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Ethan Clarke stood in the lobby, adjusting the charcoal blazer that felt heavier than it should. He murmured under his breath, running through the answers he’d rehearsed, barely noticing the soft hum of the overhead lights.




A voice broke through his thoughts. “You waiting too?” Vivian Chase asked, her auburn hair catching the glow from the tall windows. She held her resume with both hands, as if it might slip away. Ethan glanced at her, surprised by the sudden warmth in her tone. “Yeah,” he said, offering a small smile. “Trying not to overthink it.”




Vivian chuckled lightly, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “Good luck with that,” she said. For the first time that morning, Ethan felt the tension in his shoulders ease just a little.



They kept their voices low, conscious of the receptionist across the room. Vivian glanced at the faded portraits lining the wall, each frame dulled by time. “Guess these are the old success stories,” she said. “Do you think they still matter?”




Ethan tilted his head, studying the stern faces. “Maybe once. Now? Feels like the world’s moved on.” He spoke without bitterness, but the thought lingered.




Vivian nodded slowly. “I wonder if any of them started out in lobbies like this.” Her words hung between them, a shared curiosity about the paths people take. Ethan shrugged, half- smiling. “Maybe. Or maybe they just knew the right people.”




The clock on the far wall ticked louder than it needed to, filling the pauses in their conversation.




Vivian’s voice lowered, almost as if speaking to herself. “This is my third interview this week. I’m starting to forget which answers I’ve already used.”




Ethan leaned back in his chair, recognizing the fatigue in her tone. “I’ve had my share of rejections lately. Some didn’t even bother replying.”




She gave a small laugh, though it carried more resolve than

humor. “You keep going anyway.”




“Yeah,” Ethan said. “Feels like the only choice.”




They sat in companionable silence for a moment, the air between them charged with mutual understanding. Both knew the grind of chasing work, the sting of polite refusals, and the stubborn hope that tomorrow might bring something better.




The lobby door opened, and Whitmore stepped inside, his green tweed jacket neat and deliberate. He scanned the room, a clipboard tucked under one arm.




“Ethan Clarke?” he called. Ethan glanced at Vivian, his mouth pulling into a half-smile. “Guess it’s my turn to face the music.”




Vivian lifted her eyebrows. “Go knock ’em dead.”




Ethan rose, smoothing his blazer once more. As he followed Whitmore toward the hallway, he caught Vivian’s faint wave. It was small but steady, the kind of gesture that lingered in the back of his mind even as the door closed behind him.



The hallway smelled faintly of polished wood and old paper. Ethan watched Whitmore’s calm stride, his shoes making no sound on the carpet.




“Does this role demand resilience?” Ethan asked, trying to read the man’s expression. Whitmore glanced over, his eyes giving nothing away. “It always does,” he said, voice polite but firmly closed.




Ethan nodded, filing the answer away as they reached the interview room. Whitmore opened the door, gesturing him inside. The light was sharper here, bouncing off the table between them. Ethan took a seat, feeling the subtle shift in air—the quiet before questions began.



Back in the lobby, Vivian tapped her foot against the tile, a quiet rhythm to match the rain streaking down the tall windowpanes. She watched drops race each other toward the sill, the city outside blurred and restless.




She thought about the stories she might tell if given the chance— moments from past jobs, ideas that had never left her notebook. The hum of conversation from the receptionist’s desk faded into the background. Vivian’s fingers brushed over the resume in her lap, smoothing the edges as if that small act could steady her thoughts.




She glanced toward the hallway, wondering how Ethan was faring under the bright lights and careful questions.



The door opened, and Ethan stepped out, loosening his tie with one hand. His eyes searched for Vivian, finding her still by the window.




“How’d it go?” she asked, leaning forward.




“Sharper than I expected,” he said in a low voice. “Felt like they were digging into more than just my work history.”




Vivian tilted her head. “Like what?”




He shrugged. “Character, maybe. The way I handle pressure.”




For a moment, neither spoke, each turning over what that might mean. The rain outside continued its quiet applause against the glass.




Vivian gave a faint smile, her eyes thoughtful. “Maybe they’re testing who we are, not just what we’ve done.” Her tone carried a blend of hope and caution.




Ethan considered that, rolling the idea around in his mind. “If that’s true, I’m not sure if I passed.”




She laughed softly, but her gaze stayed steady on him. “You might be surprised.”




A silence settled between them, not uncomfortable, just charged with the awareness that both of their futures felt suspended in this moment.






They stepped out into the street together, a small umbrella shielding them from the drizzle. Vivian held it slightly off-center, so Ethan’s shoulder caught a few drops.




Their conversation drifted between job markets, the latest rumors about hiring freezes, and the peculiar smell of wet asphalt in early spring. Ethan mentioned how the scent reminded him of his hometown, and Vivian teased him for sounding nostalgic.




Cars hissed along the road, and their laughter mixed with the rhythm of passing tires. The walk felt shorter than it was, each block filled with quick exchanges and the quiet comfort of shared uncertainty.




At the corner café, warm air greeted them, carrying the scent of roasted coffee beans. Samuel Trent, wearing a maroon cardigan that looked as familiar as his easy smile, waved from a booth near the window.




“Ethan! Over here,” Samuel called. Ethan guided Vivian toward

the table.




Samuel leaned back as they sat. “Opportunity’s a funny thing,” he said. “It hides in plain sight more often than you’d think.”




Vivian glanced around the café, her eyes catching the mix of strangers and regulars. Ethan met Samuel’s gaze, wondering if those words were meant for him—or for both of them.




Outside, the rain slowed, leaving the streets slick and reflective, like the city had been given a fresh start.




Samuel leaned forward, elbows resting on the small table, eyes fixed on Vivian. "So, tell me about your background," he said, his tone warm but deliberate. Vivian hesitated for a moment, then began describing her years in design—projects she had poured herself into, clients who had trusted her vision, and the quiet satisfaction of seeing ideas become something tangible.




Samuel nodded, his gaze never leaving her, absorbing each detail as though it mattered deeply. "That’s impressive," he murmured, then glanced briefly at Ethan. The look was subtle but carried weight—a shared understanding of perseverance and what it meant to push through uncertainty. Ethan caught it, feeling a quiet acknowledgment pass between them. Vivian noticed too, though she remained focused on her own story.




When she finished, Samuel sat back and smiled faintly. "It’s not just about skill," he said, "it’s about staying in the game long enough for the right door to open." Vivian’s fingers curled around her coffee cup, the warmth seeping into her hands. She wasn’t sure if she believed him yet, but something in his manner suggested he’d lived that truth himself.



Ethan leaned back in his chair, the creak of wood filling the pause before he spoke. "Honestly," he said, "the hardest part isn’t the interviews or the rejections—it’s keeping faith in your own worth when the days start to feel like one long waiting room."




Samuel’s eyes narrowed slightly, not in disagreement but in recognition. "That’s when most people quit," he replied. "They think the silence means nothing’s happening." Ethan shook his head, half-smiling. "It’s worse than quitting. You start thinking maybe you were wrong about yourself all along."




Vivian glanced at Ethan, then at Samuel, sensing the weight of the exchange. The café’s hum faded in her ears, replaced by the quiet pull of their words. Samuel leaned in again. "You have to remember," he said, "worth isn’t given—it’s carried, even when no one’s clapping." Ethan let the words settle, his hand absentmindedly tracing the rim of his cup. He wondered how many more days in that waiting room he could stand, but for now, he stayed seated.




Vivian laughed softly, the sound cutting through the heaviness. "I nearly gave up last month," she admitted, her eyes drifting to the window where rain streaked down the glass. "There was a day I didn’t even open my laptop. I just... couldn’t."




Samuel smiled, not unkindly. "That’s usually when the right moment decides to walk in," he said. His voice carried the calm certainty of someone who had seen it happen more than once. Vivian tilted her head, unsure whether to believe that or call it luck.




Ethan spoke up. "You think timing’s everything?" Samuel shrugged. "Timing matters, but so does being ready. You can’t catch an open door if you’re asleep." Vivian nodded slowly, the corners of her mouth lifting despite herself. The conversation felt less like advice and more like a quiet dare to keep going, even when the days blurred together.



They lingered over coffee, the steam curling lazily above their cups as the rain outside softened to a mist. No one rushed to leave; the conversation had settled into a kind of companionable silence. When they finally stood, chairs scraping lightly against the floor, the air between them felt changed.




They stepped outside together, the cool dampness brushing against their faces. Vivian pulled her coat tighter, Ethan adjusting his blazer as they walked toward the corner. Each step carried an unspoken agreement—a quiet pact to stay in touch, no matter how the interviews turned out.




Samuel gave a small nod before heading in the opposite direction, his green tweed fading into the crowd. Vivian glanced at Ethan, a faint smile on her lips. "Same time next week?" she asked. He returned the smile. "You know where to find me."




The next morning, Ethan’s phone buzzed just after nine. Vivian’s name lit up the screen. He answered quickly, leaning against the kitchen counter. "Morning," he said.




Her voice was brisk, but underneath it was a note he hadn’t heard before—something like anticipation. "There’s a networking event tonight at the conference center," she said. "Thought we could go together. Strength in numbers, right?"




Ethan chuckled. "Strength in numbers, or moral support?" Vivian didn’t miss a beat. "Both." He imagined her pacing her apartment, phone in one hand, ideas in the other.




"Alright," he agreed. "Let’s make an entrance." Vivian laughed, the sound quick and light. They settled on a time to meet, and as they hung up, Ethan found himself looking forward to the evening in a way he hadn’t expected.




Ethan arrived early at the café where they’d agreed to meet, checking his watch as the minutes passed. When Vivian stepped in, auburn hair tucked neatly behind her ear, he stood to greet her.




"By the way," Ethan said as they walked toward the event, "Harold Whitford might be there. You’ve heard of him?" Vivian frowned thoughtfully. "Tan trench coat, industry contacts, bit of a legend?" Ethan grinned. "That’s the one."
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