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01 New Year’s Day
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I slid out of bed and grabbed my clothes from the floor. The man with his bright orange hair, whom I spent the night with, snored softly into his pillow. I tiptoed out of the bedroom and dressed as silently as I could. 

Once dressed, I found a piece of paper and a pen.

Thank you for the wonderful memories, and I hope this next year is as pleasant as last night was. XOXO

I grabbed my purse and coat, then debated how to lock the door behind me. 

Someone unlocked and opened the door. 

I froze where I stood, then rushed over to the door. 

The male dressed as the assistant almost shouted, but I put my finger to my lips.

“He’s still asleep,” I whispered.

We stepped into the hall and carefully closed the door.

“Who are you?” the male demanded, his arms crossed over his chest. His shoulder-length dark purple hair bobbed as he moved, but his yellow eyes were hardened stone.

I grabbed a hair tie from my purse and pulled my mid-back length pale green hair into a ponytail. “No one important. Look, we met last night at a New Year’s Eve party. He seemed like a cool dude, so we chatted and ended up back here. I didn’t realize he was loaded until we got here, but we were having too much fun to stop.”

I opened my purse and coat so that he could look inside of them. “I’m not stealing anything, and I don’t want him, or you, thinking I want anything of his. I’ve read enough romance novels to know how this would go. Rich hot guys always have baggage and usually a stalker, family, or business partner who tries to harm the female lead.” I shrugged. “I don’t want to be a female lead.”

The assistant blinked. “What are you talking about?”

I scoffed. “I know how it looks. Random chick meets with a hot rich guy, she must be after his money. I’m trying to tell you that I’m not. Pretend like you never saw me, and with any luck, he won’t remember anything about me except that we had fun.” My phone buzzed for the alarm. “And I gotta get to work.”

I dodged around the assistant and raced to the elevator doors. I waved to the man, who looked less confused than before, and pressed the button for the lobby floor. The doors slid closed, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

I stared at the reflective doors. At least I remembered to wipe the makeup off before falling asleep. My lavender eyes had bags that would last a semester of college under them. Despite it being tied back, my hair stuck out at odd angles. The wrinkled dress was an exclamation of being unceremoniously tossed aside, and my flats stuck to my feet without hosiery.

I wrapped the coat tighter around my body and pulled out the gloves, scarf, and slouchy hat I always kept in my pockets and then put them on. I twisted my hair into the hat to contain the frizziness and keep it off my neck. “Thank Goddess, I decided against heels. Now, to find my way home...”

When the doors opened, I opened the app on my phone to the maps. I bumped into someone and mumbled an apology. How am I so far away from home? I gritted my teeth. I texted my boss, letting him know I would be late. I wrapped the scarf around my neck, took a final look at the high rise, then headed to the subway.

I navigated on the maps to get close to my home station and sent another message to my boss with an estimated time I would arrive at work.

He finally replied, K.

I leaned back against the bench seat, pulled my earbuds from my purse, and turned on some music to drown out the railway. I looked around at my fellow passengers. Many were like me, coming home from a New Year’s Eve fling. Others were already dressed for their retail and foodservice jobs. I wondered how this train would look on a typical day, filled with the higher class of money people. 

Men would be in suits and boring black ties, women in pencil skirts or pantsuits, non-binaries in their preferred form of professional dress.

After switching a few stations and arriving at my home one, I left the subway tunnels and walked to the small apartment complex that edged between the poverty class and lower-middle-class line. I found my apartment and went inside.

I snuck into my room and released the breath I was holding. I was not looking forward to the interrogation I would receive from my two roommates. I showered and dressed, then went into the kitchen for a quick breakfast.

One of my roommates, a sheltered Honor student named Melanie, opened the door, and I laughed. She still wore the dress from the night before. Her dark face blazed a dark scarlet, making her orange eyes and kinky sky-blue hair stand out more.

“So,” I began, but she raced to her room and slammed the door shut.

I walked over to it and knocked. “Would you like some breakfast?”

She mumbled from the other side, “Yes.”

“I’ll make bacon and eggs, then.”

“Thank you.” Her mousy voice was barely audible.

“If it makes you feel better, I just got home, too.”

She cracked the door. “You did?”

“Yup. First time staying out like that?”

She nodded.

“It’s almost a rite of passage, so don’t worry about it too much.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ll have breakfast ready in about ten minutes if you want to take a quick shower.”

She nodded again, then shut her door.

I reached the kitchen when our second roommate burst into the apartment. “Guess who had fun last night?”

I snickered and mumbled, “All three of us?” I grabbed the eggs and bacon from the fridge.

She put her arm around my neck and leaned over. “Whatcha mean, Geneva?”

“Well, I got home this morning, and Melanie beat you home by two minutes.”

“Melanie stayed out late?” Her pink eyebrows shot up to her pink hair, making her violet-blue eyes bigger and brighter.

I cracked the eggs and scrambled them in a bowl. “Don’t tease her about it. It’s her first time doing the ‘walk of shame,’ Krista.”

She wiped away a pretend tear. “I’m so proud.”

“You’re a terrible influence.” I tapped her hand so I could grab a couple of pans. “Want some?”

“Of course.” She strutted to her room. “We’ll compare notes over breakfast.”

I looked at my phone. “I gotta get to work.”

“Then for dinner!” she announced and went inside her space.

I put the bacon on racks on cookie sheets in the oven and set the range to turn off when the timer beeped. It did not take long for the eggs to finish. I scooped it out, took out some of mine, and then put the rest in the microwave to keep warm.

I wolfed my food down, grabbed my coat, purse, keys, and phone, and then rushed out the door before Krista could give me grief about my night. I texted the group chat that the food was in the microwave,

“She’s definitely going to give me crap when she realizes I didn’t even get the guy’s name.”
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02 Bakery
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“You’re late,” my boss, a gruff man with candy-apple red hair and pink eyes, said from the host stand without looking up from his newspaper.

“I told you I would be.” I grabbed my apron from its hook and tied it around my waist.

“Don’t change the fact. You’re lucky that it ain’t busy.”

I looked around at the empty restaurant. “Hooray for New Year’s Day!” I mumbled.

“Get baking.” He flipped the page in his newspaper.

I wandered to the kitchen and flicked the lights on. I gathered my ingredients, popped my earbuds in, washed my hands, and worked. I measured and tossed in warm water, yeast, flour, and salt into a bowl and set it aside with a timer to prove. After making four bowls of dough, I worked on muffins.

I threw in carefully measured flour, baking powder, salt, and sugar in the mixer, then added the beaten egg, milk, and vegetable oil. I popped the mixer on and watched as the batter combined. Once it was done, I separated the mixture into different batches for the flavors.

The timers buzzed for the bread. I floured the counter, folded the dough, and greased the outsides with butter. I added more butter to the bowls, then added the dough—another turn of the timer for another proof.

Returning to my muffins, I gathered the flavors of the day. “Blueberry, apple cinnamon, chocolate, and...” I looked at the specials for the day. “Salted caramel.” Once I added their flavorings, I spooned them into their paper cups, and they went as a herd into the large standing oven.

The timers on the bread rang again—time to knead. I cracked my knuckles, spread some flour on the counter, and yanked the dough from the bowls. I folded and punched the dough down to shape to work the gluten. 

Once they were the right size and shape, I put them into fresh bowls and set them in the fridge. I pulled the dough from yesterday out and popped them onto the counter. I kneaded the cold dough, shaped it, and then set it into buttered bread pans. I dusted them with flour to give them an artisan look.

The timer for the muffins called out, and I pulled them from the oven. I carefully removed them from their muffin tins to cool on the racks.

While waiting for the last proof of the cool dough, I cleaned up a little. I scrubbed and washed the mixer and the bowls.

After an hour, I glanced at the bread. They appeared just about right. I sliced their tops, covered them with foil, and threw them into the oven.

I looked around the kitchen, and when I did not see anyone, I grabbed what was left of the dough, rolled, and braided it. I painted an egg-wash on it, then tossed it into the oven as well.

I grabbed the muffin racks and headed up to the front. I gently set the cooled muffins into the glass case by flavor.

Boss grabbed one and tasted it. “It’s edible.”

That’s about as good of praise as I’ll get from him.

“Still dead?” I did not have to ask, since the lack of customers was an indicator, but I felt puckish after a long night of playing video games with my mysterious date.

He folded his newspaper closed and grabbed the financial magazine that swore he would make big bucks if he just did these three things. “Good thing you’re the only one who didn’t call in. I’d have my hands full with this packed house.”

The timer for the bread dinged. I ran back to the kitchen and lowered the temperature. I pulled the bread out of their metallic mummification and set them back in. I restarted the timer and leaned on the counter. A break in the music allowed thoughts to creep in.

I wonder what my orange haired date had for breakfast. I tried to derail the train of thought, but I could not stop it. “He’s probably pissed that someone dares walk out without telling him goodbye. He seemed to like that kind of guy.” I smiled at the image of being the mysterious seductress who ‘loves ‘em and leaves ‘em’ without a second thought.

But you don’t even know his name, so you may as well have been the prey instead of predator.

I tried to think. “He must have told me his name at one point. I mean, he had to have.” Which led to a different question. “Does he even know my name? Did I even tell it to him?” I wracked my brain. “What do I remember?”

I paced while I spoke. “Well, I found the ticket to the party on the ground. I dressed up as best I could; I even put on makeup and did my hair. They didn’t ask for a name when I arrived at the museum, just took my ticket. There were food, cocktails, and people mingling. It got warm, so I went outside. Found a hot guy, tried to escape, but we ended up talking. Drank some more. Then we left for his place and had our own entertainment. He was pretty drunk, so we went to sleep.” 

In any of the recollection, neither he nor I gave our names. “At least, if he remembers anything, it won’t be who I am.”

The bread interrupted my memories. I pulled them out of the oven and set them on the cooling racks.

Boss walked into the kitchen. “Everything done?”

“Just finished the bread.”

“I’m not paying for more labor on a dead day. Go home.”

“Works for me.” I took off my apron and threw it into the laundry pile. “See you tomorrow.”

He grumped something, so I took it as an affirmative.

I grabbed my hot-braided bread, popped it into a bag, left the bakery restaurant, and stretched. “Free day... What to do with a free day...” I smiled to myself. “Game time!”
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03 Dream Light
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After another shower, I grabbed my headphones and controller, then plopped onto my bed. I turned the system on and fluffed up the pillows behind me. When the loading screen finished, I tried to enter the game, Dream Light, but a message popped up.

I opened it.

Who’s this? Why are you friends with me?

I stared at the screen name. GlassOfOJ. I opened their profile and saw that they played Dream Light as well.

I replied, Not sure. Maybe we met in the game? It took me a second. “Wait. This is the dude from last night!” I moved my cursor over to defriend him, but another message popped up.

I don’t add people in-game.

I bit my lip. Do I want to tell him? “It’s only fair, I guess.”

I sent a message back. We must have added each other last night. Don’t worry. I won’t bother you anymore. Sorry about the confusion. I unfriended him and loaded up the game.

My character, a bunny-girl fist-fighter, showed up on the screen. Next to her, an elf wearing healer robes appeared. 

GlassOfOJ found me and sent another message. You remember what happened last night?

I gawked. “Was he that drunk?” I replied, We met at the party, went to your place, played games, then went to bed. Nothing bad happened, and we didn’t fuck.

Then why’d you leave?

You’re rich and good-looking. I’m not. Look, we had fun, but unless you want to grind levels, I think we should go our separate ways.

It took him a second to reply. I need to gain a couple of levels as a Healer, but I hate doing that in dungeons.

I have a couple of places where I need to gain exp for my monk.

Party up? He sent the request, and I accepted.

His elf followed my bunny as we did a few large-scale battles with other players from different parties. He healed me, and I protected him. 

I grinned as he gained more confidence and healed other players as well.

Want to try a dungeon? I asked, hoping he would not mind.

How far in the story are you?

I looked at my log. I think my next one is the Arbors.

What luck, that’s the one I need too.

We queued and joined a black wizard and a barbarian.

First-timers. I added to the chat, so the other two would know to go slow.

The wizard explained, Just stick to the left wall for the rooms, and watch out for AOEs with the two bosses. We’ll carry ya.

The barbarian took off running. 

We followed and did as the wizard told us.

The first room was full of poisonous frogs, but we dodged around most of them. The second room is where we started having trouble. I got eaten by one of the frogs and had to fight from its stomach while the other players had to kill it from the outside. 

Once it exploded, GlassOfOJ healed me and cured the poison that lingered.

Yeah, don’t get ate, the Barbarian added as a rule.

We entered the third room, the first boss.

When you get a three over your head, eat this thing. The wizard stood next to a plant.

We fought against the first boss.

Within fifteen minutes, we beat the dungeon.

GG. The wizard and barbarian tagged, then left the dungeon.

How’d that feel? I asked GlassOfOJ.

I looked around the final room of the dungeon and was amazed at the artistry that went into the graphics. You could almost feel the wind as it moved through the leaves and scattered sunlight. I opened the treasure chest and gave it up to him.

Not too bad.

Awesome. I looked at my phone. I gotta go to my next job.

Next job?

I’ve got two. Gotta afford housing somehow. Look forward to playing again! I logged off, stretched, and dressed for my night job.
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04 Opal’s Gaming Emporium

[image: ]




“Geneva! I need help over here!” my coworker, Stephanie, called out from where she stood behind the ticket counter. Her white-blue hair was pulled back into a high pony-tailed to keep it out of her Merlot eyes.

I walked over to see what she needed. 

The woman standing in front of the glass display case placed her hands on her hips and huffed. “Are you the manager?”

“I am.” This is going to be a pain. “How can I help?”

“This... person...” she pointed to my coworker, “refused to give my son the tickets he won from one of your games. Only a few came out.”

“The roll might be empty, and my employees don’t have the key to refill it,” I explained as I grabbed the refill roll. “Show me which machine, and I’ll fix it. It should pop out the tickets right after.”

I followed her to the game and opened it up. I replaced the ticket roll, shut it, then reset the roller. 

Tickets reeled out of the machine. “Thank you.”

I smiled brightly. “You’re welcome.” I walked back to my coworker.

“I don’t know how you deal with people like that,” Stephanie muttered as she leaned on the glass.

“Lots of practice and remembering that the owner pays us peanuts compared to how much he makes. Why should I let something get to me if I’m not compensated enough to cover it?”

“Good point.”

“Oh, my Goddess!” another coworker, Marcus, rushed over from where he had been behind the food counter. His leaf green hair flew every which way as he ran.

“What’s got you all excited?” Stephanie glanced at him.

“Adrian Glass was seen last night with a woman!” He held his phone up to show a blurry picture but kept moving it in his excitement.

“Who?” I asked.

He took a step back like his heart was shattering, his dark brown eyes welling with fake tears. “Only the hottest jewelry designer and most eligible bachelor ever!”

“That doesn’t help me.” I checked the clock. “Time to kick people out.” I grabbed the intercom phone off the wall. “May I have your attention, please? The time is now eleven fifty-five. We will close in five minutes. Please proceed to the prize counter to retrieve your treasures. We would like to thank our guests for choosing Opal’s Gaming Emporium. Have a wonderful rest of your night.”

Kids and their parents swarmed the counter. 

I counted the tickets and handed the total to Stephanie, who helped the kids pick out their prizes. 

It took almost ten minutes to get through the line until we reached the mother’s son from earlier. 

He handed me his tickets, and I counted them up for him. “Thirteen hundred thirty-one.”

He stared at the wall of prizes, trying to decide. 

I made another announcement. “The time is now midnight-o’five. We are now closed. Please proceed to the prize counter to exchange your tickets for treasures.”

“I’ll finish up if you want to make the sweep,” Stephanie offered.

“I could stretch my legs a bit.” I walked out from behind the counter and through the gaming floor. By the time I finished looking for stragglers, the boy’s arms barely held the cheap plush he hugged. “Whatcha got there?”

He showed it to me, his face beaming with pride. “A bat!”

I smiled. “Good choice. Did you know that insect-eating bats can eat a thousand mosquitoes in an hour?”

He shook his head. “Wow.”

“Would have rather him got the wolf or lion or something,” the mother mumbled. “Let’s get going, love.” She ushered him out the door.

“She really did not want him getting that bat,” Stephanie said as she cleaned the counter.

“Why? Bats are cute.”

“That’s because you like creepy animals. Bats, opossums, rats, mice...” her voice trailed.

“Don’t forget snakes!” Marcus yelled from the kitchen.

Stephanie laughed. “How could I forget? You were the only one who would grab the snake and take it outside.”

“It was only looking for food, and it was a garter snake so that it wouldn’t hurt anyone.” I swept the floor.

“Yeah, but you just picked it up and let it slither all over your hand and arm!” she complained as she grabbed the mop bucket and mopped behind me.

I did not have any retort, so I changed the subject. “So, who is Adrian Glass?”

Marcus must have heard me because he came running. “Adrian Glass is the man who designed the diamond collection ‘Arctic Aura.’”

“And?”

He sighed. “What aren’t you understanding?”

“Why do you care if he was on a date?”

“Because he’s famous for never taking a woman out. A bunch of different million-heiresses have proposed him to, but he turned them all down. The fact that he left with someone at the newest ‘Arctic Aura’ launch event is big news!”

“What’s special about his diamond collection?”

Stephanie answered me with a dreamy look in her eyes. “Arctic Aura diamonds are beautiful. They cut them, so they are near perfect, and their facets act like prisms. They say that it looks like the aurora when the light hits the stone perfectly.”

I gave her side-eye. “Aren’t diamonds bad?”

She rolled her eyes. “Just because some diamond mines use children doesn’t mean they all do. But they are no more evil than other gem mines.”

That settled it. “Yeah, I’ll stick with fake jewels.”

Stephanie grabbed her hands together. “I can’t wait until Beau proposes. I’ve been dropping him hints about getting me a solitaire Arctic Aura diamond.”

We finished cleaning. 

“Have a good day off!” Marcus said as he walked Stephanie to her car.

I locked the door behind them, went into the back office, and counted the deposit. It took me a couple of recounts to verify everything, but we were only off by fifty cents. I dropped the deposit off into the safe, then popped my back with a stretch. I left the Gaming Emporium, locked the doors behind me, and made my way back home.
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05 Valentine’s Day
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I logged into Dream Light, but GlassOfOJ was not online. A twinge of sadness filled me. “Guess I got used to him playing.” I looked at the calendar. “Then again, it’s Valentine’s Day, so he’s probably got a date.”

I ran a few dungeons that we already defeated, not wanting to progress the story too much without him. It was almost boring to run these without him on. I made a bowl of Ramen, drained it, then mixed in the seasoning and butter.

A notification popped on my screen. GlassOfOJ is online! Within a minute, his elf showed up next to my bunny.

Don’t you have like a hot date to be on right now? I teased.

Nah. Rather play with my favorite party member, he replied.

My face flushed with heat. I shot back, I’m your only party member.

True.

I laughed. Ready to continue the story?

Of course! 

We talked to an NPC and watched the cut scene together. This is almost like a date.

If only we had something to eat.

Speak for yourself. I’ve got Ramen.

Then it’s a good thing that I’ve got steak. So, it is a dinner and a movie.

The cut scene showed our characters as we stood against an army.

The enemy general raised his sword and shouted, “We shall fight until we destroy those who stand against us! These Saviors have nothing against the might of the Hunik Army!” The army roared in battle cries.

Don’t they know that they’re the baddies? I asked GlassOfOJ.

I guess when you’re the conqueror, you don’t see yourself that way.

The cut scene ended, and six other players joined us in a ring of light to keep us contained.

One of the other players, a Red Wizard, explained to the group, Tanks go to the General. Support against the army. Healers in the back.

Both GlassOfOJ and I replied, o7 as a textual salute.

The ring vanished, and we did as we were told.

Until the second healer followed the Tanks to spam a weak attack against the General.

Healer 02, pull back! The Red Wizard called out.

The Healer died quickly, and GlassOfOJ had problems keeping up with the demand to heal the group. 

We wiped.

“What the hell?” I sat back on my bed, pissed that we all died.

We returned to the starting point. 

The Red Wizard reiterated the tactics. 

The ring vanished, and the second Healer ran off again.

What do we do? I asked the group.

We let him get killed. Then we’ll start, one tank replied.

Why aren’t you helping me? the second Healer demanded.

Because you aren’t listening, GlassOfOJ explained.

The second Healer died again and wrote a long paragraph about how we were a terrible group for not supporting him.

The Red Wizard initiated to kick the second Healer out. 

We all agreed, and our group went down a Healer.

How do we want to play this? GlassOfOJ was now the sole Healer.

Well, we could try it until we get a new one, the other Tank suggested.

The Red Wizard gave us new tactics. Lavender–me–stay with your Healer and defend him. Here’s some Regen potions in case he goes down. The rest of us will continue with the original plan.

The chat filled with o7

The enemy army had been running towards us the entire time we chatted. 

I stayed close to GlassOfOJ, keeping the enemies away from him. 

It was a long and tedious battle until only the General was left. 

He attacked and killed most of us with a single hit.

GlassOfOJ was the only group member still standing.

You got this! I encouraged him while eating my cold Ramen.

He ducked and dodged the General’s swipes. His weak attack barely dented the General’s health. After ten minutes, he finally defeated the Boss with a couple of hit points to spare.

You did it!

Congrats!

I can’t believe a Healer saved our butts like that!

I could kiss you!

GlassOfOJ replied, Thanks, guys. And the only one of you I’d want to kiss is Lavender. 

I choked on a noodle. “What?”

OOOOOOOHHHH!

Glass and Lavender, sitting in a tree—

The newest cut scene of the General being struck down stopped the chat in its tracks. 

I did not dare look at the chat. 

When the cut scene finished, I logged off before seeing if he had been writing during it.

I flopped back onto my bed. “This is sooooo bad...” That’s what I was worried about!

A message appeared on my screen. Everything ok? I didn’t mean to make you feel awkward like that.

I hesitated in answering. Sorry, the internet flashed out for a sec. But I need to get to work, so bye. I turned the gaming system off, set the controller down, and leaned on my knees. “What am I going to do?”
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06 White-Glove Clean
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I did not dare log into Dream Light in case GlassOfOJ was there. Instead, I cleaned every inch of the apartment, my room, and the bathroom.

“What’s the problem?” Krista grabbed my arm and threw me into a chair.

“Whatcha mean?” I asked, pretending like I was not running from my thoughts.

“Geneva, my former drill Sargent can come in here, and white glove inspect it. Not only would it pass, but the glove would dirty the place up. You’re avoiding something.” Her violet-blue eyes narrowed. “Or someone.”

Melanie peeked out of her room. “You haven’t even played your game in a while.”

Their worrying looks pinned me. “Well, you see...” I sighed. “It all started New Year’s Eve.”

Krista and Melanie sat on the couch across from me. They silently waited.

“I found a ticket on a subway for some party and crashed it. I dressed up, even did my hair and makeup like Krista showed me.”

She beamed brightly. “Did you get a picture of it?”

I shook my head. “When I got there, it was for this launch party, but I kinda ignored everything and everyone. It was at a museum downtown, so I wandered through it, and went outside when it got too hot. I found someone else out there, and we ended up chatting.” 

I fidgeted. “We both play Dream Light and talked about the story, other games we liked, and crap like that. Well, I ended up going home with him. We played games, then went to sleep.”

“You didn’t bang?” Krista looked suspicious.

“No. We both drank too much, and he more than me. He was hot, but I’m not about to take advantage of some dude. I woke up before him and left him there, so I could come home, then go to work.”

“I don’t see where the problem is,” Melanie said as she leaned back. “Sounds like a good night.”

I smiled to myself. “It was a good night, but he’s hot, rich, and–well–I’m not. Later, I realized we didn’t even know each other’s names. We apparently added each other to our friends’ list, and we played a few times since then.”

“I’m sensing another ‘but’ coming.” Krista leaned forward, placing her elbows on her knees.

I inhaled and rushed the words out, “We did this tough dungeon, and he put in the chat that he wanted to kiss me!”

“That’s it?” She scoffed and flopped back. “I thought it was something like you got pregnant by a hot rich guy and was nesting.”

I twisted my hands and fingers together. “That’s the thing. If he’s talking about kissing me, instead of just as a joke, then he’ll want to meet me again. I don’t want him to know who I am, because if he saw me without the drunk goggles and heavy makeup on...” I stared at the ground. “He’s fun to play with online, but I’d hate for him to see me as I really am.”

“Why don’t you just ask him?” Melanie looked thoughtful.

Krista must have seen something on my face. “She likes him, so she won’t.”

Heat rose to my cheeks. “Not-uh.”

She took a picture with her phone and showed it to me. “Then why’re you so red? Look, I get it. You like the guy, but you’re scared that he won’t like you back. If he was joking, then you’re panicking because of your emotions. If he wasn’t, then you’re worried that he’ll hate what he sees.”

“Then why not block him?” Melanie asked Krista, leaving me out of the conversation.

“Again, she likes him, so she wants to keep playing games with him.”

I cupped my face in my hands. “What do I do?”

“Simple.” She grinned mischievously. “You pretend it never happened. You tell him you’ve been offline because our internet bill went unpaid while one of your roommates looked for more hours when hers got cut. If he keeps pushing it, tell him what you told us. You don’t want to meet him in real life because you’re poor and ugly. But you have to tell him something. Poor dude probably feels like a whipped puppy because you’ve been ignoring him.”

The image of a golden retriever with bright orange fur popped into mind, with his dark purple puppy eyes begging for pets and treats.

“I guess that could work.”

She threw a pillow at me. “Good! Because if you keep cleaning like this, you’re going to wipe the varnish off the cabinets and laminate off the counters, then we won’t get our deposit back!”

“Better go tell him now, so Krista will stop worrying about you,” Melanie suggested.

I hopped out of the chair and ran into my room. My phone buzzed for my work alarm. “Have to be quick.” I turned the gaming system on and ignored the messages for now. I typed mine, Sorry for being offline. Roommate’s hours got cut, and we lost internet for a while. “Looks good to me.” I sent it and dressed for work at the Gaming Emporium.
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“Did you hear?” Marcus hopped over to Stephanie and me since it was dead at work.

Stephanie barely moved her head from where she leaned on the glass counter. “Hear what?”

“Adrian Glass is looking for a new Muse.” He showed the article on his phone. “It says that he’s looking at creating a new collection.”

“And?” I asked.

Marcus looked dumbfounded at our lackluster response. “That’s it! He’s starting a new collection!”

“He’ll probably find one in one of the many ladies trying to get into his pants. I mean, he took one home, so that’s whom he’ll base it on.” Stephanie yawned. “Goddess, I’m so bored!”

He shrugged. “He can’t find her.”

That caught our attention. “Whatcha mean?”

“He’s been looking for her since New Year’s Day, but he can’t find the girl he went home with. He’s seen all the upper-class women, and he’s turned them all down. His assistant said it was because he wanted his NYE date.”

“So, it’s like Cinderella?” Stephanie sighed dreamily. “Wish that was me...”

“Don’t you have a boyfriend?” I asked with an eyebrow raised.

She kicked back away from the counter. “I don’t know what to do about Beau. Damn boy didn’t ask me to marry him for New Year’s or Valentine’s Day! Hell, I had to make plans for both dinners!”

“Maybe he doesn’t want to get married?” Marcus stepped on the landmine.

She glared at him, accenting each word. “What. Did. You. Say?”

I threw myself onto the grenade. “Maybe Beau is worried about getting married. It’s a big step, and many men think their relationship is going to change when they put a ring on their lover’s finger.”

She seemed to calm down.

Until Marcus happily nuked her emotions. “Or he doesn’t want to marry you.”

She faced him, and I held her back. “Marcus, do you want to die?”

“Look, they’ve been dating for three years now. If he hasn’t even brought up engagement or marriage, he probably never will. What’s that phrase? Why buy the cow when the milk is free?”

I let her go, and she tackled him. “What the hell is wrong with you?” She pummeled him, though he easily blocked her with his arms. “Damn it; he loves me!”

Marcus grabbed her wrists. “Stephanie, you’re one of my favorite coworkers. I’m saying this out of love to you. You deserve better than a two-bit asshole who can’t see you as the wife you want to be.”

Tears spilled from her eyes, and I helped them both up. She sobbed, and Marcus hugged her.

Someone messaged me on my phone. I checked it and grimaced when I saw it was from Bakery Boss. You have other job tomorrow?

I replied, No.

Good. My caterer quit on me this afternoon. You’ll be taking his place.

I know nothing about catering.

Just put the food out and refill as necessary. You’re not an idiot, so you’ll be fine. Pick up an apron when you pick up the food at two. Wear a white shirt and black slacks.

“Maybe that’s why your person quit,” I mumbled.

“What?” Stephanie asked as she wiped her tears away.

“Bakery job lost an employee, so I get the joy of being the help at some fancy event.”

“How do you know it’s fancy?” Marcus leaned on my other side to read the messages.

“Because Bakery Boss would have grabbed some random kid off the street to work if it wasn’t.”

Stephanie looked up at the lights, touching the side of her face. “I wonder what kind of event?”

Marcus whipped his phone out and searched. “Let’s see...”

I answered her, “Well, they use caterers for corporate meetings, weddings, and large events. It could be anything, really.”

He scrolled through the results. “Yeah, there’s like a thousand events happening tomorrow.”

“I’m getting the food at two. Then there’s the drive and set up. So, maybe it starts at five?” I tried to help him find out what it was for.

“Still have hundreds of events.” He sighed. “It’s ‘cause it’s a Friday night. Why do people have to schedule all the fun stuff while we’re at work?”

“Because they hate you, specifically,” Stephanie said with the brightest smile she could give.
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“You’re late.” Boss pushed the rack covered in a thick vinyl covering from the kitchen and carried it to the catering van.

I looked at my phone as I followed him. “Actually, I’m early.”

He stopped and glanced at the clock on the wall. “Fair enough.” 

We walked back into the bakery, and he tossed me the apron and a white hat. “Here. Help me get this food into the van.”

I put the blue and white checkered apron and white hat on and helped get the various baked goods into the van. 

We locked the racks down so they would not move on transit.

“What’s the occasion?” I asked, as he tossed a clipboard on the front seat and slammed the door shut.

“Some party downtown. Don’t care, except that it’s good money.” He gave me a once over. “You can drive, right?”

“I have a license, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Then drive carefully.” He tossed me the keys to the van. “Get going. When you get there, find someone in charge and ask where to set up. Get the food on the tables, and when the trays are empty, replace them. If you run out of whatever, put something else down. The goal is to not bring anything edible back to the store.”

“Got it.” I climbed into the van, adjusted the mirrors and seat, then turned it on.

He gave a single curt wave, then went back into his bakery restaurant.

With a pull of the gear shift, I put the van in reverse. The screen popped up with the backup camera feed. I slowly backed up, put the van into drive, and followed the navigation to where the party would be.

I pulled up to the front entrance of the glass-enclosed venue to get further instructions. Besides the wooden pillars that held the windows up, only the front doors were made of wood instead of glass.

The woman in square glasses over her blue eyes, her blonde hair in a bun, and a business skirt ran outside, and I showed her the clipboard with the order information on it. “Go around to the back. Someone is waiting for you already.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I did as she said and rounded the alley to the side of the building. I looked out at the forest and trees between the glass venue and the glossy lake behind the building.

A couple of smoking employees waved me over. “Here for the banquet?”

“I guess so.”

“We’ll get you a cart, then.” One of them stood up.

“No need. They’re on wheeled racks.” I unlocked the racks of baked goods and guided them down the ramp, shut and locked the door, and went inside. I followed the throng of workers to the giant banquet room.

The same woman as before strode over to me. “You’re going to set up over there.” She pointed to a table in the back. She looked at me from head to toe. “You’re not what I was expecting. Then again,” she sighed, “our original choice dropped out.” She handed me her clipboard. “I need your ID and for you to fill out this non-disclosure agreement.”

I handed her my license and read through the agreement. “Standard NDA?” I scribbled my name and phone number down.

She took it back from me and filled out the rest with the information from my license, then handed my ID back. 

I read her name tag, Natalie. 

“Yes. Don’t tell anyone what you see or hear today. If you do and we find out, we will sue you for any loss of profits, which can range into the millions.” She pushed her glasses closer to her blue eyes. “I expect you can handle this?”

I was confused. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because women like you tend to get these gigs to meet the higher class.”

I laughed. “Trust me; I want nothing of the sort. I’m here to man the table, restock, then leave at the end of the night.”

Her smile was tight, but at least she looked like she accepted my words. “Get set up over there.”

I ditched her and went to the table that lined the back wall. I filled it with fresh slices of bread, muffins, cheese, and summer meats. I went and grabbed the next set and did two more rounds before the table was filled.

I found the woman in charge. “Where do you want me to put the replacement food?”

She glanced at the table, then gestured to a curtain. “There’s storage behind there. Just make sure you take everything with you when you leave.”

“Don’t want mice and mold. Got it.”

A smirk edged on her lips.

I set the racks in the closet behind the curtain, ensuring the vinyl was tight to keep any dust off the food. Once every shelf was out of the van, I parked it where the other hired help did. I walked through the parking lot when a car screeched out of nowhere. I jumped back and avoided getting hit. 

“Fucking really?” I pushed down the urge to kick the car and walked back into the banquet hall.

The decorations were tasteful glass and candles and minimal greenery. Sheer curtains covered many of the windows to let light in. It felt like an intimate space, as if this was usually a wedding venue. A chandelier hung in the center of the room above the stage. The way the light sparkled through the glittering crystals created thousands of tiny rainbows. All around the walls of the hall, prisms of glass surrounded balls of lights. 

I stood near my tables where two windows abutted against a wooden pillar and toyed with a light. I smiled at the way the rainbows reflected on my skin.

“Having fun?” Natalie asked.

“Just enjoying the calm before the storm,” I answered.

She snapped her fingers, and a pair of workers dropped off small plates and napkins. She inspected my array but touched nothing. “Not too bad.”

“Hey, I’m sorry that your first choice dropped out, but my boss wanted to thank you for this opportunity.”

She replied with a curt nod. “Then I hope your boss’s wares are up to the task.” She turned on the ball of her foot.

“Can I ask one thing before you leave?”

She stopped and looked over her shoulder.

“What event is this for? He didn’t really say anything about it.”

Her jaw dropped. “You don’t know?”

I shrugged. “There’re hundreds of events happening in this city right now.”
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