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Is She The One?

Chapter 1 – The Question She Doesn’t Ask Out Loud
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Maria didn’t notice Courtney at first because there was nothing dramatic about the moment they met.

It wasn’t the kind of encounter people remembered in stories—no collision of eyes across a crowded room, no sudden silence when she walked in, no sense that the world had shifted just slightly off its axis. It was ordinary in the way most beginnings were ordinary, which was exactly why it unsettled Maria later.

They met in a place where people came to be productive, not to be changed.

A small community event space, bright with artificial lighting and the soft hum of conversation. Folding chairs, paper cups of coffee, name tags half-stuck and already peeling at the edges. Maria had been there for something she didn’t fully care about—some networking session she’d agreed to attend out of obligation more than interest.

She was halfway through mentally planning her exit when she noticed the woman across the room.

Courtney.

Not because she was loud. Not because she was trying to be noticed. In fact, it was the opposite. Courtney had the kind of presence that didn’t demand attention—it simply collected it when it drifted too close.

She was standing slightly apart from a group conversation, listening more than speaking. One hand wrapped loosely around a paper cup, the other tucked into the pocket of a dark jacket. Her posture wasn’t rigid, but it had a kind of quiet control to it, like someone used to observing before engaging.

Maria almost looked away.

Almost.

But something about the way Courtney tilted her head when someone spoke caught her attention again. Like she was genuinely considering every word before deciding what mattered.

Maria told herself it meant nothing.

People were interesting all the time. That didn’t mean anything.

She shifted her focus back to her own conversation, nodding at something she hadn’t actually heard, forcing herself into the rhythm of polite participation. But every few minutes, her attention drifted back without permission.

Courtney was still there.

Still listening.

Still not performing.

That was the first thing Maria didn’t understand about her reaction. It wasn’t attraction—not yet, not in any way she could name. It was interruption. Like something in her routine awareness had been gently disrupted and hadn’t corrected itself.

When the session broke into smaller discussions, Maria ended up moving—accidentally, or maybe not so accidentally—closer to the group Courtney had joined.

It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t intentional.

It just happened the way small decisions sometimes do when the mind refuses to admit it is making them.

Maria reached for another cup of coffee at the same time Courtney did.

Their hands didn’t touch.

But they almost did.

Courtney paused for half a second, then smiled—not the kind of smile people used to be polite, but something lighter. A quick acknowledgment of shared timing.

“Go ahead,” Courtney said.

Maria hesitated. “No, it’s fine. I can wait.”

A brief silence.

Then Courtney tilted her head slightly. “I think there’s enough caffeine in the room for both of us.”

That made Maria laugh before she could stop herself. Not a big laugh—just a small, surprised exhale of amusement she hadn’t expected.

“I guess that’s true,” Maria said.

Courtney’s smile widened just slightly, like she’d noticed something in Maria’s reaction that Maria herself hadn’t fully understood yet.

“I’m Courtney,” she said after a beat, extending her hand.

Maria took it automatically. “Maria.”

Their handshake was brief. Normal. Forgettable, if you tried to describe it later.

But Maria didn’t forget it.

Because there was something steady in Courtney’s grip. Not forceful. Not soft. Just present. Like she was fully there in the moment in a way Maria suddenly became aware she wasn’t used to from other people.

“Nice to meet you, Maria,” Courtney said.

“Yeah,” Maria replied before she could refine it into something smoother. “You too.”

And just like that, they were released back into the room.

Or at least, they were supposed to be.

Maria told herself that was it. A small interaction. A passing moment. Nothing to examine further.

But her attention kept returning anyway.

Courtney rejoined her group, speaking occasionally now, her voice calm and measured. She wasn’t trying to dominate the conversation, but when she did speak, people listened without effort. There was clarity in the way she formed her thoughts, like she didn’t waste energy on words that didn’t matter.

Maria found herself trying not to watch her too obviously.

Which only made her more aware of watching her at all.

It wasn’t attraction, Maria repeated internally.

It was curiosity.

That was safer.

Later, when the session moved into a brief break, Maria stepped outside for air. The weather was indifferent—cool enough to justify the escape, warm enough to make it unnecessary. She leaned slightly against the railing near the entrance, letting her thoughts scatter.

That was when she heard the door open again.

She didn’t turn right away.

She didn’t need to.

Courtney’s footsteps were unhurried.

“You always escape events like this too?” Courtney asked.

Maria glanced over. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only a little,” Courtney said, coming to stand beside her, leaving a respectful distance between them. “I do the same thing.”

That surprised Maria more than she expected.

“You don’t seem like someone who needs to escape,” Maria said.

Courtney let out a quiet breath of a laugh. “That’s because I’ve gotten good at looking like I belong in places I’m counting the minutes to leave.”

There was something in the honesty of that sentence that made Maria pause.

She studied Courtney for a moment—not openly, but carefully now, like she was trying to recalibrate her first impression.

“You don’t like it in there?” Maria asked.

“I don’t dislike it,” Courtney corrected gently. “I just... don’t feel much from it. Most of it feels like people talking near each other instead of to each other.”

Maria glanced back toward the door, then nodded slowly. “Yeah. That sounds accurate.”

A pause settled between them.

Not uncomfortable.

Just unfamiliar.

Courtney leaned slightly against the railing as well, her gaze moving outward. “What about you? Did you come here voluntarily or were you recruited?”

Maria almost smiled. “Something in between. I said yes before I thought about it.”

“That’s the most dangerous kind of yes,” Courtney said lightly.

Maria huffed a quiet laugh. “Tell me about it.”

Another pause.

But this one felt different. Less empty. More suspended.

Maria found herself wondering why she was still standing there.

Why she hadn’t excused herself yet.

Why leaving suddenly felt like the wrong timing for something she couldn’t define.

Courtney glanced at her again, this time more directly. Not invasive. Just attentive.

“You look like you’re thinking about leaving,” Courtney said.

“I probably should,” Maria admitted.

“Do you want to?” Courtney asked.

The question landed strangely.

Simple, but not casual.

Maria opened her mouth, then stopped.

Because the honest answer wasn’t immediate.

She didn’t want to stay in the event.

But she also didn’t want to leave this moment.

That realization made her uneasy in a way she couldn’t explain yet.

“I’m not sure,” Maria said finally.

Courtney nodded like that answer made perfect sense.

“That’s usually the most honest answer,” she said.

Maria studied her again, a little more openly this time. “Do you always say things like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you’ve already thought through things most people just avoid thinking about.”

Courtney’s expression shifted slightly—not defensive, not guarded, just reflective. “I don’t think I have everything figured out,” she said. “I just think most people are more certain than they actually are.”

Maria let that settle.

It shouldn’t have mattered.

It wasn’t profound enough to change anything.

And yet something about it stayed.

A few seconds passed before Maria spoke again, quieter this time. “So you think everyone is just... guessing?”

Courtney smiled faintly. “I think most of us are just better at pretending our guesses are decisions.”

Maria should have laughed.

Instead, she found herself looking away first.

Because that felt uncomfortably close to something she didn’t want to name.

Inside, someone called for the group to return.

The moment broke.

People started moving back through the door, conversations restarting, chairs scraping lightly against the floor.

Maria stayed still for half a second longer than necessary.

Courtney did too.

Then Courtney looked at her one more time.

“Maybe I’ll see you inside,” she said.

It wasn’t a question.

But it wasn’t a statement either.

It was something in between.

Maria nodded. “Yeah. Maybe.”

They moved separately, re-entering the room at different times.

But as Maria stepped back into the noise and movement, she realized something she didn’t immediately have language for.

Courtney hadn’t felt like a meeting.

She had felt like a question.

And worse than that—

it was a question Maria wasn’t ready to ask out loud.

Not yet.

Not even to herself.
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Chapter 2 – Accidental Repetition
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Maria told herself it was coincidence the first time.

Then she told herself it was coincidence again.

By the third time, the word started to feel less like an explanation and more like something she was repeating to avoid thinking too closely about what was actually happening.

Because Courtney kept appearing.

Not in dramatic ways. Not in ways that could be easily dismissed as meaningful.

Just... consistently.

The first time after the community event was at a small café two days later. Maria had gone there between meetings, choosing a corner table by habit more than intention. She liked corners. They made it easier to observe without being observed.

She was halfway through answering an email when she heard a familiar voice.

“I didn’t think I’d run into you here.”

Maria looked up.

Courtney was standing near the counter, holding a coffee she hadn’t yet touched. Same calm posture. Same quiet awareness in her expression. Slightly different jacket, hair pulled back a little differently—but unmistakably the same presence.

Maria blinked once, then set her phone down.

“This is... statistically unlikely,” Maria said before she could stop herself.

Courtney smiled faintly as she walked over. “Is it?”

“I don’t usually run into the same person twice in the same week in a city this size,” Maria said.

Courtney tilted her head. “Maybe we’re just very efficient at choosing the same places without realizing it.”

Maria almost laughed. “That sounds like a generous interpretation.”
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