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A note from me




Dear Reader, 

Thank you so much for picking up this book. Writing it was therapeutic for me and brought up a lot of challenging memories and feelings, and it is my sincere hope that these pages will be helpful to others navigating loss and grief. However, I feel it’s particularly important to let you know what to expect in these pages so that you can decide for yourself if this is the book for you.

This story contains an in-depth exploration of grief, the previous death of a loved one in a car crash, an on-page but not serious car crash, and themes of addiction and alcoholism. Please take care of your mental health when deciding if this is something you’re ready to read. While it does hold true to the definition of a romance novel (in that the ending for our two main characters is a happy one), the journey to get there may not be for every reader.

Love,

KC
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A premonition was nothing to trifle with, Maya Jefferson knew that. Now, if only she could convince her friend that the “bad feeling” that had been plaguing her of late was a result of her sixth sense and not just her everyday anxiety, then maybe they could move off this topic and actually enjoy happy hour together. 

“I’m telling you,” she pleaded. “This is different. This isn’t like Luisa stressing out about winning a new client—which we all know she’s going to end up with, anyway.” How could she explain this to them when the two of them couldn’t possibly fathom the stakes? “It just feels like…well, like something bad is waiting around the corner. I don’t know. Just…just promise me you’ll both be careful, okay? Look both ways a couple of extra times before you cross the street or whatever.”

Luisa huffed a sigh in her direction. “Don’t even joke about me not landing a client, Maya. It’s not funny.”

Maya rolled her eyes. “Bad example, sorry. It’s just that things have been…well, they’ve been pretty good lately, haven’t they?” She shrugged. “All the more reason to keep a lookout over your shoulder, in case some bad luck catches up with us.”

“That’s not the way it works,” Andie chided, shaking her head fervently. “Life isn’t going to punish you because you’ve been happy, for Pete’s sake. You’re always looking over your shoulder, Maya. I know you’re kidding, I get it. But you’ve got to stop joking like this. I’m saying this in all love…you know that, right?”

Luisa jumped in before Maya could respond. “I think what Andie means, Maya—” She shot a stern look at Andie. “—is that we’re worried about you. And…I have to ask. Have you actually been happy lately? Like…is it worth worrying that something terrible is about to happen when you’ve been just midline content, anyway? Or are you ecstatically joyful and just keeping it to yourself?“ Her eyebrows climbed with her question, her hazel eyes conveying the depth of her concern and love for her friend so intensely Maya had to look away.

Maya shook her head. “I thought this was supposed to be a light-hearted happy hour. It’s not fair, you know. And we don’t even have the excuse of having a drink or two and that loosening up our inhibitions.” She nodded towards the table, where their glasses sat. None of the women drank alcohol, each for their own reasons. It was one thing that normally made Maya feel safe with her friends. She could order her usual ginger ale or iced tea without bracing for the cajoling and wheedling that came afterward. But today, she felt like a wire with its insulation stripped off, a live copper line just waiting to zap anyone who dared touch it, even by mistake.

Luisa sipped her kombucha and smiled at Andie and Maya in turn. “You know, speaking of light-hearted happy hours…when was the last time either of you had some fun?” She lifted an eyebrow, giving her friends a moment to think. “I got asked that on a date last week, and I couldn’t remember the last thing I’d done that wasn’t for work. All my hobbies have either become potential sources of side hustles or gone by the wayside.” She looked intently at Maya. “It’s not just you, friend. And I don’t want you to feel like we’re ganging up on you.”

“I know,” Maya said. She forced a smile as she worked to shove the foreboding feelings this conversation had brought to the surface back down below where they belonged. “But don’t think you can skip right over talking about your date like that. Who? What? Where? How?”

“Uh huh,” Andie agreed. “I caught that, too. She thinks she’s sneaky, but that doesn’t fly with me. Spill!” She pointed the neck of her root beer at Luisa, who laughed and shook her head.

“Well, I’m afraid you’re both about to be very disappointed,” she said. “Apart from that question, the entire date was forgettable. I met him online, we had lunch, and it was all very average. I think we were both clear on the fact that it wasn’t a love match or anything, so I have no intention of calling him again, and he seems to be thinking the same. So in that way—and only in that way—we are perfectly in tune with each other.”

“Sorry, you met for lunch?“ Andie asked. “On a workday?”

“Of course!” Luisa answered. “I have a 45 minute lunch break, and you know I don’t believe in giving up my rare free evenings for just anyone.” She gestured to her two friends.

Maya and Andie made meaningful eye contact and choked back laughs before Maya spoke up. “Luisa…please tell me you didn’t tell your date that.”

Luisa threw her napkin at Maya, but she was laughing. “You know I do have some tact. I didn’t tell him he wasn’t dinner-worthy or anything like that. I just told him a lunch date would be efficient. What?” Her friends’ laughter was descending into out-of-control cackles. “What is so funny about that?”

Andie was the first to regain control of her faculties and respond. “Nothing. Nothing at all. But I think you’re on to something with the idea that we might need a little more fun in our lives. Let’s come up with some ideas and really set the intention of making it happen.”

“Oh, I’m way ahead of you,” Luisa said. She pulled out her phone, tapped a few times, and then turned it to her friends. On the screen, there was a spreadsheet full of different colored squares, each filled with text. “I took an inventory of how I’m spending my time currently. I found the gaps, where there is an opportunity to fill in a blank space with something enriching and fun, and I started to work on a list of potential activities to incorporate into those white spaces.”

Andie raised her eyebrows but said nothing. She turned to Maya. “How about you, then? What’s on your mind?”

Maya took a long drink from her glass to give herself more time to think. Her friends’ questions about her current level of happiness had struck a nerve and made her think about something she hadn’t thought of in a long time. Maybe not even since Nina had died.

“I’m not really sure,” she admitted. “How do you even begin to know what’s missing from your life? Is this like a spiritual or philosophical question, Andie? Am I supposed to ask my inner child, or what?”

“I think the less thinking you do, the better,” Andie answered. “Go with your intuition or with a feeling you get. When something occurs to you, like an idea that you should try something, then do it. Try something different the next time. We don’t all have to make spreadsheets.” She turned her intense gaze on Luisa, who was typing away on the screen of her phone again. “What did you enjoy doing when you were a child?”

“Playing businesswoman,” said Luisa, at the same time that Maya answered, “I don’t know.”

Maya’s childhood memories were full of after school play dates with Nina, and they’d had so much fun no matter what they’d done that it didn’t seem possible for Maya to separate the activities from the wonderful friend that she had shared them with. Whether they were pretending to be veterinarians, building forts in the woods, or reading on her parents’ cozy living room couch, there had always been laughter, fun, and a lightness that Maya hadn’t noticed until it was taken away from her.

But she couldn’t get into all of that with her friends right now. They knew about Nina, of course, but that didn’t mean she wanted to have a public cryfest in front of all the unfamiliar hipsters who were sharing the patio with them. She’d save that for another time. For now, it was enough to brainstorm without getting into the nitty-gritty details.

“I spent a lot of time outside,” she said. “Reading books, playing pretend. I always loved art, no matter what kind of project it was.”

“I loved art, too,” agreed Andie. “I started painting again recently, after things were so hard at work. It seemed like it might be a good way to process all the grief, and so far it’s been really helpful.” Andie was an end-of-life doula, guiding people who were near death to and through that final transition and supporting their families as well. She often talked about how rewarding it was with tears in her eyes, and Maya knew that some days weighed heavily on Andie. She was glad to hear Andie had another tool in her tool belt when she needed to process all the emotions she brought home from her work.

“I liked painting,” added Luisa. “I stopped when I realized I wasn’t very good at it, but until that point, I had a lot of fun.”

Maya shook her head. “I did the same thing. In middle school, I decided I wasn’t one of the naturally talented artistic kids, so I never took another art class again after that. And of course I never did it on my own either, because what if I wasn’t any good?”

“I think that happens to a lot of us, maybe even most of us,” Andie said. “But what is ‘good,’ anyway? If we aren’t trying to win a contest, if we’re just trying to process our emotions and get out of our heads for a damn minute, isn’t that all that matters?”

“I guess so,” said Maya.

“I mean, I’m not crazy about the idea of not being good at something,” said Luisa. Off Andie’s expression, she continued. “But yeah. You’re right.”

An idea occurred to Maya, and she piped up before she could talk herself out of it. “Why don’t we make a painting date together, then? No judgment, no rules, just the three of us, a few canvases, and some paints. What do you think?”

“I love it!” Andie exclaimed. “And I’m happy to host it. We can use my living room, or maybe the balcony. And I’ve got a lot of paints. We’ll just need to buy some canvases. And make sure you wear ratty clothes in case you accidentally paint yourself. Sound good, Lu?”

Luisa looked hesitant, but she nodded. “Let me check my schedule to see when I could do it.”

Within ten minutes, they had settled on a date and time—Thursday at seven o’clock—and Maya had offered to make a run to the art supplies store to pick up canvases before then. Excitement and anticipation tingled within her, almost—but not quite—extinguishing the anxiety she had been feeling when the evening began. The sense that something was about to happen followed her home, refusing to leave her no matter how focused her attention was on ignoring it.








  
  

Two


[image: image-placeholder]




Maya set her travel mug of herbal tea down on her desk at ten to nine the next morning. She had worked at Andersen Marketing Consulting for three years, and she prided herself on the fact that she had never been late. She’d never missed a day either, unless you counted the week she had been sick with a nasty case of food poisoning. Even then, she had come back to work sooner than any of her coworkers had expected, staying close to the bathroom in case she had made the decision to come back so quickly in vain—it turned out she had, but that was a story for another day. 

“Good, you’re here,” a voice sounded from behind Maya. Maya turned to find Chris, assistant to her boss, Catherine Andersen, smiling at her. “Ms. Andersen requested a meeting with you first thing this morning. Once you’re settled in—” He nodded towards her mug and backpack. “—you can head into the conference room.”

“Thanks, Chris,” she said, feeling anxious bubbles warring in her stomach. Maya was good at her job, there was no doubt about it—there was a reason she was reporting directly to the CEO now, despite starting in an entry level marketing assistant position three years ago. But regardless of the accolades and promotions her work had earned her, she still felt like she was about to get into trouble for something she had—or hadn’t—done every time her boss requested a meeting with her.

She positioned her backpack underneath her desk, extracting her work laptop from it and placing it on her power station as she connected it to her large desktop monitor. She picked up a legal pad and a pen, scribbling on the corner of the top page to be sure she’d chosen a pen with a good ink flow. Satisfied, Maya walked out of her office and down the hallway to the conference room.

Andersen Marketing Consulting’s offices occupied one floor of their downtown high rise, and the staff was small enough that Maya knew everyone by name—the local staff, at least. There were countless more remote employees, the majority of them in vastly different time zones, who were largely responsible for the graphic design end of things. Communication between the local and remote employees was asynchronous and free-flowing, with emails and direct messages taking up a good portion of everyone’s work day.

The conference room was at the end of the hallway, opposite Ms. Andersen’s office. Chris’s workstation was outside the closed door of the CEO’s office, and he nodded to Maya as she walked into the conference room. She heard Chris pick up his phone, connecting directly to Catherine to inform her that her meeting was ready to begin.

While Maya waited for the boss to arrive, she busied herself arranging her notepad and pen on the table in front of her. Keeping her hands busy kept her anxiety at bay—or at least that’s what she told herself. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, checking for the third time that it was on silent mode and her meeting with Catherine wouldn’t be interrupted by an untimely call or text message.

“There you are!” crowed Catherine Andersen as she floated into the room. Her larger-than-life presence filled any space she occupied, and the cavernous conference room was no exception. Catherine glided across the room, making her way to the chair next to Maya. Her movements were graceful, her appearance immaculate, and raw confidence oozed from her pores. “Good morning, darling Maya!” She leaned down to air kiss both of Maya’s cheeks before sitting down next to her.

“Good morning, Ms. Andersen,” Maya responded. “How are you?”

“Oh, fine I suppose. I had the most exciting news last night, but of course that meant I didn’t sleep a wink. You’re lucky I didn’t call you in the middle of the night just to bend your ear.”

“I should thank you for that, I think,” Maya smiled. She looked down at her own outfit, noticing a stray wrinkle on the front of her blouse she had missed while ironing. If Catherine looked as put together as she did after a sleepless night, she probably thought even one of Maya’s hairs out of place was unacceptable. “I’d love to hear this exciting news if you’re ready to share it.”

“I thought you’d never ask!” Catherine beamed. “I had a call from Conley Corporation. Can you believe it? They want to retain our services.”

Maya worked to keep her expression neutral, afraid of giving away that she had never heard of Conley Corporation before, that she had no idea what was so special or exciting about it. Was she supposed to know what that meant?

Thankfully, Catherine plowed on. “Conley is so hot right now. They got a lot of attention after their CEO was on Shark Tank a few months ago. He invented a new water filtration system, cutting-edge technology, really. The sharks didn’t bite, unfortunately, but their product still got a lot of attention. Now Tom—that’s Thomas Conley, the CEO—wants to be sure to keep the momentum going. He’s coming to us for a fresh perspective on their marketing, a real way to keep their brand top of mind. Isn’t that exciting?”

“Yes, it is,” Maya agreed. “What sort of water filtration system is it? Something for campers to use, or something to send to people who don’t have access to clean water in their villages? I’m not familiar with it…”

“Hmm, multipurpose, I’d say. There are in-home units, portable ones for campers or people on-the-go, and they’re working to spread the product, the technology worldwide. I’m sure, once we start working with them, we’ll get the device in here to see it for ourselves.”

“That’s great,” Maya said. “So, what can I do to help with this new project?”

“I’m so glad you asked!” Catherine exclaimed. “That right there, that initiative you show…that’s exactly how I know you’re the woman for this job.”

Isn’t that a natural question to ask when you’ve been called in for a one-on-one with the boss? Maya wondered. Regardless, she smiled and nodded, waiting for her boss to continue.

“Mr. Conley is a bit unorthodox, I’d say. He specifically requested to work only with one person on our team. He doesn’t want one person doing the graphics while another writes the copy—he wants someone who can do it all. And he wants that person focused solely on working on his project. It’s all a bit funny, all a bit particular…but it has the potential to be a big account, so I certainly don’t mind any demands he makes.”

“Are you saying…?” Maya trailed off, waiting for Catherine to confirm her suspicions.

“…that you’re just the woman for the job? Of course I am! You’ve shown yourself capable of all the skills Mr. Conley needs, and your loyalty to the company hasn’t gone unnoticed. Maya, this opportunity is perfect for you. And it could be just the thing to really cement your position in this company, set yourself up in a career you can retire from one day.”

Maya’s eyes widened. At twenty-eight years of age, retirement wasn’t exactly on her radar. And while she liked the work she did at Andersen, she wouldn’t say she loved it. But those were concerns for another time; for right now, all she had to ask herself was if she wanted to take on this project or not.

“That sounds great, Ms. Andersen. Where should I get started?”

Catherine beamed and clapped her hands together. “How wonderful! I’ll have Chris bring all the information to your desk. Mr. Conley is coming for a meeting this afternoon, so you’ll have time this morning to brush up on all the information you need to know before then.”

As Catherine bustled out of the room, Maya focused her energy on keeping her face neutral. Underneath the surface, her mind was going a mile a minute—she had the image of a duck cruising peacefully along the top of a pond, while underneath the murky water, its little feet were paddling frantically. A mixture of emotions played at once—excitement about the opportunity, doubt that she could handle it, anxiety about it all happening so soon, and that ever present foreboding feeling that something was about to Happen with a capital H. That feeling had been her companion for years—ever since she had gotten that fateful phone call that changed everything. Upon learning about Nina’s car accident, something had clicked into place, some sort of knowing. She couldn’t look backwards to the last time she had seen Nina without the memory being colored by the horrible thing that would happen later. It added a weight and gravity to every anxious feeling that came up—could this, too, be a premonition of bad things to come?


      [image: image-placeholder]Just a few hours later, Maya was back in the conference room preparing for Tom Conley’s arrival. She was twenty minutes early, of course, and it was a good thing. Hank, one of the senior associates who had been at Andersen since the beginning, was retiring today and his retirement party had just finished in the conference room. Maya didn’t know Hank well enough to exchange more than a handshake and a few well wishes, so she set to work clearing away the napkins and cups that had been left on the conference room table.

Maya placed a pitcher of water and a few clean glasses on the table. Her ever-present notebook was there, too, reserving a chair for her with a prime view of the conference room door. Once everything was in its place on the table, she’d seat herself in that perfect spot where she could flip through her calendar, jot down notes, and read emails on her phone, all while keeping an eye on the door so as not to be caught unawares by the arrival of her guest.

As she crossed one leg over the other, her foot clinked against something under the table. As she spotted the half empty whiskey bottles under the conference room table, Maya shook her head and chuckled. Leave it to Hank to go out with a bang—this was definitely not standard practice at Andersen Consulting. Maya ducked under the table, finding an even larger stash of hidden alcohol than she had expected and groaning as she began to gather them in her arms.

“Bad time? I can come back if you’re busy,” a deep voice with a melodic Irish lilt called into the room. From under the table, Maya could just make out a pair of shiny leather shoes, topped by tailored trousers, her eyes wanting nothing more than to keep traveling upwards if not for the conference room table blocking her way.

“Just a second,” she said, struggling backwards with the last of the bottles, the very picture of grace in a pencil skirt, huddled on the floor.

“Take your time.” His voice rippled with humor, and her pulse increased as she imagined the man who would match that voice.

In too much of a hurry, Maya jolted to her feet, smacking her head on the edge of the table as she did. She winced with pain, barely managing to stop herself from uttering a very unprofessional word.

“Are you alright?” The man stepped forward with concern, worry creasing his brow as his eyes—his gorgeous, deep eyes—searched hers. Maya nodded, words failing her, as all her brain could comprehend was that this man was like a work of art, better even than she had imagined upon hearing his voice. But as his eyes traveled down to her arms and took in the bottles there, his demeanor changed completely. It was as if he had frozen, all warmth seeping out of his expression, as his own arms crossed over his body.

She set the bottles down on the table and reached to shake his hand. “Mr. Conley, is it? I’m Maya Jefferson. It’s very nice to meet you.”

Tom’s gaze was still fixed on the bottles Maya placed on the table, but he returned her handshake with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Nice to meet you too, Ms. Jefferson.” He tore his eyes from the bottles and up to meet hers. “I take it you’re the poor unfortunate soul who’s been tasked with dealing with me and all my demands?”

“I certainly don’t see it that way, sir,” Maya smiled and gestured to the seat across from hers. “Can I get you a drink before we get started?”

As Tom settled into his seat, he winced with visible discomfort—physical or emotional, Maya couldn’t be sure. “A bit early in the day to be offering the Irishman a drink, isn’t it?”

Maya felt the color rising to her face. “I meant coffee…or water?” Her voice raised with a question as she pushed the pitcher across the table toward him with a little too much force. Gesturing to the bottles, she hurried to explain. “These aren’t supposed to be here. There was a retirement party, and I think they got snuck in to send the honoree off in a memorable way. Let me get them out of here…”

“It’s alright,” he replied, holding up his hand to stop her from standing. “Let’s just begin.” Tom sat down and opened the leather organizer in front of him to a clean page to take notes, and began clicking his pen repeatedly.

Caught off guard by the abrupt change of manner, from warm to cold to cordially polite, Maya balked. “Er…” she began. “Well, I’ve got a few ideas—”

“Why don’t we start with me telling you about the initiative, eh?” Tom cut in. “I imagine that’ll be the more efficient way to go, since I can give you more information than what you were probably able to find online in the hours you spent preparing for this meeting.”

Maya’s blush was deepening now, she was sure of that. It was a rookie mistake, jumping in when she should have been listening. Despite her rapidly deepening distaste for Tom and his abrupt nature, this was an opportunity she couldn’t let slip through her fingers. Stuffing down her pride and embarrassment, she raised the edges of her lips in a tight smile. “By all means, go ahead.”








  
  

Three


[image: image-placeholder]




“Oh, come on, it couldn’t have been that bad.” Andie’s voice came through the phone. “I’m sure he doesn’t think you’re—how did you phrase it?—‘completely inept and devoid of all talent.’ Is it at all possible that this is just the story you’re telling yourself? And the story of what actually happened is nowhere near this dramatic or exciting or worthy of end-of-the-world feelings?” 

Maya sighed as she flopped onto the couch in her apartment, switching the phone to her other ear as she picked up the cup of tea on the side table. “Sure, it’s possible. But you weren’t there, Andie. And no offense, but like…do you even know what you’re talking about here? You’ve never seen me at work. How can you be so confident I’m good at my job, anyway?”

“Let’s just call it intuition. The intuition of a friend who sees how much—ahem, some might even say too much—care you put into everything you’ve done for this job. How much sleep are you getting these days, anyway?”

Maya rolled her eyes. “What does that have to do with anything? Looking for another area where I’m failing at life to put it all into perspective?”

“I’m just starting at the base of the pyramid, love. You’ve got a roof over your head, and for that we are thankful. Now we make sure you’re eating, hydrating, sleeping, moving your body once in a while…if all those things are in order, then we can take your existential crises seriously. So, spill. How much sleep are you getting?”

“Probably four or five hours a night lately.” Maya winced as she said it. “I know, I know…I’ll work on it.”

“I’m not going to chastise you. Don’t you know me better than that by now?” There was a smile in Andie’s voice that warmed Maya’s chest as it reached her ears. “Why don’t you try winding down early tonight? Maybe instead of working in bed—don’t start with me, I know you do it—you could read a novel, take a bath, drink something cozy, smell some lavender…”

“Okay, okay,” Maya laughed, then glanced at her phone as it vibrated in her hand. “Luisa’s calling me. I gotta go. Love you!”

“Love you, too.” Andie said, “And don’t let Luisa rile you up again—”

But Maya didn’t hear the rest of Andie’s words, as Luisa’s clear voice was ringing out of the phone. Maya put the phone on speaker and placed it on the table, settling back into the couch with a smile on her face.

“That dick!” Those were the first words of Luisa’s rant that registered on Maya’s radar. “What absolute nerve he has, and at your first meeting! And why would he even think you were offering him alcohol? Did he think you were being culturally insensitive to Irish people? He’d have to think you were a total fool to think that was intentional, and that’s yet another reason to hate him.” She sighed dramatically. “Anyway, hopefully it wasn’t entirely a bust. Did he have a cute accent, at least?”

It was Maya’s turn to speak at last, but the question caught her off guard. Reflecting on her meeting with Tom, memories of her feelings of embarrassment, of being chastised, filled the screen of her mind. When she swept them away, there was a glimmer of something…that first moment, before the humiliation began. Tom had walked into the room and his presence, his smile, and yeah…that voice. It had all been impactful, for sure. Whether it was charming or presumptuous was hard to say now. But he had made an impression.

“Maya?” Luisa’s voice interrupted her reverie. “Whatever you’re thinking, you aren’t saying it out loud. As you know, I’m not a mind reader, busy gal, places to go and people to see, time is money, et cetera, et cetera.”

Maya laughed. “All right, all right. The accent was charming, I’ll admit. That’s a silver lining, at least to being forced to work in close proximity. When he’s ridiculing me or shaming me, I can just focus on the way he’s saying the words and not the words he’s actually saying, and that’s bound to help me get through the moment.”

“That’s the spirit,” Luisa said. “Keep your nose to the grindstone, or whatever the expression is. I’m sure you’ll do an amazing job with whatever Catherine has given you. And if you need me to come down there and kick some Irish ass, you know you just have to say the word, right?”

“It definitely won’t come to that, Lu,” Maya smiled, “Though I do appreciate your fierce loyalty. Why don’t you just direct that energy my way instead of his and pour it all into pampering me or taking me shopping or something fun like that?”

“There’s that F word again,” said Luisa. “I’m afraid I haven’t discovered the meaning of the word since we last spoke about it. Oh! I did attend a rather entertaining exercise class during my lunch break today—does that count as fun?”

“Hmm, that depends, I suppose. Were you there for the pure joy of it, or were you just doing it because you know it’s good for you and you wrote ‘exercise’ on your to-do list last night?”

There was a pause. “Damn it. All right, you caught me. I still haven’t figured out how to have fun. On that note, I’ve got a stack of papers here with my name on them. See you tomorrow?”

“See you tomorrow. And get some sleep!”


      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning came sooner than Maya had expected. Her anxieties about the previous day’s meeting with Tom Conley getting off to a rough start hadn’t made it easy to switch off her brain and float into dreamland. She had tried to remember everything Andie had suggested she do to ease her way into sleep, but by two o’clock in the morning she was still wide awake. She had resigned herself then to the fact that sleep wasn’t coming for her, and she had scrolled through the various social media sites on her phone for longer than she cared to admit.

A few minutes before six o’clock, while Maya braced herself for the fact that her alarm was about to go off, her phone pinged with the alert of a new text message. Pulling her phone out from under her pillow, where she had shoved it after an unexpected wave of frustration and discomfort had overcome her, she saw the message was from her mom.

“Thinking of you today, hon. Nina’s birthday. I love you. If you want to talk, I’m here.”

Maya groaned and pulled the blankets over her head. Of course she knew it was Nina’s birthday today. As if she needed an excuse to think about her, today or any day. Still, it was comforting to know that her mom was thinking of Nina, too. She should text her back and tell her that…but the thought of picking the phone back up, of translating the messy ache in her chest into words on the screen, so neat and clean in their sans serif style…it didn’t work. It wasn’t enough. And it was exhausting. 

“That’s my cue to get up, I guess,” Maya said to herself. God, it was tempting to call in sick today. Calling in heartsick wouldn’t be a lie, but she was pretty sure Catherine Andersen wouldn’t consider it an acceptable excuse. Andersen Consulting wasn’t exactly on the cutting edge when it came to promoting or even acknowledging the importance of employees’ mental health. Maya had certainly never seen a chink in the armor Catherine Andersen wore to work every day—from her designer wardrobe to her ever-immaculate hair and makeup, she strode into the office with the confidence of a general whose army had never lost a battle.

Maya wished she could be like Catherine. Carrying around this much pain, this much anxiety couldn’t be healthy, could it? It kept bubbling up to the surface lately, and she missed the days when it had stayed put. That was all before Nina died, of course. And in the years since that had happened, Maya knew she had been irrevocably changed. Once it was out of the tube, you couldn’t put it back in. She couldn’t un-know that it was possible to lose the people you love. She couldn’t relate to the previous version of herself who had never known loss, never grieved from the depths of her soul.

Maya sighed as she swung her feet over the side of the bed. “That’s enough of that, now. We’ve got an Irishman who vastly misunderstood us to make a second impression on today, self. Let’s do this thing.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The building housing Andersen Consulting was still dark when Maya arrived, or at least the floor their offices occupied was. Maya was early, clearly, and she was glad to have taken the time to memorize the access code for the floor. Otherwise, turning up this early would have been pointless—she’d be waiting in the corridor until someone else arrived.

She let herself into the office and flipped on the light switch next to the door. The fluorescent lights hummed to life, and Maya shivered off the last of the cold from outside. Her workstation was a short walk from the entrance, and she found her way there through all the empty cubicles. Glancing at her watch, she noted it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. She had plenty of time to get some prep work in before the day began—or before anyone else arrived, for that matter. 

It wasn’t easy to think at home sometimes, especially not when the day began with her thinking about Nina. Maya rubbed a finger against the necklace she had chosen today. It was a single pearl, Nina’s birthstone, with an understated silver charm with the word “Embrace” on it. Her aunt had given it to her at Nina’s funeral as a reminder to, well, embrace. Embrace the moment, embrace your loved ones while you had them…Maya supposed it also was telling her to embrace the feelings she was experiencing—had been experiencing since she got that fateful phone call—but she wasn’t going to act on that anytime soon. Who had time for messy feelings like grief and despair?

“Despair. There’s a word I never used to describe my feelings as a child. So dramatic! And yet so fitting, at a time like this.” In the empty building, Maya was talking out loud to herself. If she didn’t, the quiet of the cavernous rooms might give her the creeps or make her think she was hearing things.

But she definitely was hearing things now. She heard a faint sound, like flowing water, and Maya felt herself tense. Why had she insisted on coming in before anyone else? Now, she was either about to confront a squatter who was literally living up to his title and peeing in the corner of the office or come face to face with a ghost pouring water on the conference room floor.

A voice rang out from the same direction as the flowing water. “Despair is a strong word. Take heart, love. It can’t be that bad, can it?”

Maya stopped in her tracks. The ghost, or the squatter, whichever one he was, had a delightful lilt to his voice, an accent that sounded familiar and sent a thrill of electricity up her spine.

Tom Conley rounded the corner with a mug in his hand, stirring as the spoon in his other hand clinked against the sides of the cup. “Now tell me, what’s got you so out of sorts this morning?” He greeted her with a devastating smile, any hint of the ice that had appeared in their first meeting long thawed.

“I…I’m sorry,” Maya sputtered, “But what are you doing here? Don’t you know it’s—” She glanced at the clock on the wall behind him. “—7:40 in the morning? Oh God, did an early meeting get added to the calendar…?”

While she fumbled to pull out her phone to check her calendar, Tom reached out and put a hand lightly on her forearm to stop her. She looked up into his eyes, and the smile he gave her was sheepish.

“You haven’t forgotten anything, Maya. It’s my fault. It’s the jet lag, I suppose. It’s been waking me up at all hours, and I couldn’t fight it any more. Catherine graciously gave me the access code to the building when I told her about my odd hours after our last meeting. Plus, the coffee here—” He held up the cup in question. “—is significantly better than the shite in my hotel room.“ Tom shuddered at the mention of it, and Maya couldn’t help but laugh.

“I’m glad we could help with your coffee problem.” She smiled, “And I’ve heard nothing but good things about our coffee machine. I can’t vouch for the coffee or the espresso myself, but the way it steams milk is just—” She made the gesture with her hand against her lips. “—chef’s kiss!”

Tom’s expression and delivery were deadpan when he spoke again. “You…don’t drink coffee? But how do you get out of bed in the morning? Especially at an ungodly hour like this?” He looked at her travel mug meaningfully. “Black tea? That shouldn’t surprise me. God knows half of Ireland runs on tea.”

“It’s tea alright, but…no caffeine.” Maya laughed. “I’m an herbal tea kind of gal. No caffeine for me—well, apart from however much is in a chocolate bar, but even that I’m careful not to eat too late in the day. It just doesn’t work for me. I feel nervous and jittery when I drink it, and the thought of having to have it every day in order to feel like a human—well, that scares me if I’m being honest.”

Tom shook his head. “Damn. You’re right, you know. It should scare you to be dependent on any substance, and it should scare me, too, as the one who’s drinking the stuff every day.“ His expression had sobered, and he looked like he was deep in thought, reevaluating his life in the context of coffee and caffeine.

It was all getting a little too serious for Maya, and she knew it wasn’t exactly her place to talk her clients out of their caffeine addictions, so she put on a cheery tone and spoke up again. “Anyway! It’s not like caffeine is an illegal substance. And we’re all allowed our vices. Though it seems like you and I share another addiction—work, maybe? Why else are we here when the sun has barely risen?” She laughed and gestured around them to the empty office.

Wow, two strikes. Again, Maya had made a joke, and again it had landed about as well as an egg tossed off a high rise. Tom looked even more anguished than he had a moment ago, something Maya hadn’t imagined possible until just this moment when she saw it creep across his face.

“God,” she muttered, “I sure am good at the small talk today.” Then, directing her voice back to Tom, she asked, “Could we start the morning over, perhaps? How are you? Anything in particular you’re looking forward to today?”

Tom’s smile was pasted over the clear discomfort he was still feeling, like wallpaper used to cover a massive crack in the living room wall.

“Absolutely,” he smiled—or grimaced, if Maya were accurately describing the look on his face. “I’m very well, thank you. It’s looking to be a beautiful day, and I’m feeling very confident about this project of ours. How about you, Miss Jefferson?”

“I’m doing well, too. Just in the office early to get a head start on a few things before a busy day of meetings. Are you all set up with a space to work, or would you like me to help you find a desk?”

“Erm.” Was Tom blushing? “I’m actually going to be working in Catherine’s office.” He held up a keycard in his hand. “She insisted, though I told her I’d be fine at any old desk.”

“Well, all right.” Maya smiled. “Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help in the meantime. I’ll just get out of your hair now.” She turned on her heel and made her way to her desk, mind racing with Tom’s last words.

Was there something more than just professional courtesy going on between Tom and Catherine? Not that it was any of her business, of course…but it would be helpful to know, wouldn’t it? Tom was a VIP client no matter what, but if he was also Catherine’s significant other, well, then that would make him a VIP with an extra V—a very, very important person. With even more power to influence the future—or lack thereof—of Maya’s career.

She pulled out her phone and fired off a text to her group chat with Andie and Luisa.

“Help! I came to the office super early and guess who’s here? Cranky Irishman!! What’s he doing here? And super weird…Catherine told him to work in her office. What if the two of them are hooking up? Is that important? Significant? Do I even need to know?”

The first response came immediately, and it was from Luisa, who was no doubt also at or on her way to the office.

“Keep it profesh. What you don’t know can’t hurt you! And who cares if he’s hooking up with the boss? Nose to the grindstone, remember?”

Luisa wasn’t wrong, Maya knew. Separating the personal and the professional had always served her well in the past. There was just something that wasn’t sitting right with her, and now wasn’t the time to figure out what that was.

“Good morning to you two beautiful souls, too. It’s going to be a gorgeous day, and I’m so grateful to have both of you in my life.”

Andie was nothing if not consistent. And wonderful. Maya felt herself smiling despite herself as she read the message. It was a beautiful day, and she knew how lucky she was to have these two friends by her side.

Before she could capture any of that in a text message, another ping sounded on her phone. Andie again.

“Now that we’ve covered the important stuff, we can get down to business. So tell me, Maya. Why do you care about a personal relationship between Tom and Catherine? Don’t overthink it—go with the first reaction that comes to mind, the one your subconscious throws out, not the one your conscious mind hems and haws over. Is it because you think it’s inappropriate? That one of them can do better? Or is it jealousy? And if so, of whom? Jealousy of Tom for being in Catherine’s inner circle? Or of Catherine for being in Tom’s?”

Damn, Maya thought. I mean, damn. It’s too early for deep dives, doesn’t she know that? Her first reaction was to set the phone down and get to work, but she felt a prick of discomfort low in her belly. Something Andie had suggested had resonated, probably. But now wasn’t the time to question which particular comment had done the damage.
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“Good mooorning!” Catherine’s voice sailed through the office, creating ripples of awareness in every direction. The cubicles had filled up in the hour since Maya had arrived, no doubt full of new employees eager to make an impression on their renowned boss. Catherine Andersen was famous in the marketing world—the local universities, at least, often cited her success in their business classes and the number of applications for internships grew every year. The bullpen, the area of the office Catherine was currently striding across, held a mixture of first-year employees and the (unpaid) interns who aspired to one day be first-year employees. Maya could feel their nervous energy permeating the environment as they clamored for Catherine’s attention. 

Alas, their efforts were in vain this morning. Catherine walked as if she were wearing horse blinders, directly to Maya’s desk, where she stopped and cleared her throat. Maya looked up, startled to have been graced by such a presence—undeservedly, it seemed, as she hadn’t received any emails or text messages from Catherine since she arrived at the office nearly an hour and a half ago.

“Good morning, Catherine.” She smiled. “How are you? Is there anything I can do for you this morning?”

Catherine smiled back. “Is he still here?” she asked. Off Maya’s expression, she continued. “Tom, of course! I heard the two of you were here working this morning, and I just wondered…did he leave? Is he still here?”

Maya resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the excitement in Catherine’s voice and expression. She reminded herself again that personal drama had no place in the office and that she was definitely not going to be the go-between for Catherine and Tom. She looked up at Catherine and responded, “As far as I know, he’s still in your office. I haven’t seen him since I arrived.”

Catherine’s face clouded with an expression Maya couldn’t read. “You…what? Maya, this is a very important client! You are aware of that, right? I’m not asking you to babysit him, Maya. But at least showing the barest of interest in ensuring his needs are met would go a long way to keep him from walking out the door and going straight to one of our competitors.”

“I…I’m sorry, Catherine.” Maya could feel the blood rushing to her face. “I didn’t mean…I just figured he was here to get work done, and he seemed perfectly comfortable making himself coffee, helping himself to your office…I didn’t want to get in his way, I guess.”

“Good grief, Maya,” Catherine’s expression softened nearly imperceptibly. “You deserve to be here, you know that, don’t you? I hired you because you’re incredibly capable, and you’ve moved up the ranks for the same reason. But that means you can’t get scared every time some man shows up and acts like he knows his way around the place.”

“That’s…that’s a really good point. Thank you, Catherine. I didn’t even realize that was the problem, honestly.”

Catherine sighed. “We never do. But it’s a nearly universal experience for women in the workforce. It happened to me, too, until one of my supervisors started mentoring me. She told me to stop apologizing for taking up space, and I took it to heart. And I tried to pass that message on to as many women after me as I could.” She winked at Maya.

“I appreciate it, I really do. And I’m sorry this happened today. It won’t happen again.”

“Don’t be sorry—there’s an epidemic of sorries among women in the workforce, too. Unless you run over my cat or punch my mom in the face, don’t apologize.”

“I…you’re right. Okay.”

“You’re learning quickly, Maya Jefferson. Now, go march right into my office and ask Tom Conley if he’s available for a status update meeting this afternoon.”

“Should I at least knock?”

A hint of a smile played at the corner of Catherine’s mouth. “You can knock as you’re already opening the door. How about that?”

“I can do that.” Maya smiled back.

As Catherine departed for the kitchen, no doubt to prepare her own morning beverage, Maya headed in the opposite direction, to Catherine’s office, where Tom was waiting.

In front of the door, Maya steeled herself. “You deserve to be here,” she said under her breath. “Shoulders back, chin up, open the door, and ask your question.”

And then she did just that. With her posture in a perfectly powerful pose (shoulders back, core muscles supporting lower back, chin raised) and her hand poised to knock on the door, it suddenly swung open, the handle colliding with her soft stomach.

“Oof.” Maya stumbled back, all efforts at confidently taking up space forgotten as she tried to stay upright.

“Sorry, love!” Tom grabbed her elbow and kept her on her feet. “It’s after nine, and I had lost track of time. I imagine Catherine needs her office at some point, so I best get out of her hair.” He let go of her elbow, and she felt the loss of his warmth immediately.

“Er…” Maya began. “Status meeting! Today…I mean, could you…would you be available for a status update meeting this afternoon?”

“With yourself?” Tom asked. “Absolutely. I’ve got a few things to take care of downtown this morning, but I can plan to be back here by, say, half two?”

“Half past two?” Maya asked. Off Tom’s nod, she continued. “I’ll reserve the conference room. See you then, Tom.”


      [image: image-placeholder]At lunchtime, Maya left the office. She had sent Andie and Luisa an SOS text message after her non-confrontation with Tom that morning, asking if anyone would be free to meet for lunch and to talk some sense into her. Some measure of grace must be working in her favor, because Andie had the early afternoon free in between clients, and Luisa already had a lunch date scheduled in the same part of the city.

“I’ll be done with my lunch by then. Why don’t you two save me a seat, and I can come join you for a coffee before I head back to the office?” Luisa had written.

You have to admire her work ethic, Maya thought. Otherwise, you have to wonder if it’s time to hold an intervention because of her work ethic.

The restaurant was a couple of blocks away from Andersen Consulting, and Maya appreciated the chance to stretch her legs as she made her way there. 

“Hi hi hi!” a voice called over her shoulder. Maya turned to greet Andie, but before she could complete the turn, she was engulfed in her friend’s bear hug.

Andie held Maya’s shoulders in place as she kissed—not air-kissed, but full lip-kissed—her on both cheeks. Then she took a step back, with her hands still firmly planted on Maya’s shoulders, and peered directly into her soul.

Maya blinked and looked away. That was strange. She wasn’t normally one to shy away from eye contact, but something about Andie’s gaze felt like it was seeing a little too much. She shook her head to clear her mind and smiled before returning Andie’s cheek kisses.

“Thanks for meeting me,” Maya greeted her friends with a smile. “It’s such a perfectly wonderful surprise to get us all together on a weekday for lunch. We never even try to make a plan like this, and here we are by dumb chance making it happen!”

There was a sadness in Andie’s eyes as her lips raised into a smile. “I wish it happened more often, too. But don’t call it dumb chance, please. You put out a call for help, and of course your two best gals came through for you. So let’s sit and you can tell me what’s got you so twisted up today. Luisa will only have time (ahem, and attention span) for the quick and dirty version of the story, anyway.”

Maya stepped to the front of the line, and she and Andie placed their lunchtime orders—a hearty salad for Andie, and a cup of tomato soup and half a grilled cheese sandwich for Maya. Maya knew Andie well enough to know what her lunch order meant (that she was craving raw veggies and—TMI?—might be needing a little fiber for her digestion), and she knew Andie was interpreting the tomato soup and grilled cheese as well.

“Comfort meal?” Andie asked, raising her eyebrows towards Maya’s tray as they walked to the table. “It’s not a rainy day, and we aren’t curled up on the couch in your dorm reading romantic comedies, but…”

“Yep, the principle still applies.” Maya smiled as they sat down at a corner table. “When something feels off in the outside world, whether it’s the weather or work drama, nothing beats grilled cheese dipped in tomato soup.”

“Amen to that!” Before Maya could react, Andie reached across the table, picked up her sandwich, dipped it in the soup, and bit off the corner. With a mischievous look on her face and a mouth full of heaven, she deposited the cornerless sandwich back on the plate.

“I can’t even be mad,” said Maya. “I couldn’t have resisted the pull of this perfect meal if I were you, either. I thought you were vegan this week, though.”

Andie shook her head as she dug into her salad. “Nope, I found a better word for it in something I read the other day. Freegan! As in, sure, when it’s up to me to cook or choose something off the menu, I’ll probably pick a plant-based meal. But if it’s coming from someone else and it’s free, then all bets are off. At least that’s how I’m choosing to define it.”

Maya laughed. “I like that. And it does sound more like you in all your ‘go with the flow’ vibes.”

“That’s me.” Andie smiled. “And that’s also enough about me. Let’s talk about you. What’s going on today? Why the emergency friend bat signal?”

“Ugh,” Maya groaned. “Honestly,  I think I’m losing my mind. I’m fixating on the impression I made on this Tom character, I’m obsessing over the nature of his relationship with Catherine, and it’s been so hard to focus on the actual project. I’ve got a status update meeting with Tom this afternoon—yay for me for actually scheduling it—but I can’t help but be afraid that I’m just going to blow it again. What’s happening? Why am I fixating on this guy? Is it a sign? Any wisdom from the ancestors?”

“I know you’re asking that as a joke, but it could actually be a legitimate question. I have a friend who connects with and channels ancestral wisdom, if you’re ever interested.”

“I’ll remember that. But seriously. Why am I doing this?”

Andie grimaced. “You might not like this, but I’ve got an idea. I know you’re looking for meaning about Tom’s role in all this—is there something significant or special about him? But I think you’ve got to look at yourself before you look at anyone else. You were just given this massive extra responsibility at work. How are you feeling about that?”

“I’m barely feeling anything about it.” Maya shrugged as she let out a deep exhale. “The human factor has just been so messy, so complicated…”

“But what if that’s not what it is at all? What if the extra responsibility is messing with your head, challenging your ego’s comfortable position? It’s a classic problem, and it happens to a lot of people. Something starts to go well in one area of your life, so you get really uncomfortable and start self-sabotaging.”

Maya blinked. “Self sabotaging? This isn’t about me. I mean, it’s about me making a horrendous first impression on Tom and then letting Catherine down, sure, but it’s also largely about them, too. Why can’t Tom be the kind of person who gives people the benefit of the doubt? And why can’t Catherine be the kind of boss who sets reasonable expectations for her employees so she isn’t let down by them?”

“And what about Maya? How would you finish that phrase about her? ‘Why can’t Maya be…?’”
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