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To my readers, always


 

CHAPTER 1

 

Benjamin

I took a bite of a lukewarm pasta dish, wishing I hadn’t forgotten my lunch at home, but I was in a rush this morning after hitting snooze one too many times. I didn’t even have time to whip up a latte like I usually did and was really feeling the effects of that mistake as I sifted through payroll numbers at my desk, but at least I was finally on my break, and as bland as the creamy broccoli pasta tasted, it was better than nothing, and I would wash it down with a machine-brewed latte that I was grateful to have. Overall, the day could be going much worse, even if it was far from the best.

Then everything got a little brighter when my crush walked into the cafeteria. I had no idea what her name was, but we’d been making eyes at each other for the past few weeks. It seemed that we were always on break around the same time, and as the weeks passed, I grew more and more curious about the gorgeous brunette who smiled at me every time our eyes met. I about fainted when she started walking in my direction, smiling as she stared into my eyes. I slowly set my fork down on my tray and prepared myself as she got closer, feeling my chest tighten as I struggled to breathe.

“Hey,” she said. Her voice sounded even sweeter than the one I’d created for her in my head. “What’s your name?”

“Benjamin.” I struggled to articulate the word, which only seemed to make her smile grow. “What’s yours?”

“I’m Leslie,” she said and stuck out her hand. Her skin was smooth and soft, and I could smell hints of perfume radiating off her. “I thought today would be as good a time as any to stop pretending like we haven’t been checking each other out for weeks.”

My cheeks grew hot. I felt caught, like I never should have been looking at her in the first place, even though she was the one confronting me. “Uh…”

“My, you’re a shy one, aren’t you?”

“I… is it a bad thing? Are you mad?”

“No!” Leslie said in a high, playful voice as laughter spilled from her lips. “I actually think you’re quite handsome. What about me?” she asked and tossed her hair over her shoulder effortlessly. “Do you think I’m pretty?”

“Yeah, definitely.”

“Perfect,” she said. That bright smile of hers blinded me. “Do you mind if I sit?”

“Not at all,” I said and gestured to the empty chair across from me.

“Actually, let me grab something to eat first. Save my spot?”

“Yeah, sure. No problem,” I said in a light voice, watching in a daze as Leslie walked away, her luscious brown hair bouncing with each step she took. I nearly fell from my chair when she looked over her shoulder at me with a sparkle in her eyes. She grinned before turning back to the line of food in front of her, and I had to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming, as I’d been dreaming of a chance with this woman for weeks.

I told myself that I couldn’t act like an awkward chump when she got back, so I chanted affirmations in my head, telling myself that I was worthy and deserving of a woman like Leslie, even though I didn’t believe that for a second. Leslie was a ten, and I was maybe a seven on a good day, and my personality easily brought me down to a six. I was awkward and shy and not the man most women were looking for, or at least that was the story that my dating history told. I ignored my past as Leslie returned with a few strips of bacon and a fruit bowl.

“That’s all you’re eating?” I asked lightly.

“I try to avoid carbs, and yes, I know that fruit has carbs, but I consider them to be good carbs. Much better than a donut.”

“Yeah, that’s true.”

“You’re cute,” Leslie said with a laugh. “There’s no need for you to be nervous.”

“Who says I’m nervous?”

“That look on your face does.”

Leslie popped a piece of fruit into her mouth and grinned as she chewed, and as much as I tried not to act awkwardly around her, it was like I oozed awkwardness. I couldn’t help it no matter how hard I tried. It’d always been a problem of mine, but at least Leslie wasn’t ditching me… yet.

“Come on! Lighten up! I’m a girl who likes to have a good time, and I wouldn’t have come over here if I didn’t think you were cute.”

“Yeah, it’s just… we’ve been checking each other out, but I thought I never had a chance.”

“Well, you do! So act like it!”

“I’m trying,” I said in a slightly defeated voice as I raised my shoulders a little higher, but it all felt like an act, like I was trying to be a guy that I wasn’t. A girl like Leslie had never given me the time of day, and here this beauty was telling me that I had a chance with her! Didn’t she know how insane that was? “It’s hard.”

“That’s fine. You’ll get used to me soon enough.”

“Yeah? How can you be so sure?”

“I just have a feeling, but that wasn’t why I asked to have lunch with you.”

“Why did you then?”

“It’s a bit of a big offer,” Leslie said as she curled her hair around a finger. “Feel free to say no.”

I lifted my eyebrow a few moments later when Leslie hadn’t said anything else to hint at what she was suggesting. She sighed and tossed her hair in that beautiful way that she did.
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