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To Lucy —



I’m so proud of the strong, fearless woman you’re becoming.



You’ve brought so much joy and love into my life — more than I could ever put into words.




I love you forever,



Mom
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Chapter 1
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Unpacking My Mess





Oh my god, I just kissed my therapist. 

Donna, my new and first therapist ever, is holding a paper plate, a neat wedge of quiche resting on wax paper. She is dazed and stepping back, like she didn’t just give me her bedroom eyes and lean in to ask if I wanted a kiss.

“You—” Donna’s words are lost, as I process the situation and realize my mistake.

“Oh my god. I’m mortified and so so so sorry,” I say, running out of her cozy home office’s open door. 

Outside, Alaska air slams against my face with an honest clap of cold that I deserve. Sunlight glares judging me.

“Quiche,” I mutter to the empty sidewalk, stomping toward my Subaru. “She said quiche, not kiss.”

Who kisses their therapist? 

I have not gone to therapy before but in movies the sessions usually ended with a big clock buzzing. There was no clock in sight, only knick knacks, crocheted blankets, and books in a room that looked more like a tv room than a therapy room.

My brain replays the inappropriate moment in horrifying slow motion as I stumble through the sunlight burning my retinas accusatively, unusual for the start of Autumn in Alaska, as if even nature scorns my social misstep.

“Quiche,” I mutter, stomping towards my beat-up Subaru. “Who even offers someone quiche at the end of a therapy session?”

“A super-friendly therapist, trying to make a connection and be nice to the mess of a new patient–that’s who.” I answer myself before I can get mad at Donna, which only makes me more upset at myself.

“Arrrg! Aurora, why do you hate yourself?” I shake my head, look up, and pull my sunglasses out to cover my burning retinas. Stupid Alaskan weather!

A passing elderly couple gives me concerned looks as I continue my self-directed tirade, internally. I force a smile and wave, which probably makes me look deranged. Perfect. Add that to today’s list of mortifications.

My phone buzzes. Darius. Of course, he has a sixth sense for when I’ve done something monumentally embarrassing.

“So?” he demands without preamble. “Did your therapy fix your life in ninety minutes?”

“I kissed her.”

“You... what now?”

“The therapist,” I groaned, slumping against my car. “She offered me a kiss–oh my god– I mean ‘quiche.’ I thought she said ‘kiss.’ And I—ever the compliant-people-pleasing-person—leaned in and gave my therapist a small peck on the lips, Darius.”

His laughter erupts so loudly that I have to pull the phone away from my ear. “Oh. My. God. Aurora. You beautiful disaster. This is why we’re friends. Only you could turn therapy into a rom-com meet-cute.”

“It wasn’t a meet-cute! It was a meet-horrifying! And my real meet-cute date is with Alexis…” I realize as I say this, that I don’t have time to run home and hide in shame under my covers. I’m meeting Alexis for a late lunch and to discuss my schedule. I can’t miss it since Alexis graciously gave me the week off to recover.

“And now, I obviously need therapy for my therapy. Donna was totally cool, but you can’t continue therapy with someone you sexually harassed, right?”

“I have so many follow-up questions. Was there any body contact? What did she look like? Did you snap a pic?” 

His stream of questions only makes me turn more crimson. I slide into my car, resting my forehead against the steering wheel. 

Luckily, he fills in the silence. “Girl, you didn’t attack her. You are way too naive to seduce a therapist. I swear every time you are around a powerful woman you melt. You gotta get your libido under control.”

“You’re right. There was no tongue, and I’m sure Donna understood that I had misheard her. It was an honest mistake,” I ramble, hoping to believe what I’m saying, because that’s the only way I’m going to live down, attacking my super-nice and hot therapist. Darius is right, I’m apparently attracted to hot women who have it together, probably because I’m a hot mess.

He reassures, still chuckling, “O-kayyyy, then. So, besides your failed attempt to seduce your therapist, Donna, did the session help?”

“Actually, yeah. She basically diagnosed my entire personality in fifteen minutes. Apparently, I’m a ‘people pleaser’ and a ‘peacemaker’ who will ‘do anything to earn the acceptance and love my mother withheld.’ She said it all boils down to being raised by a narcissistic single mom.”

“Well… she doesn’t sound wrong?”

I sigh. “No. And she said I need to stop trying with Mom unless she apologizes, and that I should ‘choose me’ first.”

“Hmm,” Darius hums thoughtfully. “Revolutionary concept, and the same thing Lisa and I have been telling you. And what about Alexis? Did you tell her about your workplace dumpster fire.”

My stomach clenches at the mention of her name. “She said she doesn’t give advice, but she had never seen a dating-your-boss situation that didn’t go badly. In fact, she thinks I need to look for a new job.”

“Now, she’s totally wrong there. You do need to date Alexis, or this therapist. Who is going buy you dinner and pay for your university costs? Besides, you can work summers part time, since the agency is paying for your business schooling. There’s time for Alexis to warm your bed, right?”

“Maybe I should date her before I sleep with her?” 

Darius’s advice is starting to sound more like the wham-bam queen, Lisa.

Reading my thoughts again, he laments, “I wish Lisa wasn’t getting waxed right now. She is going to die when I tell her your new drama.”

“Darius, I’ll tell her when I get home. Now I have to somehow control myself to meet Alexis.”

“To quit? To break up? Or to admit you love her and move into her mansion and be her plaything?

“Not every lesbian owns a U-Haul!” I look in my mirror and wipe my smeared mascara while grabbing my lip gloss. “And yes. And no to the job questions. Just because I got a full-ride scholarship doesn’t mean I’m quitting at the temp agency while I take classes. I still need money, and it’s a really great job. Why can’t I enjoy starting university, keep doing accounting work that’ll look good on my resume, and having a freaking awesome girlfriend?”

“Aurora—”

“I know, I know,” I cut him off. “I’m dreaming and not making a real plan. The therapist basically said the same thing. That it can’t be a real relationship if I need emotional support and I’m still figuring out what love is. God, I’m a mess but seriously, Alexis seems like the only unmessy thing in my life.”

“You know Alexis will let you take whatever work schedule you want. And the best decision you made was ending feeding your mom’s drama. Richard and I totally support whatever you decide. Go talk with Alexis and give me and Lisa the tea tonight. No matter what, you got us all in your corner babe.”

Tears prick at my eyes, and I dab them again and sniffle. “Thanks.”








  
  

Chapter 2
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Special SaLmon Kisses





“So thanks again for giving me the week off to process everything,” I say as Alexis looks through the Ronnie Sushi weekend specials menu and places her phone on the table. 

“Did you use your health benefits to see a professional? Your mom dropping that bombshell about your dad really threw you for a loop.” Her brown eyes soften, and I’m starting to think this is a date-date, not a work date.

“I did go to therapy. I still have some self-reflection and work to do. But I’m feeling more… grounded?” I say without conviction.

Alexis doesn’t notice and swirls the sake in her tiny ceramic cup. Meanwhile, I’m over here pretending I’m totally fine and wondering if I need to admit to kissing my therapist. Also I’m trying to figure out if this is a date or a work meeting. 

She sips and smiles.

I nod and smile, pretending to enjoy sake. Mmm, yes, ancient rice wine, I totally have a refined palate and not the taste buds of someone raised on Costco pizza and Anchorage tap water.

The restaurant mood? Technically romantic. It has low lighting, a lazy jazz playlist, and tiny soy sauce dishes I’m afraid to touch in case I knock one over. But with Alexis’ phone on the table and her in a blazer, this has a work lunch vibe.

Alexis checks her phone, so I lift mine as if I’m equally important. What do I get? A highlight reel of how unglamorous my life is:

Oil change overdue—87 days.
Doctor’s office nagging me.
Parking ticket waiting to double if not paid asap.
Trash pickup reminder for tomorrow.
Low storage. Delete 500 selfies.

My phone doesn’t scream successful adult—it heckles me, more my disappointed electronic friend.

“Do you want to discuss your schedule this week? I really need you for our new client since you are our best accounting temp.” She shifts to allow the waitress to place edamame in front of us. Her knee brushes mine under the table, casual, confident, electric. I forgot what language is.

My cheeks flush. I think I’d do anything this woman asks. I am a sucker for a powerful woman, especially one wearing a perfectly tailored suit, who is buying me an expensive lunch.

“This edamame is exquisite,” Alexis says, lifting a piece to her mouth with chopsticks as precise as a surgeon’s scalpel. “Try it.”

I reach for mine, but chopsticks are invented by evil spirits to remind me of my fundamental lack of coordination and sophistication. The slippery bean flies off my chopsticks, splatting on the floor. I try to recover my dignity by giggling and sipping my sake, which tastes of warm regret.

Alexis arches an eyebrow. “You don’t like Asian cuisine?”

“No, I wasn’t really raised eating foods from other cultures, so my chopstick skills are pretty bad,” I explain, wondering if I should pick up the bean, but then my cloth napkin would be dirty. I bite my lip and push the offending chopsticks away.

“You’re very brave to try. Here,” she waves over the waitress and asks for silverware for me. “There. All taken care of now.” Her lips twitch in a smirk that borders on affection. “You’re lucky you’re pretty.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, and the vibe is bordering on first-date vibes. “Don’t forget I also look good in a ball gown, and you said I’m your best accountant.”

She grins, and I’m glowing, winning something important—like an Iditarod trophy or her eternal devotion. Either works.

“I like your confidence.” 

And I was confident with my fork and sass, until… The caviar was served.

I try to lean forward seductively, but my elbow knocks into the little caviar tower. Black pearls rain down onto my dress, my lap, the pristine white napkin I barely used because I didn’t want to mess it up.

I freeze. “Oh no. No, no, no… Sorry!”

Alexis blinks, then her grin turns to a laugh. It’s that low, warm sound she doesn’t give out easily. “You make everything more exciting.”

“I am a walking seafood hazard.” I try wiping the caviar from my blouse and lap, leaving dark streaks.

“Hold still,” she says. Then she shrugs off her actual designer, probably ridiculously expensive, blazer and drapes it over my shoulders.

“Oh my god,” I say, clutching it tightly. “I would have spilled something sooner if I knew you’d let me wear your power blazer. Money and boss energy, that’s how I smell wearing this blazer,” I blurt.

“It’s dry-clean only,” she deadpans. “Which is code for ‘your problem now.’ You can wear it at your new assignment.”

Then, before I can classify this as a friendly work date, she leans closer, her breath warm against my ear. “Besides, you look good in my clothes.”

And now I’m malfunctioning with heat blossoming at my core and making my breath come out in a gasp.

She doesn’t move, studying my eyes, then slowly looks down at my stained chest and her blazer on my body.

“Which sashimi do you prefer today, Miss Anders?” The waitress asks while replacing my napkin with a fresh one.

“The sal-mon,” she says with authority despite mispronouncing Alaska’s biggest export. The waitress says nothing and nods.

“Um. So,” I blurt, desperate to change the subject before I melt into a puddle of sexual distress, “did you mean to say ‘SaLmon’ with the L or—”

“Sal-mon,” Alexis replies, crisp and confident.

I squint. “Wait. You really mean  Sammon, right?” I am unsure if this is an inside joke because she can’t be serious. How does an Alaskan not know how to say salmon?

“It’s pronounced the same as it’s spelled.”

I lean back, eyeing her, and she is totally serious.

The busser stops to clean up the mess around our table—poor guy. I grab him like a lifeline. “Excuse me, how do you pronounce salmon?”

He blinks, his smile tight. “However Miss Anders prefers it.”

My eyes dart between Alexis and the poor guy, and something clicks. “Oh my god. Do you own Ronnie’s Sushi?”

“Technically, my family owns the building,” she says, casual, sipping her sake again. “But yes, the restaurant leases from us.”

I throw my hands up. “Alexis, just how rich are you?”

Before she can reply, a crash rings out across the room—a waiter drops a whole tray of drinks and glass scatters everywhere.

I’m up in a heartbeat. “Oh no.”

“Aurora—” Alexis starts, but I’m already kneeling, helping to pick up shards, napkins, and glass stems.

The waiter stammers ‘thanks’ while Alexis stays seated, arms crossed, watching the scene like it’s inconvenient rather than a crisis. When I sit back down, brushing off my hands, she hands me her napkin without a word.

“You didn’t need to help.”

I sip my now lukewarm sake and shrug. “Alexis, tell me, since you are always saving me and have this secret posh life—are you for real? You seem too perfect.”

She leans closer again, brushing a loose curl off my cheek, her hand lingering on my blushing face. “I’m real. Would you date the perfect woman?”

“If he were a lesbian with great taste and stilettos? Absolutely.”

And then her lips are on mine. Soft, confident, addictive. One of her hands lands gently on my thigh, her blazer still warming my shoulders. I kiss her back—I’ve been waiting for this exact level of electric, surprising, world-rearranging affection since we met.

I forget about the spilled caviar. I forget whether this is a work date or a real date. I forget how awkward I felt walking into a place where the menu doesn’t list prices and where I had one of the worst dates of my life last month. I forget everything except Alexis, her ridiculous smoothness, and her perfectly lipstick-free kisses.

It’s unfair how great she looks without needing makeup.

My heart does gymnastics. How is this incredible, controlled powerhouse of a woman attracted to me? Me, with my discount dress and fake confidence.

Before I can spiral too hard into the imposter syndrome abyss, she pulls back slightly, eyes scanning mine. “What’s that look for?”

“I’m just surprised and trying not to have a full anxiety attack at this table.”

She smiles, and somehow that calms the tornado in my chest.

“I’ve been thinking,” I say, twisting the sake cup between my fingers. Now that I know that Alexis likes me more than as my mentor, I can ask what I was thinking about. “About my mom and the whole family drama situation.”

Her expression sharpens, and she lifts a perfectly plucked brow.

“Yeah. She never told me who my dad is, she just ghosted me after saying I knew him. And I know you want me back to work, but all I can think about is finding my dad—finding out where I come from?”

Alexis’s hand slides into mine. “Everyone deserves to know their family. I’m sorry you and your mom aren’t talking. But I’m sure you can look for your dad and still work.”

“I guess,” I shrug, realizing that in my week off, I mostly hid in my bed and had my one disastrous counseling appointment. I could have used that time to research who my father was or even hire a private investigator to find him.

Alexis tilts her head. “Why don’t we just get your birth certificate?”

I blink. “What?”

“Your birth certificate. It will list your father.”

My mouth falls open. “You… you are brilliant.”

“You’re welcome.”

Suddenly, the family stress that’s been strangling me all week melts into the soy-scented air. There’s a way forward. A clue. A plan. I have a plan.

She squeezes my fingers. “Simple.”

I lean in, catch her lips again, quick and sure. My heart pounds, trying to escape my chest, but in a good way this time. The right way.

She leans closer, her woodsy sweet smell invading my body, her fingers warm against my skin. They linger. Not by accident. Not a casual gesture. She’s looking at me as if I’m more delicious than her posh sake.

Every nerve in my body flips on. She’s found and slammed on my main breaker. The restaurant disappears—waiters, soft music, fish egg trauma—all of it dissolves. The only sound left is the blood roaring behind my ears and maybe the hum of whatever magnetic pull is tugging our mouths together.

Her voice drops low. “Let’s call this our official first date.”

Already breathless, I whisper, “absolutely.”

Her lips catch mine mid-laugh.

There’s nothing tentative about it. Alexis kisses to ruin me in the best way possible. Her mouth is soft but focused, warm, and sure. It is as if she mapped out every nerve ending on mine and decided to make each one light up. One of her hands slides behind my neck, fingers threading into my hair, gently tilting my face to deepen the kiss. The other presses firm on my thigh under the table,firmly pinning me here, steadying me, and branding me as hers.

I make a tiny, embarrassing sound. A whimper. A squeak? Definitely not a cool, sophisticated sound. 

Her lips curve into a grin against mine. She heard my squeak and it made her smile. Her tongue teases the seam of my lips. I part them without hesitation. And she’s kissing me deeper—slower, but with devastating precision. Her mouth tastes faintly of sake and citrus, and she kisses with this blend of heat and control that’s wrecking my ability to function. Every pass of her tongue pulls me further under. My whole body leans into hers, chest buzzing, heart tripping over itself drunk on the kiss and Alexis.

I kiss her back like my life’s on the line.

This is the only time, the only place, and the only girl who’s ever made me think that kissing might actually be the point of being alive.

I lose track of everything except her.

Her scent becomes more defined, a clean and sharp–bergamot, and something so expensive I’ll never afford it.

The silk of her blouse against my fingers as I grip her sleeve, desperate for more.

There is a slight hitch in my breath when she bites gently at my bottom lip after the kiss.

That tiny move sets off fireworks inside my ribcage. Her blazer slips off my shoulder as my boss pulls me closer across the table, both half-aware of the sushi casualties being knocked around. Chopsticks clatter. My soy sauce dish tips. Something squishes under my elbow, but I don’t care. Nothing matters but her lips on mine.

By the time we come up for air, I’m flushed, dazed, still clutching her sleeve. Alexis’s lipstick—usually perfect—is slightly smudged now. There is even color blooming high on her chiseled cheeks, and her eyes are darker, unreadable.

Holy hell.

I did that.

She brushes her thumb over my bottom lip, gentle but possessive, eyes locked on mine. She memorizes the way her kiss breaks me and winks at me.

“You’re trouble.”

“So are we—” 

Alexis’s phone buzzes. She hops up–I guess her legs aren’t jelly like mine after our kiss.

“I have something important,” She throws bills down and doesn’t even glance up from her phone to say goodbye.

So are we really officially dating now? 

Are we allowed to tell people or is this a sexy secret relationship? 

Do you like the way I taste?

These are the questions she ran away from before I could ask. 

What call is so important that it ended our first official date?








  
  

Chapter 3
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Thirsty Tabby Cats





“Wait…You…No!” Lisa wheezes out between laughing fits, which makes her appear to be having an asthma attack. 

I cover my face and nod. “I totally kissed my therapist and my boss today.”

“And you still have a therapist, and you didn’t get fired?” she manages to squeak out, rocking and holding her stomach in pain as I recount my story.

Moving my fingers, I give her my wide-eyed innocent look and shrug.

“Omg. I don’t know why I watch TV. You are so much better than any who-dunnit mystery or Kardashian episode. I want to hear more, but I can’t. I have my singles mixer I organized for tonight.” She slips on her red, shiny wedges and then looks at me over her shoulder. “You can come if you want?”

“I’ve had enough drama for the day.” I laugh, shaking my head. “Staying in is definitely my safest bet.”

“I’ll get more details later.” She winks and giggles. “Anyway, don’t get too comfy at my place, babe. You’ll be in the dorms soon with all the hot university student stories to tell me.”

I wave, and she clucks, rushing out the door, letting in a whoosh of cool wind that makes me hug my boss-slash-almost-girlfriend’s oversized wool blazer.

Anchorage in the fall season is weirdly deceptive, so you must layer a tank top with a sweater and bring a rain jacket if you plan to survive. Earlier, it flirted with sun-kissed sidewalks. But now? The air’s gone cold, a bitey wind curling under the collar of Alexis’s fancy jacket. 

I pull the jacket tighter. It smells like Alexis—the sweet bergamot, maybe a sharp note of sandalwood and… sushi. Is sushi a sexy smell?

God, I kissed her. And for longer than acceptable workplace HR standards. My lips are still tingling, and not from wasabi. That kiss…it was a door unlocking. Or maybe a trapdoor. I’m honestly not sure yet.

Alexis rushed out of our lunch for her business call before I asked her to define our kiss, and us. And now I’m wrapped in her scent and drenched in pheromones.

A weird swelling warms and grows larger inside me, a mix of pride and nerves. The Anchorage U scholarship award still feels like a prank, and realizing there’s an easy way to find my dad makes this the best day ever. I half-laugh, touching my lips and jumping on the couch to veg and enjoy my perfect life.

“I’m staying out late tonight, if you want to invite someone over.”😜 

I quickly typed, “I’m trying to stay out of trouble and drama-free.”

I stuff my hands deep into the blazer pockets, hoping maybe there’s a candy or note tucked in there, and I can learn more about Alexis. But they are empty. Alexis left so fast, it’s hard not to feel like I hallucinated her. Was the kiss real?

I reach for the remote, and a rogue chip clip bites my hip. Classic Lisa.

The apartment smells like hairspray, pink wine, and jasmine incense. Her candle collection has taken over the bathroom.

The TV does little to distract me. My mouth remembers the kiss, but my brain rewinds to her face when she checked her phone. The soft crinkle between her brows, the way her fingers twitched before she forced a smile. Corporate emergency? Or a personal issue?

I flop over on the couch. Alexis kissed me like I mattered—like she wanted me. And then she left me like I was an empty sake cup. Kiss coworker. Eat sashimi. Exit stage left.

My phone buzzes. 

It’s not her.

Darius, “Tell me why you’re on Lisa’s Close Friends story wearing a blazer that costs more than your rust bucket of a car.”

“Long story. Sushi. Kissing. Confusion. Cold.”

He texts back a laughing emoji. “That’s a short story. And here I was, eating leftover spaghetti and waiting for your titillating Alexis update.”

I sigh, fingers flying. “We kissed. There was tongue–loads of tongue! Then she got a call. Said she had to go. No real explanation. I’m spiraling, harder than a funnel cake.”

He sends a photo of a dramatic sigh with the caption: Romance is a knife fight in a ballgown. “Maybe she panicked. Maybe she cares. CEOs are allergic to emotions. You’re like… a glitter bomb in her curated professional world.”

“You think?”

“I know. But she hired me as an office manager so she likes glitter and drama. And even if she doesn’t workout. You’re slaying, baby. You kissed two hot professional women today–I’d be jealous but my love life is pretty exciting, too.”

“Well, are you going to give me details on Richard and you?”

“You can check my socials, like everyone else,” he jokes. “Don’t derail my Aurora cheerleading. You are on fire-amazing! Your love life is banging. You escaped your mom’s toxic vortex. You are slaying! You are the main character, no cameos for you, girl.”

God. I love him. “Thx.”🥰

I toss the phone on the floor and stare at the ceiling. The smoke detector blinks at me, and I blink back.

Pulling a fuzzy throw blanket over myself that smells like Lisa’s perfume and her last Tinder date, I don’t care. My mind’s back at the restaurant. The way Alexis leaned in was whisper-smooth and warm. Her hand on me. Her breath against my cheek like gravity shifted.

I didn’t imagine it.

But now the silence in this apartment feels too loud. 

I wish I knew where Alexis went. Or why.

I wish I knew if the kiss meant anything to her.

I wish—

The front door rattles. I sit up, heart racing.

False alarm. The neighbor’s cat. Probably trying to break in again. He has boundary issues.

I collapse back, draping Alexis’s jacket over me like a pathetic, romantic tortilla. I’m going to smell like Alexis for a week. 


      [image: ]It’s south of midnight, and I can’t sleep. I light my pumpkin spice candle, rearrange the living room throw pillows twice. Then, I make hot cocoa, only to remember that we’re out of milk. Using Lisa’s oat creamer, I taste it and I am most definitely not a Top Chef competition candidate.

I’m tempted to text Alexis.

I almost do.

I should pick up the apartment–It’s a disaster and I am staying here for free.

Instead, I pull out my journal and start a list:

Things I Know Are True:


	I kissed Alexis Anders and survived.


	I’m going to college.


	I’m going to find my dad.


	My mom’s opinions do not matter.


	I have the best friends in all of Alaska's frozen tundra.


	I want more—





  
I stop writing. What do I want more of?

Not more sushi.

Not more kisses.

More of her.

If she wants me.

I stare at the list. My throat tightens.

Maybe the sushi date wasn’t a fairy tale. Perhaps it’s chapter one of a messy, real, frustrating story. The kind where the heroine doesn’t get rescued, but she does get stronger.

Lisa’s right. I’m not home in her cramped apartment. Not really. Not yet. But I’m building toward something. A dorm room. A future. A life I picked for myself.

Maybe Alexis shows up in that life.

Maybe not.

Either way?

I’m showing up for myself.

I pull the blazer tighter. Take a breath, saying aloud, to no one, “She’s totally gonna text me first.”

The neighbor’s cat, Mr. Whiskers, pushes at the door again, so I open it and let him pass to jump on my warm spot on the couch, as if he owns the place. 

“Okay Kitty, I’m letting you in because you’re going to keep me from texting Alexis. I need to play it cool and let her text me first. I can’t be too thirsty right? No one likes a needy girlfriend.”

The tabby cat purrs and meows at me in agreement.








  
  

Chapter 4
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From Bleary Blazer to Coffee Confidence





The shrill beep of my phone jolts me awake, lighting up from under the throw I’m using as a pillow, and knocking off the couch cushion I was using as a blanket. I groan, reaching for it without dislodging the loaf of fur across my ribs. 

It’s nice to wake up with a hot, furry creature on me–maybe I need to rethink my stance on cats.

Mr. Whiskers gives me a disdainful look for waking him early, before leaping off and sauntering away.

“Sorry, Mr Whiskers,” I whisper to the neighbor’s fat orange cat, adding, “but you did use me as a human mattress and you’re paying zero rent.”

I glance at my phone. There’s a picture of Darius and Richard, in matching bowling outfits, grinning like they’ve just won the lottery. They are a cute couple. I guess after their date last night, they decided to go public with their relationship by posting this cutesy bowling alley picture. Matching bowling shirts. Matching poses. Matching gay confidence. I snort and click the like button. 

“So they’re done pretending they’re not dating. Well, I guess I’ll be seeing Richard at our karaoke nights. Whadda think, Mr Whiskers, is he going to slay the stage or be a tone deaf backup singer?” 

I chuckle softly, even though it feels strange to be happy instead of weighed down with my usual worries. Worried about my job, my finances, my mother, my love life, and trying to be an adult. Everyone’s finding their happily-ever-after, including me—and I’m almost afraid to be happy.

Something’s bound to happen that’ll ruin everything. 

Mr. Whisker rubs his head against my hand. “You’re right, Mr Whiskers. I should be happy and enjoy it, even if I have to fake it. Everything is yummy cat nip and cozy cuddles for me, too.”

Squinting at my cracked phone screen, I’m wearing reindeer pajama pants. Alexis’s blazer is buttoned over my shoulders—my cape of successful-smelling, boss vibes.

Knock. Knock.

Knuckles drumming on the door makes me jump. I quickly shuffle to the front door, forgetting my embarrassing outfit.

Mr Whisker growls. Or coughs on a furball. Or maybe he is summoning a demon. I’m not a cat person, so it’s unclear. But the ominous sound is definitely not happy.

I peek through the peephole, nearly trip over the cat who somehow snuck under my foot.

“Oh no. Oh yes? Oh! What the actual sourdough dessert pizza?”

Mr. Whiskers meows, and I debate if I’m still dreaming.

Pulling open the door, there she is. Alexis. Holding two coffees like it’s our normal routine for her to look like a Vogue spread at 7:03 in the morning and bring me coffee.

She raises one perfectly arched brow. “Good morning, Aurora.”

My body malfunctions. My mouth opens, but my brain chokes. I make a similar noise to the cat demon-summoning sound, which makes the cat meow in delight.

“Cute Cat.”

“Uh. Yeah. I mean… wow. Hi. I’m just… getting ready for… I mean… looking like… So. Yeah.”

She smirks. “You always look like this before work?”

“Wait!” I hold up my hand. “How exactly did you know where I live?” 

“Your employee paperwork,” she says with a wave, barging into the chaotic apartment.

I start to smooth my frizzy, long hair and give up. “I wasn’t expecting company this early.”

“I wanted to see you.” She says this frankly, and her brown eyes hypnotize me with their intensity.

I blink. “Are you trying to flirt, or make sure I’m coming to work today?”

“Can’t it be both?” She lifts a coffee. “Truce?”

“Only if that has an illegal amount of sugar.”

“I got three. One extra-strong for your wake-up. The second extra-sweet for your mood. And the third is for me to cope with you needing two cups of coffee before you’re functional.”

“Ah, I didn’t think you noticed my morning routine.” I step back, letting her further inside. The living room-slash-my-bedroom is a war zone of Lisa’s various shoes and old takeout containers. Alexis walks in like she’s conducting a property inspection.

“You’re sleeping on the couch?”

I shrug and giggle. “Ummmm… Technically it’s a vintage fold-out, and if it’s good enough for Mr. Whiskers—”

“I didn’t know you had a cat.”

I smile and smooth down her crumpled blazer. “I don’t. He’s the neighbor’s. But I use him as my emotional support pet.”

“That doesn’t qualify to bring him to work, FYI.” Her gaze flicks to the blazer on my shoulders. “Did you sleep in that?”

“Absolutely not! I slept under it. I was hoping for some badass CEO dreams,” I say with a sleepy, defiant smile.

We sit. Well, she perches gracefully on the only clean chair, wisely deciding not to remove her red sneakers, peaking out from under her pinstripe pants. I collapse back onto the couch, trying not to spill the hot coffee on my best holiday pajama pants.

“You left pretty fast last night,” I open with and grab the coffee tray to divert her wandering eyes before she notices my lucky green thong peeking out from under the coffee table. Smiling, I set the coffee cup on old muffin crumbs and quickly use my foot to stuff the underwear under the couch.

She nods, eyes soft. “Work emergency. I’m the CEO. I’m never off, so I have to handle everything.”

“Oh,” I say, embarrassed that I was worried she was using it as an excuse to leave or that she wasn’t as wow’d by the kiss as I was. “You don’t have to explain. I mean. I was kissing you, not handcuffing you. You could leave whenever,” I blurt, embarrassed that I sounded accusatory and needy after our lunch meeting date. 

A pause. She sips. I want to crawl under the couch and live with the dust bunnies and crumbs forever. Why didn’t I take the time to pick up the apartment last night?

“I wasn’t trying to be rude. But I do owe you an apology for disappearing.” She pauses and leans forward, her knees perilously close to touching mine. “Sorry.”

I nod, swallowing my worry. “It kinda felt like I got ghosted by my boss on my first real date with her. And that’s after I learned you have really soft lips and good taste in sushi.”

Her lips twitch, and she lifts a brow, sipping her coffee.

Another pause. “Lisa is letting me stay here until school starts and the dorms open. She won’t see me much with how many business classes I’m taking.”

Alexis blinks. “You’re starting university this semester and taking a full course load?”

“Yeah. Next week is orientation. Which means, statistically, I’ll cry in at least two bathrooms before Friday.”

She tilts her head, and the line between her brows appears. “I’ll need to have Darius adjust your schedule. You didn’t mention that you’re starting this fall semester.”

“Well, we haven’t exactly talked about our future plans yet,” I mumble. “I mean, I have everything paid for this year. I want to get as many credits as possible and finish my degree early. Most of my classes are evening or the seven am lectures. I won’t miss much work,” I explain suddenly, nervous that Alexis will get mad or rescind the scholarship.

She sets her coffee down. Checks her phone, all business-like and scrolls a quick note. “Okay. Let’s talk before we hit the office.” Her phone vibrates, distracting her, and prompting her to scribble another note.

Quickly, I push the crumbs off the table. Then smile brightly when she looks up. “You won’t put me on probation if I start school, right? I mean, I’ll be learning even more business-y stuff, so I’ll be a better corporate office worker for the company.”

“True.” She sips her coffee and pauses.

I take a deep breath. “Fine. I’ll be honest. I am trouble. I’m a walking tornado of chaos. You’re the perfect career woman in retro shoes that cost more than my annual tuition. I want to be a career woman and be put-together like you… Getting a degree is part of that. I mean… I’m wearing Rudolph pants and couch surfing right now.”

“You’re also sharp, and scrappy despite your life resembling a Netflix-worthy drama. I like how you are able to adapt and be spontaneous.”

I bite my lip, thinking Lisa said almost the same thing yesterday. I guess there’s no denying it with my recent family drama–estranged from my mom and searching for my bio dad—I’m the definition of a reality show disaster. 

I look at her. She means it nicely. She’s not teasing or judging me.

“Why are you here?” I sigh, unsure if this is all about work because there’s no romantic vibe at all and her sitting in this messy apartment is more nightmare than fantasy.

“Because I couldn’t stop thinking about how you looked at me last night. And I didn’t like disappointing you by walking out.”

My cheeks turned a full cherry tomato color as she lit the romantic flame. Her knee is now touching mine. “I don’t even know what we are. Or what we’re doing.”

“We’re figuring it out.” She places a hand on my thigh, and her finger traces my inner thigh lightly through my pants. “Slowly… or quickly, if you’d like,” she says with a wink. 

“Slow is okay,” I breathe. “As long as there’s caffeine and you.”

We stare into each other’s eyes, and this is definitely a kiss-your-boss-and-make-up sorta situation. The silence buzzes, in a warm way.

Then the front door flies open.

“Why is gravity trying to kill me?” Lisa groans, stumbling in and tripping on her Barbie-pink cowboy boots. She’s wearing glitter eyeliner and a man’s button-up. Backwards. And I can only assume her singles-mingle date night went well from her morning walk of shame look. Although, I’d guess that most people who work at matchmaking companies, don’t also go out dating with clients.

“Is that CEO, SuperStar Alexis, in my dining room?” Lisa shouts, rubbing her eyes and smirking at me.

“Is this the kitchen?”

“It’s a studio apartment. You are in the living room, entry way, kitchen, dining room, gameroom, and spare bedroom,” I explain, then spread my hands. 

“Welcome to our luxurious home,” Lisa announces.

“Hello, Lisa,” Alexis says politely.

She waves a hand, then dramatically face-plants onto the other couch cushion, one shoe dangling.

“I’m gonna die, and I still have to get ready for work,” she mutters. She looks at the extra coffee. “Is that for me?”

“I should go,” Alexis says, standing.

“Already?” I blurt.

She steps closer. Brushes my cheek. “I wanted to see you. Make sure we’re okay.”

My chest squeezes. “But–”

“I’ll see you at work.” Her phone vibrates and she adds, “I have to go put out these CEO-sized workplace fires.”

Then, she leans in and presses a soft kiss to my temple and one of her notes falls from her pocket landing on my lap.

“See you in a few, Trouble.”

I don’t have time to react, and my hand flies to the warm spot on my head and then to the forgotten note as the door shuts behind her.

“So she did come over,” Lisa croaks, drinking the sweet coffee.

I smile, heart pounding, and take a big gulp of my strong coffee, which is way more of a career-woman-focused drink anyway.

Maybe my perfect future includes my usual chaos, black coffee, pajamas, Lisa, and Alexis.

“Meow.” Mr. Whiskers rubs his warm body across my shins.

Edit that… My usual chaos, black coffee, pajamas, Lisa, Alexis, and Mr. Whiskers.

“Did you see Darius posted about his new boyfriend. How am I, the professional matchmaker, the single one out of all of us?”

I laugh and sip my serious coffee. Am I not single anymore? How is it possible that Alexis stopped by to clear the air and I didn’t ask her one serious question about our relationship? Are we officially dating? That’s the simple question I should’ve asked.

I unfold the note in my lap. The sticky note has a doodled cat + heart.

“Ugh! How did this overgrown rat get in here,” Lisa complains, but lifts Mr. Whiskers, setting him between us as we drink our morning coffees.
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