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“I do.” They were supposed to be the happiest words of the happiest moment of Allison’s life. At 24, she was marrying the man of her dreams, Allen, her high school sweetheart. 

They were perfect together. Allison, tall, blonde, with sparkling hazel eyes and an easy laugh, had always been a good sport about things, which made her a great match for Allen, the more serious, dark-haired business consultant, who was always traveling around the world, helping businesses make money and stay on their feet.

They had met at a high school football game, both of them there to support each other’s dates; at the time, Allison was dating a football player, and Allen was dating a cheerleader. They found each other in the stands, and their mutual dislike of football games brought them together for first one date, then another, and pretty soon it had been 8 years, and they were settling down together. 

Allison had to admit, it hadn’t always been easy. As easygoing as she was, she’d noticed Allen’s distance to her growing as his company expanded, taking on a new partner in the last year, and two new secretaries in that time, as well.

But, she’d been so focused on the wedding plans, she hadn’t had time to worry about Allen’s late night arrivals home (if he was late a couple extra nights a week, it was just his busy schedule), or his extended trips. Sure, he was out of town 2 extra months, but Allison was never the type to question him – the money kept their lives stable and happy, right?

They even had “Al & Al” monogrammed towels. That must mean happiness, right? 

And then the wedding. It was all going great. Allison had walked down the aisle in her mother’s dress. The ring bearer, her cousin Stephanie, had brought her grandmother’s wedding ring ahead of her. Allison’s mother had wiped away tears as she handed her off – her father having passed away when she was quite young, she’d always known her mother would be the one to hand her off. 

And her whole family had flown in for the celebration. On Allen’s side, it was a less busy affair, but just because his extended family didn’t show up, didn’t mean anything, right? Just because he was a little late to the ceremony, that didn’t mean anything, of course. And the fact that he forgot to get the tux ironed, so it was a little wrinkled – well, the business was a lot of pressure for him.

Or, so Allison thought.

And then, the priest turned to Allen, and asked if he took Allison to be his lawful wedded wife. After a short pause, wherein a cough was heard in the audience, Allen looked over at Allison, then at his side of the aisle, then back to Allison, and said the words that would change her life forever. “I don’t.”  

—-
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6 MONTHS LATER.

Allison had moved to Los Angeles to be with her sister, Jenny, who thought a big city would be just the change of pace she needed.

She’d settled in to the routine of the day – getting up at 6 for a hike up Runyon Canyon, then back to Jenny’s place for breakfast, then settling in to a coffee shop to send out some resumes. Huddled next to the aspiring screenwriters and likely already-established producers. Her sister had told her a trick – a nice car or nice shoes meant the person probably sold something, but a nice car and cheap shoes meant they were probably super important. 

Allison enjoyed the atmosphere of the coffee shops. She could listen in on people at every table pitching story ideas or discussing who to send a project, actor, or resume to. She’d never had Hollywood aspirations herself, but she was a creative person at heart – her hobby had always been painting, so she liked being in a place that seemed to spur creative ideas, even if her sister’s disillusioned laughter at Hollywood was a bit of a wakeup call.

She sent off her 7th resume of the morning and took a sip of her latte. She wasn’t really sure what to apply for. She’d been to 3 temp agencies. One of the women had taken one look at her casual clothes – jeans and a comfortable, but definitely off-the-rack blouse, and asked if she ever wore a suit to the office. The implication was clear: if she wanted to work at a major company, she’d need to dress the part.

But she didn’t even know if that’s what she wanted. She liked her more casual, dressed-down wear. It had always rankled Allen a bit, to be seen with her looking like, as he put it, a “woman who just walked out of the back of an art supply store,” rather than the fiancée of a fancy consultant. He’d tried to buy her clothes, but she hadn’t taken any of the skirt suits he thought she should take when they split up. They all seemed too severe for her. She took a few summery dresses (only the ones with pockets, naturally), and left him with the corporate wardrobe to get rid of, or give to the secretary he was screwing.

She sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. He was such a cliché. But, clichés happen, which is how they become clichés in the first place. Though, it did seem like his midlife crisis hit about 20 years too early. 

Well, never mind that. She’d been heartbroken – she still was heartbroken, to be honest – but she wasn’t in Los Angeles to be miserable. She was there to get a job and get her wits about her and decide what to do next. Sure, LA might not be the ideal city for someone who wanted a low-key artist lifestyle, but she knew the rumored long work hours would keep her from spending too much time moping around, like she would have if she’d stayed in Virginia. And there was the distance – Allen couldn’t visit her on the weekends to apologize or ask if she wanted any of the gifts he’d gotten her before he sold them or threw them out.

The first month after the wedding, she hadn’t taken a single one of his calls. So, he’d shown up at her place apologizing. The second month, the apologies had made Allison suspicious, and she’d done some digging. The secretary he’d been screwing had left his company, and he was lonely and desperate and obviously wanted her back. But Allison wasn’t interested in taking Allen back, at that point. She’d had a good, long talk with her therapist, and realized that she benefited most from a clean break. She’d go through the stages of grief on her own, thank you very much, and be ready to face the world. It might take her a year or two, but she wanted to do it all on her own. And she didn’t want to backtrack. The idea of returning to the past just wasn’t an option.

So, when Jenny had asked if she wanted to move to LA, after yet another tearful 3 AM phone call, Allison jumped at the chance. Get her away from the temptation of returning to Allen, which was increasing the more she settled in to a couch-surfing lifestyle. Get a job. Get a real resume going, and get a second chance at happiness. 

She knew she deserved it. She was smart, after all. She’d gone to Dartmouth, just like he had. She’d graduated in the top 10% of their class, just like he had. And she’d had a bright future in the art world. But, then, she’d taken 2 years off to focus on his career, and she hadn’t been doing as much painting in the second year, because of all the wedding planning. She needed a new portfolio and a new outlook, and LA was going to give it to her, dammit, or else.

Determined once again, Allison went back to her computer, half-listening in on the conversations around her. And then one piqued her interest. She heard a young woman on the phone talking about quitting her job and needing to find her replacement that week, but not wanting to go to the usual websites. She’d have to go through 200 resumes, and half of them would be unqualified, and half of them would be desperate, and there was a lot of overlap in those two halves, anyway.

Allison didn’t want to do the math for her, but she did want a muffin, so she followed the woman up to the counter. The woman ordered a large iced latte, but when her card was declined, Allison gallantly swooped in. “I’ve got it,” she offered. “And toss in a banana nut muffin, too.” The woman looked at her in surprise.

“Thanks,” she said. 

“It’s nothing,” said Allison. “I’ve had that happen to me recently.”

“Oh,” the woman looked at her credit card. “No – I have the money, I just haven’t paid my bills recently. Work was overwhelming, and then quitting was overwhelming.”

“Life can be overwhelming,” Allison sympathized. “But I think you’ll get through it.”

She smiled as she took her muffin and returned to her seat. The woman went to the bar to wait for her coffee. A few moments later, she was at Allison’s table. 

“Is it okay if I sit here?” She motioned to the empty chair. “There aren’t any other seats, and I have to post a job ad in the next, like, 3 minutes, or my boss – well, my ex-boss – will kill me. And she already wants to kill me for quitting.” The young woman sighed, furiously typing on her phone with one hand. 

Allison took a moment to look her over. She was about Allison’s age, or a little older. “Sure,” she said, as Claire sat down and put her latte on the table. “I’m Allison.” 

She figured she might as well introduce herself. Jenny had told her, most people she knew got jobs through their friends, and while she’d put out some feelers for Allison, they all wanted “agency experience” or whatever that meant. Allison figured she’d had enough office experience while interning at various galleries and museums in the past decade, but she didn’t think that would translate to working at a talent agency. And, she didn’t really know if she wanted to work at a talent agency.

The woman was holding out her phone-less hand to shake. “I’m Claire,” she said. “I just quit my shitty assistant job. What do you do?” 

“I, um...” Allison paused. “I actually kind of need a job.”

“Oh,” said Claire. Allison could see the wheels turning in her head. “What’s your experience? What are you looking for? Would you consider being an assistant? Have you ever been an assistant?”

She paused for a breath, and Allison interjected, “I have worked as an assistant at a few galleries, some museums. I mostly work in art, but I guess I’m kind of looking for anything. And I’ve been an assistant for about 5 years, in various areas.”

She pulled out her resume and handed it to Claire. “I happen to carry these with me, in case,” she motioned to the world. “I guess, in case someone like you comes along.”

Claire scanned down the resume, tapping her teeth. “You don’t have any Hollywood experience at all?”

“I just moved here,” Allison said, disappointed. “I guess that disqualifies me?”

“Nope!” Claire was elated. “My boss doesn’t like Hollywood types. She says they’re all toxic, and MeToo didn’t do anything, and Times Up is a joke, and the whole idea that Hollywood is liberal is a lie made up by the greatest storytellers in the world to hide the fact that they hate women and minorities.” She stopped. “I don’t want to scare you away or anything. I don’t happen to agree with her. But, it’s not my job to have an opinion. Or, it wasn’t.”

Allison cocked an eyebrow. “What was your job, if I may ask?”

Claire took a sip of her latte. “Assistant to...” she lowered her voice. “Rain Ascott.”

Allison lowered her voice, half-laughing. “I don’t actually know who that is.”

Claire’s eyes widened. “You really are new, aren’t you?” She grinned. “It’s kind of cute. I think Rain would probably like you. She was a bit of a star as a teen, now she’s a self-described B-list celebrity. She can’t get a project greenlit, but she helps you get funding if you already have an A-lister on board. That kind of thing.”

Allison didn’t know what any of that meant, but she nodded along. 

“She was in, let’s see...” Claire enumerated, “Last of the Titans, The Triangle Shirtwaist Disaster, Executive Club, and a bunch of Austen adaptations.”

Allison scrunched her brows together. “I think I’ve seen one of those. Or two of those...”

She pulled out her phone and googled Rain. A picture came up of a dark-haired woman, about Allison’s height or taller. She had a chiseled jaw, dark eyes, and a look that said “I might kill you if you come near me.” The picture had been taken at a recent gala event, and... Allison recognized Claire with her. 

“Are you and she...?” She trailed off.

Claire laughed. “No, absolutely not. Nope. I’m straight, and however gay you think she is – you’re probably wrong.”

Allison felt a strange pang of disappointment. Why had she been hoping this dashing woman was gay? What difference did it make to her? 

Claire continued. “She’s way, way gayer than anyone knows. Half the art in her house is just paintings of naked women.”

Allison nodded, “Half the art in my house, too. Well, not my house, my sister’s house.”

“Oh, sorry. Are you gay?” Claire asked, boldly. Allison was unused to this kind of straightforward questioning, but she took it in stride.

“No – I mean, I don’t think I am. I’m... not sure. I’ve only ever been in one relationship,” she admitted. “And that one didn’t end well.”

“I’m sorry,” said Claire. She gathered up Allison’s resume, having finished her latte and pressed “send” on her phone. “I feel like there’s a real story there, but I have to get back to work. Next week is my official last week, and Rain will obliterate me if I don’t make it back in a reasonable amount of time.” She smiled at Allison, “I’m bringing her your resume, though. I have to post the ad everywhere, so if you see it, feel free to apply again, but know that I already have this on hand.” She flashed Allison’s resume to her. “I actually think she might really like you... but I can’t make the decision for her. But I’ll put in a good word. And thanks for the latte – I owe you next time.”

Claire took off, leaving Allison to mull over what had just transpired.

Was she gay?

She wasn’t sure. She’d never been with a woman, though she’d certainly found women attractive. But that didn’t mean anything, right? Lots of people found women attractive. Seemingly everyone found women attractive.

So what difference did it make if she found herself half-hoping she’d get a job with a woman she’d barely known existed till a few second ago? 

And why did the other half of her hope she never had to be in the same room with Rain at all?
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On the way home from the coffee shop, Allison hummed one of her favorite songs, singing and tapping the wheel in rhythm. She was so caught up in the music that she almost missed her turn – and took a wild swing, nearly running over a pedestrian in the crosswalk.

She instantly pulled over to apologize, as the woman flipped her off. Allison got out of the car and rushed over to make sure the woman was okay. 

“I’m so sorry—” she began, but was cut off.

“Watch where you’re going, jackass.” Was the woman’s reply. Allison was too shocked to know how to respond. Even in the other cities she’d lived in, people were always generally polite. She’d been in a few fender benders in the past – usually the other person’s fault – and no one had ever cursed at her.

She gawked. The woman gave her a once-over, as if to memorize what she looked like. 

Allison found her voice. “I’m sorry. Really. It wasn’t intentional. I’m new to the area, and I was distracted. It’s my fault.”
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