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4:12pm


Christmas Eve





Landry’s foot bounced as she sat in the hard, plastic seat, connected on either side to identical seats like conjoined twins. Of all the benches scattered across the airport gate, of course Landry would choose the one with the broken plugs. She tapped the screen of her phone again and looked at the battery icon in the top right corner—no lightning bolt signifying it was charging. And she was down to four percent.

Still, she couldn’t stop unlocking her phone, lighting up the screen to see if she had any messages. From Mom, she told herself, but Landry knew she was hoping to see a text or even an email from Shelby. It was habit, from a relationship that had almost lasted a year, even as her brain told her heart to get over it. But her heart was stubborn like that. 

Landry scanned the seats for an open spot next to an outlet.  No luck. Though there weren’t many people flying out on Christmas Eve, those who were at the airport had already claimed the chargers. She was debating how far she could go from the gate when an announcement crackled through the speakers.

“All flights out of Denver International Airport have been delayed”—people on all sides of Landry groaned—“due to the current snowstorm. We will keep you informed as we have more information. Thank you for flying out of DIA.”

Landry blew out a breath, and a strand of blond hair fluttered off her face. Screw it. She was getting coffee.

She unplugged her phone, gathered everything into her brown canvas backpack, and shoved off the seat. Landry saw other people eying her now-empty spot next to a plug and considered warning them that it was no use, but decided they’d figure it out soon enough.

Apparently everyone had decided the delayed flights were a good excuse for coffee, as the line wrapped around the kiosk. But it seemed that Landry had nothing better to do with her time, so she stepped up behind a middle-aged man in a suit. Landry understood that some people traveled for business or whatever, but she always relished the opportunity to dress in basically pajamas with almost no chance of seeing anyone she knew. Especially in the Denver airport, it was big enough that she felt comfortable wearing her saggy leggings and a shirt that was two sizes too big with her unwashed hair thrown into a bun. If she had to deal with large amounts of people on their worst behavior while crammed into a metal tube hurtling thousands of feet above the earth, you’d better believe she was going to be comfortable while doing it.

“Landry? Landry Rindall?”

No. No no no no no. Who was here who recognized her? 

Plastering a smile onto her face, Landry turned toward the voice.

Directly behind her in line was a white woman in her thirties with shoulder-length brown hair, but she wasn’t the speaker. The voice belonged to someone two people behind Landry: a Latina woman with deep brown skin and curly dark hair falling down her back, impeccably dressed in black skinny jeans and a sleek white blouse. She looked familiar, but it couldn’t be, surely—

“Landry!” A wide smile lit up the woman’s face, and Landry recognized her. It had been ten years, but she would know that smile anywhere.

“Resa?” Landry stepped toward her, but Resa was already lunging forward and scooping her into a hug. Her body was soft and warm and familiar. “It is you!”

Resa laughed. “I got in line and felt like it was you, but then I thought ‘what if it’s not her and I’m just yelling like some weirdo’ but I decided if you were here and I didn’t say something to you, I’d kick myself later.” Resa had released her from the hug, but they still stood close, smiling at each other, a few steps away from the kiosk. 

“Are you still in line?” The woman who had been in between them, wearing an Arizona Diamondbacks sweatshirt, raised her eyebrows in impatience.

“Oh—you go ahead, I’ll hop in behind you with my, uh, friend.”  It felt weird to call Resa her ex-girlfriend to a random stranger at the airport. Even though that was how they knew each other—girlfriends throughout senior year of high school, before breaking up to avoid a long-distance relationship in college. Landry had always wondered what would have happened if they’d decided to go for it. 

She offered the woman a smile, but the woman turned away and stepped forward into what had been Landry’s spot.

With raised eyebrows, Landry faced Resa again, and they exchanged a What’s-her-problem look. A thrill danced through her at the fact that they could still communicate without speaking, edging out any uneasiness she felt.

Resa’s smile was dazzling. “Are you flying out tonight? Heading home for Christmas?”

Landry nodded. “You on the flight to Atlanta too?”

“Yep.” They shuffled forward as the line moved up. “I was in town for a couple days, but this was the only flight to get home before tomorrow. If it keeps going this way, though, it won’t matter anyways.” Resa shrugged. “What about you? Why are you flying on Christmas Eve?”

Landry swallowed, images of Shelby’s packed bags and Landry’s tears and shouted insults from both of them flashing through her mind. 

She pushed the memory away and simply said, “I had to get a last-minute ticket, and this was the only thing available. But of course Denver would have a blizzard on Christmas Eve.” She glanced at Resa. “Why are you in Denver, anyways?”

“Oh, um . . . ” Resa stumbled, but then the barista called, “Next!” 

Landry turned forward and ordered an Americano. Then she stepped aside and nodded Resa forward. “Also, whatever she’s having.”

“Oh, Landry, come on,” Resa protested, but Landry was shaking her head.

“Nope. My treat. Without this coffee, we might not have met again, so I’m celebrating.” Landry grinned at her, and with a small shake of her head and a smile, Resa stepped forward and placed her order.

Landry swiped her card, and they both walked a few feet away to wait for their drinks. The smell of coffee hung in the air, even away from the kiosk, and the moving walkway behind them hummed along, underscoring their conversation with its mechanical whirring. 

“Are you looking forward to going back to Atlanta?” Resa asked.

 Landry zipped up her wallet and shoved it in her bag. “Mostly, yeah. Like I said, it was a last-minute decision, but it’ll be good to see my family.” 

Resa nodded, but the question was plain in her eyes. Landry prayed she didn’t ask it out loud, and her shoulders sagged with relief when Resa just said, “And the bakery? How’s that going?” She grinned. “I have to tell you that I’m obsessed with your Instagram page and all the decorating videos you post.”

Landry knew she was blushing, even as her mixed feelings about the bakery she had owned for two years now swirled inside her. “It’s going pretty well. Closed it down for today and tomorrow, and then my assistant manager will run it for a couple days until I get back.” She tucked some stray hairs behind her ear. “I like it, but it’s not like I’m saving lives or anything.”

Resa’s eyebrows knitted together. “But if you love it, that’s what matters, right? And besides”—she winked—“I bet there are plenty of people who would say that your cupcakes are lifesaving. I know I felt that way in high school more than once.”

Landry smiled, but inside she squirmed at the compliment. No one actually felt that way, she knew that. Eager to change the subject, Landry planted a hand on her hip. “Can I just say that it is completely unfair that you’re flying and you’re dressed like that?”

Resa frowned, looking down at her outfit. “Like what? I came to the airport straight from a meeting.”

“Exactly!” Landry threw up a hand in exasperation. “You look killer, and I’m dressed like a schlub. If I’d known I was going to run into you, I would’ve worn something decent.”

Resa’s laugh was exactly as Landry remembered it, full of warmth with a little hiccupping trill that made it impossible not to join in. “Stop it, you look great.” She paused then and held Landry’s gaze. “Really great.”

Landry knew her cheeks were bright pink, but she was saved from figuring out a response when a barista shouted her name, followed by Resa’s. Well, technically the barista said it like Ray-suh, when it was actually just the end of Theresa—her full name. Landry made eye contact with Resa, who shook her head with a small, resigned smile. People had been mispronouncing her name since high school.

They grabbed their drinks and then stood in a stilted silence as people rushed by them, the wheels of their suitcases clicking on the tiled floor. Landry wondered where they could be hurrying to—all the flights were delayed, after all.

Resa cleared her throat. “Well, do you want to go sit somewhere? Or do you prefer to drink your coffee while dodging crazed travelers?”

“Oh, yeah, it’s my favorite way to pass time in an airport,” Landry said lightly. Resa laughed again, and Landry felt a familiar tug in her chest, one that made her want to keep Resa laughing forever. 

“Well, I’m not as skilled as you are, so I think we should sit,” Resa said, readjusting the shoulder strap of her bag. “Come on, I’ve got the perfect spot.”

Landry raised her eyebrows as she followed Resa. “The perfect spot in an airport?”

Resa’s curls bounced as she nodded. “Yep. I do a lot of traveling for conferences and to meet with partner labs and stuff like that, so one way I stay sane is to find a nice nook or chair or something at each airport that feels sort of like . . . my place. Like finding a home no matter where I am.” Now she glanced at Landry, uncertainty flickering in her eyes. “That probably sounds super weird or cheesy.”

Landry shook her head urgently. “No, not at all. I don’t fly that much, but it totally makes sense that you have a routine if you do it a lot.”

Resa brightened. “Yeah, exactly. Okay, so, it’s just up on the second floor. Since flights are delayed, we’ll actually be able to sit and chat. Sometimes I only have ten minutes to stop here, but I’ll still do it. It’s a chance to breathe. But it’s nice when I have a longer gap.”

They rode the escalator, Resa one step up from Landry, her body turned so that they could still look at each other as they talked. When they reached the top, Resa stepped off onto a mezzanine-style second floor and strode down the carpeted walkway, Landry close at her heels. 

After a moment, Resa stopped. “Here it is.” 

Landry wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but it wasn’t this. The second level was bright with the gleaming light reflected off snow in the windows above and shaped like a circle around an opening that looked down to the first floor. Not just the first floor—but an airplane suspended from the rafters, and what appeared to be a garden planted atop the roofs of restaurants and the tram along the lower level. Landry couldn’t tell if the plants were real, but it was still a beautiful scene, and the chaos of below disappeared up here, a quiet respite from the bustling travelers. Chairs dotted the second floor, in lines and against the wall. 

“Look, I know it’s sort of silly, but they’re more comfortable than the normal chairs at the gate.” Resa plopped down into one of them and pointed at the ground next to her. “And they have outlets.”

Landry nodded, still looking around. “I think it’s great. And I seriously need to charge my phone.”

Resa grinned. “All yours.”

As Landry yanked her charging cord out of her backpack and settled into the chair next to Resa’s, nerves buzzed through her. She hadn’t seen Resa since Christmas break of their freshman year of college, and even that had only been across the room at Jen from high school’s party. It had been one of those awkward functions that happens on breaks during the first year of college, when everybody is back in their hometown and feels the obligation to try and reconnect, even though hardly anybody wants to be there. 

They had broken up a month before leaving for college—Landry to University of Colorado Boulder, and Resa to University of Georgia. Even though Landry had spent the semester getting over Resa, when they made eye contact across the room at Jen’s party, Landry’s body had lurched, as if it would walk to Resa without permission from her brain. But then Resa had given her the same smile she’d given to all the other high school acquaintances at the party. It seemed like a request for a mutual agreement to let it go. So Landry had.

But now, when she looked up from plugging in her phone, Resa was watching her over the rim of her coffee cup.

“What?” Landry reached a hand up to her high bun. “Is my hair wild? I told you that it’s not fair you look good and I—”

“Stop,” Resa said with a laugh. “I . . .  It’s nice. Being here with you. I’ve kept up with you on Instagram and stuff, but I never thought I’d get to just . . . be with you. Talking, like this. I’ve missed it.”

Landry’s cheeks heated again. “Oh. Well, me too.” Then her grin slipped into something more mischievous. “Although, it’s not like we did all that much talking when we were in high school. I seem to remember us being busy with other things.”

Resa’s jaw dropped, but her eyes danced, and Landry’s chest swelled at the fact that she could render Resa speechless like that. She couldn’t help it—she laughed. “Your face! You look so scandalized.”

Resa swatted at her shoulder. “Shut up. I don’t remember you being so . . .”

“Witty?”

“Annoying,” she settled on, but the smirk on her face told a different story. Landry wasn’t sure what to do with the fluttering feeling that the look produced in her stomach.

Resa sipped her coffee. “So . . . are you seeing anyone? I’ve seen pictures of you with that one girl for a while.” 

Landry sucked in a breath, the flutters in her stomach doused. “Oh, yeah, um, Shelby. We’re not . . . I mean, we broke up. So, no, I’m not seeing anyone.” She focused on her phone, avoiding Resa’s piercing gaze.

Resa was quiet for a moment, then said, “Well, it’s her loss.”

Landry rolled her lips inward to bite them. She wasn’t sure about that. And she definitely knew Shelby didn’t feel that way.

But she didn’t want to think about that anymore. So Landry cleared her throat and asked, “What about you? Seeing anyone?” She drank from her coffee cup, savoring the bright bitterness on her tongue, trying to look casual, like Resa’s answer didn’t really matter to her.

Resa shook her head, crossing one leg so that her right foot rested on her left knee as she spoke. “Nope.” She lifted her shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. “My job keeps me super busy, and relationships just haven’t worked out with my weird schedule.” She tucked a curl behind her ear. “Most people want to spend their weekend going to the farmer’s market or something, not in a lab studying moss.” 

Landry laughed. “I have to say, I’d choose the farmer’s market between the two. But you’ve always been the nerdy one.” 

Resa chuckled. Landry smiled at her, but it felt tight. For a moment, she had forgotten that Resa was kind of a big deal in the environmental biology world, a distinguished professor at Mercer University, and traveling all over to do research and speaking engagements. She swallowed, suddenly feeling like a sweater that shrunk several sizes in the wash. 

“Landry?” 

Her head snapped up at Resa’s voice.

“You okay?” Concern filtered into Resa’s face, and Landry once again forced a smile.

“Yep! Sorry, just tired. I’m fine though.” Landry pushed aside thoughts of Resa’s job, and Shelby, and her anxieties about her own future, hoping all those small doubts would go quiet if she could only ignore them long enough. 








  
  
4:23 pm




Adrian stared out the large window that ran along the side of the gate, watching the snow spin in the wind. He’d sometimes hated snow while he’d lived in Colorado, but now he wondered when he would see it again. 

“Adrian, can you help me with this? My iPad won’t connect.” His mom broke into his thoughts as she turned from the seat next to him and held out her tablet to him, helpless.

He sighed as he took it from her. “Look, it’s this little icon in the corner. See?”

“Adrian.” Mariel was seventeen and he was fifteen, but sometimes she acted like more of a mom than their actual mom. At this exact moment, she was glaring at him from a few seats over. “Don’t be sassy to her. Just do it, okay?”

Adrian gritted his teeth. “I’m trying to show her so she can do it herself next time.”

“Stop talking about me like I’m not here,” his mom interrupted. “I’m sitting in between you.”

“Sorry,” they both murmured.

Mariel turned back to their younger sister, Sofia. She was only six, and though Mom and Dad wouldn’t say it, Adrian and Mariel knew she had been a surprise baby. Adrian had been unsure about getting a baby sister when he was already nine, but now he couldn’t imagine life without her.

“See, what does this say?” Mariel pointed at a word in the picture book she held in front of Sofia.

“T-t . . .” Adrian couldn’t help but smile as Sofia’s mouth work up and down, trying to pronounce the word.

His phone buzzed, drawing his attention. It was an Instagram notification—someone had commented we’ll miss you! on the photo he’d taken of the snow on their ride in, with a short caption about leaving behind Colorado. Instead of the usual small thrill at the alert, Adrian’s stomach sank. For a second, he’d almost been able to pretend they were just traveling for the holidays, not moving out of the country. He’d almost been able to leave behind the sinking feeling of walking into a dark room without knowing where any of the furniture sat or where the light switch was.

Adrian ran a hand through his dark hair and stood up. “I’m gonna go for a walk.”

Mom eyed him. “Where are you going?”

He shrugged, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Nowhere. Maybe I’ll grab a snack.”

“Hey, get me a bag of Chex Mix,” Mariel said without looking up from the book with Sofia.

“Lazy,” Adrian called to her.

“Rude.”

“Hey!” Mom interrupted. “Get your sister her snack. Don’t go too far. We don’t know when our flight will take off.”

Adrian glanced back out at the window, where it was hard to tell where the white sky ended and the snow-covered earth began. He nodded, but thought to himself that it didn’t look like their flight was going to be leaving anytime soon.

“’Kay. I’ll be back in a little bit.” He grabbed his phone and hurried away from the chairs before anyone could stop him.

Adrian pulled out his earbuds and stuck them in his ears as he started walking through the terminal. His mouth salivated when he passed by a shop selling warm pretzels, glistening with butter in the florescent lights. But he didn’t feel like he could eat anything right now, with the knot that his stomach had tied itself into. Ever since he learned they were moving, it seemed like his stomach hadn’t been able to unknot. Now that they were actually here, in the airport . . . Adrian wasn’t sure if his stomach would ever be the same. 

He stared at the gray carpet under his feet, the swirling pattern on it blurring as he hurried through the terminal, dodging the few other travelers. It wasn’t just that they were leaving—though that seriously sucked. But the people he went to school with, people he might have called friends . . . did any of them actually care if he left? He had never really clicked with anybody at his school. Sure, he had people to sit with at lunch, and a few guys he played video games with online on the weekend sometimes. But when he found out he was leaving, when he told everyone at lunch . . .  All their responses had felt empty. Like, yeah, they might miss him at first, but no one would remember him by March. He hadn’t left a mark on anyone, and his spot in the group would feel less like the gap left by a missing tooth, and more like a thumbprint in Play-Doh: easily filled in and molded over. 

Which left him with one looming question: If he hadn’t been able to make real friends at a school where he knew most of the people since fourth grade, how was he supposed to fit in as the new kid at a school in Spain?

The question had plagued his thoughts for months now, lurking in the corners of his mind until it jumped out at the most inopportune moments. Now it wouldn’t stop spinning in his head, like a website trying to load with bad internet connection that got stuck in an endless loop. Adrian turned up the volume on his music, trying to drown everything out, including his own thoughts. It didn’t help. 

Adrian, eyes trained on the ground in front of him and music blaring, kept walking faster and faster, as if he could outrun his mind. He might have actually broken into a full run, but before he could, he came around the corner of a kiosk and slammed into someone.

“Whoa, there!” The voice belonged to an older white man, who had thrown out a hand to catch himself on the wall of the kiosk. 

Adrian’s face flushed with shame, and he went rigid, waiting for the man to start yelling as he yanked out his earbuds. “Shoot—I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention—” 

“It’s all right.” The man smiled kindly at him, and Adrian relaxed. No one appeared from the other side of the kiosk to see what happened, so he thought it must be closed, or they really didn’t care. “Are you okay?”

Adrian stuffed his earbuds into his pockets. “Yeah. I’m all good.”

The man, who wore a blue sweater vest, nodded. “No harm done, then. Just be careful next time, all right?” 

“Yeah. Thanks.” He smiled tightly, lips pressed into a thin line.

The man smiled at him—a real smile, not like Adrian’s embarrassed one, he noted—and walked off, leaving Adrian standing there, unsure what to do now. At least that had distracted him. 

Up ahead, he spotted a store that seemed to sell a little bit of everything, including snacks. He remembered Mariel had told him to get Chex Mix, so he wandered toward the store, hoping to find another distraction before his mind started to spin out once again.








  
  
4:30 pm




In the Snax ’N’ More at the airport, there were no windows, or even exterior walls. But Kat had figured out that if she stood behind the counter with the cash register one step to her left, and the display of tissue packs two steps to her right, she could stand on her tiptoes to peek above the tall rack of magazines and see a sliver of the window by the nearest gate. This was how she knew it was snowing—bad. 

That, and her phone kept dinging with texts and weather alerts warning her of the impending blizzard.

She sighed and leaned against the counter. A steady trickle of people had been coming through all afternoon, and she expected it would only increase before her shift ended at six, but for now there was a lull. Christmas music played on a low volume through the speakers, though she did her best to tune it out since it was the same dozen songs on repeat. Kat tapped her fingernails, painted a deep purple that stood out against her pale skin, on the counter before unlocking her phone and checking her email. Still nothing. 

She blew out a breath and opened Instagram. Everyone’s photos were celebrating the snow, and several had videos with some version of “White Christmas” playing. Kat rolled her eyes. Easy to love the snow when it’s not going to get you stuck at work.

“Excuse me, ma’am, can you get off your phone and do your job?”

Kat’s head snapped up, even though she recognized the voice. “You suck,” she said, throwing a pack of travel-sized tissues at the speaker: Trevor, who worked across the walkway at The Slice and also happened to be her best friend since seventh grade.

Trevor cackled as he hopped up to sit on the counter. “You were pissed for a second there.” 

“Whatever, dude.” Kat rolled her eyes. “Did they let you off early?”

“I wish.” Trevor grabbed a magazine someone had left on the counter and flipped through it idly. “Nah, it’s super slow, so I figured I’d come say hi.”

“More like come use my discount to buy some crap.” Kat folded her arms and raised an eyebrow.

He looked up from the magazine with wide eyes, feigning innocence. “What? I would never.”

“You can't say 'never' when you've literally done it before.”

Trevor slapped the magazine closed. “Okay, you got me. Can I get some Sour Patch Kids?”

“Fine.”

He jumped off the counter to walk to the candy section.

“Do you really think they’ll make us stay here even with the snow?” Kat asked.

Trevor skimmed the shelves looking for the package, then grabbed it and brought it to the counter. “You kidding me? With all these flights delayed and probably canceled and people who will need food? We’re gonna be here forever.” 

Kat groaned as she scanned the barcode and then typed in her employee number to get the ten percent discount. “My shift ends at six.” She slid the bag of candy across the counter to him. 

“Yeah, I’m off at seven, but by then I don’t know if the roads are gonna be good enough even for buses. This is supposed to get real bad. Don’t hold your breath for them letting us off early to get home.” Trevor, leaning forward against the counter, tore open the packaging and popped a candy in his mouth. 

Kat let out a sigh. She had agreed to work Christmas Eve to get the holiday pay, but she would have tried to get out of it if she knew it would mean getting snowed in like this. She watched Trevor eat some more of the candy.

“What do you think the singular form of Sour Patch Kids is?” Kat mused as she held her hand out toward him.

Trevor rummaged through the bag until he found a couple of yellow ones and plopped them into her waiting palm. “Wouldn’t it be ‘Sour Patch Kid’? No plural kids?”

“I guess.” Kat chewed. “But is it still capitalized like the brand name? Or is it different?”

Trevor frowned. “I’m . . . not sure.”

Kat had another thought, but before she could voice it, her phone pinged again. Her eyes flickered down to the screen, hoping for an email, but it was a text.

“Is it what’s-her-face?” Trevor’s voice made her look up.

“What?” She frowned, fingers poised over her screen.

“The text. Is it from that girl you’ve been seeing?” His eyes stayed focused on the bag of Sour Patch Kids.

Kat shook her head. “I didn’t tell you? We—well, not broke up, because we weren’t ever really dating, but we haven’t hung out in a while. She kept saying her job was super busy, but it’s whatever.” She gave a one-shoulder shrug and looked back at her phone.

Trevor ate another piece of candy, placing it thoughtfully in his mouth before chewing. “So who’re you texting? Another girl? Some guy?” Trevor had been the first person she came out to as bisexual, but sometimes he acted like her mom with all the questions.

Kat laughed. “Will you chill? It’s my mom, asking if I’m gonna try to catch the bus or if I want a ride from her.”

“Doesn’t she live, like, forty minutes away from your apartment?”

“Yeah, but you know. Moms.” She locked her phone. “I don’t want her driving in this, though. I’ll take the bus, or I guess spend the night here.” Kat groaned at the idea.

Trevor shrugged as he looked down, fiddling with the plastic packaging. “I dunno, that could be kind of fun. At least we’d both be here, to hang out together.”

“Yeah, I mean I’m glad it’s you working and not Weird Lance.” They laughed, thinking of another employee at The Slice who always gave Kat bad vibes.

Just then, a kid meandered into the store through the entrance directly across from the counter. He had olive skin and dark hair that curled just above the tips of his ears.

“Okay, get out of here,” Kat shooed Trevor away. “Some of us actually have to work.”

He made an overly surprised face. “Is that what you do here all day? Shoot, I thought you just gave out free candy.”

“I’m gonna smack you,” she threatened as he grinned at her.

“I’m leaving, I’m leaving!” Trevor held up his hands in a show of surrender, one still holding the bag of candy. “See you later.”

“Later,” she called.

The kid had grabbed a bag of Chex Mix from the snack section, but instead of coming up to the counter, he browsed the shelves of books. It was the one part of the store that she actually paid close attention to how well it looked, making sure all the covers faced the right way. She liked to imagine her name among them someday, people coming across her book as they browsed during a layover.

Deciding that the kid wasn’t going to check out anytime soon, Kat took her phone back out and opened up the Google Docs app. She clicked over to the short story she’d been working on about a girl who befriended dragons. Like Khaleesi from Game of Thrones, but the dragons were more like big puppies that could breathe fire. She would never show it to anyone—other than Trevor, of course—but it was a nice way to escape the monotony of working retail.

She had gone to college and gotten an English degree, and so for a long time she’d tried to write Literary-with-a-capital-L fiction. But she nearly bored herself to tears writing it, so she decided to write something like the books she actually enjoyed reading and discovered it was a great way to pass the time. Kat was grateful to Trevor for getting her this job—he’d worked here since graduating high school, then left to The Slice since it paid more, but not before recommending her to the manager here after she graduated college. It was better than nothing and the pay wasn’t terrible, but it could be the most boring place. Which gave her a lot of time to write.

Writing also helped with her anxiety, at least sometimes. So much of the world was out of her control, and sometimes it seemed like even her brain was out of her control, too. She couldn’t keep up with the thoughts that bombarded her mind, worries about her personal life and the people she loved and huge, global issues she couldn’t do anything about. But with writing, she could create her own world and escape into a place where she had complete control. It kept her mind straight and her breathing steady. Sometimes it was the only thing that could do that.

When Kat glanced up from her phone again, another customer had entered. This time it was an older white man wearing a blue sweater vest who reminded Kat a little bit of her grandpa. He browsed for a few minutes before picking out a Milky Way candy bar and a box of Milk Duds and brought them to the counter.

“Got a chocolate craving?” Kat joked as she scanned the items. In her one-year performance review last week, her boss, an older woman named Helena, insisted she be more “personable” to the customers, so Kat was trying to figure out small talk.

The man smiled at her, as if he somehow knew exactly what she was doing. “I do have a sweet tooth, but the Milk Duds are for my daughter. I’m flying to spend Christmas with her and her family, and thought I might bring her something. Besides all the Christmas presents, I guess.”

Kat nodded, her smile more genuine as she took the ten-dollar bill he handed to her. “That’s sweet. Where does she live?”

“Atlanta.” His lips pressed into a frown. “Although, with all this snow, I’m not sure I’ll actually make it out there.” He tapped the box of Milk Duds on the counter. “Might have to eat these myself.”

Kat laughed. “What a sacrifice.”

He winked at her. “One that I’m willing to make if needed.” He nodded at her as he turned to go. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” she called, wishing all customers could be as easygoing as he was. 

Kat looked around the store and saw the kid was still there. The bag of Chex Mix lay, seemingly forgotten, on the shelf in front of a James Patterson book, while he leaned against the wall, absorbed in a graphic novel. He didn’t seem like the type to steal anything, but she kept an eye on him anyways. There was only one other person in the store, a white girl around the boy’s age, who had just walked in and was browsing the magazine section. 

Sliding one step to the right, Kat stood on her tiptoes to get a peek out the window. Still snowing hard. With a sigh, she opened up her phone and checked her email. Nothing new. She switched to her story and kept writing.









