracted from the way the little tap-tap-taps from her finger up above translate into delectably distracting breast wriggles down below. She can’t be wearing a bra, I muse, pretending to smile at her little cartoon tractor and not, obviously, the quakingly elegant—yes, elegant—full, jiggling breasts below. 

“That’s fascinating,” I muse, partly because it is—I mean, who ever heard of such a major, really now—but also because I can’t think of anything else to say that isn’t about her majestically radiant jugs. 

“You think?”

I force myself to glance up at her eyes, a kind of quiet, pale blue beneath the shadows cast by her ballcap, a honey blonde ponytail flouncing through the hole in the back. 

“I do, actually. I just... what does that mean, exactly?”

She frowns, her tray of half-eaten, half-sucked on goodies momentarily forgotten. Suddenly? I know the feeling all too well. I’d come into Shake and Cake for caloric therapy and, instead, wound up feeling all horned up instead. “I’m not exactly sure,” she admits. “But my guidance counselor suggested I take it if I want to do anything other than work on the farm like the rest of my family.”

“And you don’t?” I ask. Dad and I have always lived in cities. Not big ones, mind you, but towns at least: apartments, townhouses, duplexes, with postage stamp size lawns and barely a tree to hang a birdfeeder from. Farms? Might as well be deserts or oceans as far as I’m concerned. “Want to work on the farm, I mean?”
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