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      The four tiny feet of one plump rat scurried across a pair of flannel pants. The woman wearing them was lying on a slab of concrete. Her eyelids twitched as the tickling sensation started to wake her. She slowly opened her eye, just enough to let in some hazy light. Her irises rolled back and forth for a moment. She clenched her eyelids tight, then lifted her head off the floor, and opened her eyes fully.

      As she regained consciousness, the reality of her environment began to set in. The tape over her mouth restricted her accelerated breathing. Her eyes finally began to focus. She looked down at the rat, which had paused in its journey, and her throat attempted a shriek at the sight. Her ankles had been taped, but she did the best she could to kick her legs. Both of her arms were bound together behind her back. She struggled to maneuver, gradually pulling her body up into a sitting position.

      The woman took several deep breaths through her nose as she looked around the room. Cold tears rolled down her quivering cheeks. She couldn’t make out many details. Only one beam of light shined in from a miniature window near the ceiling. There didn’t seem to be much in the room besides some shelves on the nearest wall, and a broken chair discarded in the corner. An awful, musty smell lingered in the air. Other than the scratching of rodents and the distant trickling of water, the room was scarily quiet.

      She sat alone in the dark, thinking, problem-solving. The only thing she could contemplate doing was to make her way to the shelves to try to find something, anything, that could help her situation. She used her heels and buttocks to scoot across the dusty floor until she approached the old wooden ledges. There wasn’t much on the bottom one, other than an old pair of shoes and a cardboard box. Both looked as if they had been there for a decade. The next shelf up was a little more promising. Four Mason jars sat in a row. They, too, appeared like they had been there for many years. She raised her brows, hopeful that a broken jar could help with the tape. If she could just knock one down.

      The quiet was suddenly interrupted. Footsteps creaked on the wooden boards above her head. Clouds of dust drifted down with every step. The woman stopped moving, her heart rate doubled, and her breaths trembled. She listened as quietly as possible while the sound of the steps made its way across the room to the other side. It grew quiet again, only for a moment, then she heard keys. A padlock jostled on a door she couldn’t see. Another tear rolled down her face as she waited for the door to open.
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      Reagan gasped and sat up quickly on the sofa in her living room. Her heart was pounding hard enough to feel it in her throat. She took a deep breath and raised a hand to her chest, grateful that she was in her home. She looked at her watch and shook her head. When did I fall asleep? The complaints of a teenage girl filtered through from across the house. Reagan stood up and made her way down the hall. She approached the doorway of the unhappy adolescent with caution.

      One by one, the shirts that comprised Emma’s wardrobe were being removed from the closet and returned with fury. She yanked another hanger off the rod and held the blouse up to her chest, looking in the mirror. Finally satisfied with what she saw, she slipped the shirt on and examined every possible angle in the mirror.

      “Where are you going?” her mother asked from the doorway.

      “Out,” Emma grumbled, not removing her gaze from the mirror. She grabbed a pair of shoes from the closet and slipped them onto her feet. Her mother’s burning stare practically forced her to look up. “What?”

      Reagan tried to remain serious, but she suspected the worry consuming her began to show on her face none     the     less. “I just . . .”

      “Mom, I don’t get you. What is your problem with Evan? I like him. He likes me. Are you going to question me every time I want to see him?”

      “No, it’s just . . . I worry about you, that’s all,” Reagan replied.

      “Why, because he’s eighteen?”

      “That, and you’re sixteen, Emma. He just graduated. He’ll be going to college soon.”

      “I know, mom. Is that all?” Emma snapped.

      “Well, to be honest with you, I don’t like the way he talks to you. He’s a little arrogant and controlling.”

      Emma shook her head and looked up at the ceiling. “He cares about me! You are unbelievable. You think you know everyth-”

      “Stop it, Emma! That’s enough. You don’t talk to your mother that way. I’m sorry for questioning you, but I’m only doing it because I care about you. I don’t want you to get hurt,”      Reagan said, dropping her head.

      Emma rolled her eyes then looked back to her mom. They both remained silent, digesting each other’s words until Reagan could think of what to say next. Emma began picking at her nails, as if waiting for the next lecture.

      “Have I ever told you how your dad and I met?” Reagan asked.

      “You met at the mall, right?”

      “Yes, but there’s more to it than that. I was a very quiet girl. I didn’t have many friends or much confidence in myself. Then I met your dad and, at first, I didn’t think that he could like, let alone love, someone like me. But after what he did for me, I knew in my heart that he loved me.”

      “What did he do?” Emma asked.

      “Well, I can tell you, but only if you have time to sit and talk with your mom.”

      Emma looked down at her shoes and grinned, before gazing back up. “I guess we can talk for a little bit. I mean, I really don’t need to leave until six anyway.”

      “Why were you getting ready so early?” Reagan asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m bored I guess,” Emma replied.

      Her mom chuckled and walked over to her daughter. “Well, come sit with me. I should just start from the beginning.”
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      The Greenbriar Mall was the only one of its kind in Newbrook, Ohio, and about the only place in town where Reagan could work at that time. She hadn’t yet utilized her college education and had zero desire to flip burgers. Since receiving her degrees in art and business, she had spent two years trying to formulate a plan of what to do with them. Now she was starting to question why she had picked those majors in the first place. After all, art is a tough career to pursue.

      Reagan wasn’t the only one struggling, though. The last decade had brought a steady economic decline to the small mid-western town, and its faithful citizens were starting to feel the impact. Reagan considered herself lucky to have a job at all. She had an apartment and a car, neither of which were in prime condition, but they fulfilled the requirements.

      On this morning in December, the chill outside had frosted up her windshield. At first, she waited patiently in her driver’s seat for the car to warm up. But eventually, she gave in to the urge to use her windshield solution and wipers to speed up the process. Although she didn’t much like going to work, she liked the drive this time of year. The town that could seem so drab at times, found a way to look beautiful when decorated with Christmas lights. It almost had her convinced that things were going to get better.

      Her life had been fairly uneventful up to that point. She was an only child, and a quiet one to boot. Her parents were always supportive, and quite invisible to the rest of the town. They lived the typical middle-class life – no mansion and no extravagant pool, but they had running cars, a roof over their heads, and food on the table. Reagan graduated high school with the third-highest GPA in her class and a couple of friendships that were sure to last a lifetime. Her senior prom was a girl’s night out for her and two friends. It was fun, but maybe not what one thinks of when they envision the prom.

      She was living two hours away from her childhood home now, attempting to live the life of the independent child who has left the nest and started a glamorous life of their own. The truth, though, was that Reagan was still waiting on the glamor. Lost, lonely, and on the verge of moving back home, she was losing her ambition to follow the dream that had left her in debt.
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      Reagan walked into the mall and made her way to Katie’s, the small clothing store that provided her paycheck every other week. She worked with the same group of girls Monday through Friday, but only Jen ever seemed to notice her. The others were usually consumed by thoughts of their makeup or what episode was coming on that night. Needless to say, Reagan was anything but surprised when she strolled into the store and saw Beth, Tina, and Valerie gossiping about the latest town break-up. They all glanced at Reagan when she walked by, then returned to their conversation with synchronized smirks.

      Jen was already in the break room, attempting to stuff her coat into her locker. She tucked the sleeve in three times, then tried to shut the door.

      “Oh . . . my . . . God. What a piece of shit!” Jen shouted at the metal door. She lifted her head at the sight of Reagan’s shadow. “Damn, you scared the crap out of me,” Jen said, clutching her chest.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to,” Reagan said softly.

      “It’s okay. Aren’t you excited for another day in this hell hole?”

      Reagan let out a chuckle. “Yeah, I can’t wait.”

      “What are the girls talking about this time? I can hear them from here.”

      “I don’t know for sure, but it sounded like another break-up.”

      “Oh God, give me a break. How many people can they possibly know in this town?” Jen said.

      “A lot more than me, I guess.”

      “That’s okay, you’re better off. Most people are assholes.”

      Reagan grinned and opened her locker. She was used to Jen’s pessimism, perhaps realism. Whatever it was, Jen had developed a sort of “kiss my ass” attitude toward the world. Supposedly, she had been a completely different person as a teenager. According to Jen, she was shy and obedient, a far cry from the rough and tough new version of herself that Reagan knew. Reagan just assumed she got tired of trying to be perfect all the time.

      The two of them meandered out to the floor to get ready for the day. The other girls had begun folding clothes and straightening up. Reagan made her way to one cash register and Jen stood at the other. The manager, Angie, usually arranged them like this. It was the perfect setup for utilizing their strengths. Of course, they were all content with the organization. Angie, while only being a few years older than the rest of them, was well experienced. She had started working there in high school and stuck around longer than the average employee.

      A few hours into her shift, Reagan checked in with Jen to make sure she would be all right on her own for a few minutes. She walked back to the break room and collapsed into one of the chairs at the table. Her feet were grateful for the time off. For some reason, the store was exceptionally slow, considering the time of year. This seemed like the perfect opportunity to relax and have a quick bite to eat.

      Of course, her moment of peace was short-lived, since Tina decided to take her break at the same time. Reagan looked up from her sandwich when she walked in the door, making uncomfortable eye contact. Tina quickly lifted her nose and made her way to the refrigerator. Reagan continued to eat and read her magazine in silence, until the shrieking sound of Tina’s phone filled the room. Reagan jumped a little in her seat at the sudden noise.

      “Hello?” Tina answered. “I’m at work, Derek, I told you that.” She started giggling and twirled her hair. “Yeah, we’ll see about that later.” She laughed again and looked over at Reagan, who had glanced up for just a moment. “I can’t talk right now, I’ll call you later . . . yeah, I hear you . . . okay, I hear you . . . see you tonight.”

      Tina shook her head and shut the refrigerator door before turning to face Reagan. She felt Tina’s eyes on her but continued to read her magazine anyway.

      “That’s called a boyfriend, Reagan. Maybe you should try to get one, instead of reading about it all the time,” Tina said.

      “I really don’t care what you think,” Reagan replied.

      “Whatever, you’re so weird.” Tina rolled her eyes and walked out with her water.

      A few minutes later, Reagan decided to walk back out to take over for Jen. She ignored the other girls on her way through the store and stepped back up to her cash register. “Was it busy?” she asked.

      “No, not really.”

      “I got this, if you wanna go now.”

      “Thanks, girl. I’ll be right back,” Jen said.

      “Take your time.”

      Jen disappeared into the back and, just as she had said, there were hardly any customers in the store. One woman stood in the men’s section with her little girl, scanning for the right size pants. A couple of high school girls looked at the sweaters, leaving them unfolded when they were finished. Beth and Valerie stood off to the side, shaking their heads in disgust, knowing they would have to refold them.

      Reagan stared out the front door at the bookstore across the hallway. She was envious of the patrons within. For them, it was acceptable to drink coffee and read a good story. A couple of children sat on the floor and flipped through the pages of a pop-up book, while their mother examined the romance section. Reagan had disappeared into a daydream, but it didn’t last long.

      A trio of guys suddenly blocked her view of the bookstore, as they strolled through the doorway. The first two were walking side-by-side, still laughing about something that had happened in the hallway. Both were dressed well and walked confidently. They were hard to tell apart, other than the color of their shirts. The third man followed up the rear, smiling at the humorous actions of the other two. He was the tallest of the group and sported a simple t-shirt and pair of jeans. His hair was dark and messy, and his eyes were the color of milk chocolate. He strolled into the store without a care in the world, hands in his pockets.

      Reagan watched him as the group meandered toward the men’s clothes. Something about him drew her gaze. He was nothing like the type of guys she tended to get along with. Normally, the popular ones regarded her as invisible, and she settled for that, as long as she wasn’t a laughingstock. She had tried to avoid the cool kids her whole childhood and she had carried this attitude into her adult life. Not only did they often treat her like dirt, but she also believed it was a waste of her time to try to have a conversation with them. This assumption was a safety net for her, and it tended to pay off.

      The guy she was watching wandered away from the other two for a moment. To her surprise, his demeanor seemed to change a little when he stood alone. He reached for the green shirt hanging on the rack in front of him and looked it over. After apparently deciding against it, he put it back, then paused for a moment. Her burning gaze must have begun to get his attention. He turned and looked over his shoulder, to find Reagan’s eyes all over him. She immediately felt her cheeks heating, and she looked at the register, hoping to play it off. He watched her for a moment, but that was all he would get. Valerie had seen him from across the room and decided to do what she did best . . . flirt.

      “Hey, Jackson,” her squeaky voice called out. “I haven’t seen you in here before.”

      “Well, that’s probably ‘cause I usually don’t shop here. We were just walkin’ around, wastin’ time. They walked in and I followed.” He looked down at her for just a second, then back at the rack.

      Valerie giggled. “So how have you been? What’s it been, like, five years?”

      He gave her what appeared to be a forced smile. “Yeah, somethin’ like that.”

      His disinterest was escaping her attention, so she continued.

      “Can I help you find something?”

      Reagan watched from the cash register and rolled her eyes at Valerie’s pathetic display. She had seen the girls in action before, but it was equally ridiculous every time it happened.

      “I’m fine, really. Thanks, though, uh . . .” he hesitated.

      “Valerie, remember?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Sorry, I have a terrible memory sometimes.”

      Reagan chuckled out loud, then cleared her throat and looked down at the fliers on the counter, hoping to remain unnoticed. Jen walked up behind her just in time.

      “What ya laughin’ at?”

      “Nothing. Just the same ol’ Valerie,” Reagan answered.

      Jen looked over at Valerie, who was desperately trying to get in one more question. “How pathetic. She thinks that all men will bow down to her, doesn’t she?”

      “Seems that way.”

      Reagan chatted with Jen and found busy-work to do, but she kept glancing back at Jackson. Valerie had walked away and was now talking to the girls on the other end of the store. Reagan could only imagine the exaggerated story she was telling them about the good-looking guy from high school.

      Jackson had finally picked out a shirt and was waiting patiently on his friends to finish browsing. He leaned against the wall, but at least one part of his body was always on the move. His restlessness got the best of him and he began pacing. He started toward the winter gear, then noticed Valerie watching him again. A look of panic struck him, and he performed an about-face. Then he did something that Reagan did not expect; he looked right at her. She forced herself to look back at him, in the most awkward way possible. Her top and bottom teeth pinched her bottom lip. He walked up to her cash register and laid the shirt down.

      “Is this everything?” she asked him.

      “Yeah, this is it.”

      Reagan scanned the tag. “That’ll be twenty-one eighty-seven, please.” She folded the shirt and stuck it in a bag, while he swiped his card. “You want the receipt in the bag?”

      “Sure, that’s fine.”

      He looked over at his friends. They were still checking out the same sweatshirts as five minutes earlier.

      “Thank you,” Reagan said, handing him the bag.

      “So, have you worked here for a while?” he asked quietly.

      “Me?”

      He grinned. “Yeah.”

      “A little more than a year I guess,” she replied.

      Jen inconspicuously watched out of the corner of her eye.

      “That’s cool. What’s your n . . .” he started, only to be interrupted by his friends.

      “Jackson, are you ready?” the guy in blue asked.

      “Am I ready? You guys stood there for, like, fifteen minutes and you’re not getting anything?” Jackson asked.

      “Nah, I didn’t like anything.”

      Jackson laughed. “Alright, man, we’re going.” He looked back at Reagan for a moment.

      His friends noticed his gaze. They glanced in her direction, then back at him. One smirked and the other awkwardly tried not to laugh.

      “Dude, let’s go,” said his buddy in gray.

      “Alright, damn,” Jackson replied. He gave her one last look, then followed his friends out the door.

      Jen waited until the coast was clear before turning toward Reagan. “And who was that?” she asked her.

      “I have no idea.”

      “He seemed interested in you.”

      “No. No one is ever interested in me,” Reagan said, shaking her head.

      “I really think he was. His friends just blew it for him, that’s all.”

      Reagan laughed. “Jen, trust me. Guys don’t notice me. They never have. I’m just, well, I’m plain.”

      “Hey, you’re not plain. You’re real. Just because you’re not always putting on a show for guys, doesn’t mean you’re plain. The good guys, the ones worth getting, will see that. They don’t want fake girls,” Jen encouraged.

      “You think so?”

      “Oh yeah. Ask anyone. Except for them, of course,” she said, pointing at the girls.

      Reagan chuckled and looked at her shoes. “Valerie tried talking to him, but he kind of blew her off. It was hilarious.”

      “Ya see? That’s what I’m talking about.”

      “All right, I believe you. Either way, I have no clue who he is, other than the fact that she said his name. So that means that the one and only guy that may have been interested in me is gone and I don’t know who he is. That’s great,” she said.

      “He knows where you are, though,” Jen replied.

      Reagan nodded and they went back to work.
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      On her way home, the sky grew dark, and the temperature held at a brisk twenty-six degrees, as it had done all day. Flurries had already started falling at the beginning of what was expected to be a significant snowfall. Of course, what folks in Newbrook considered to be a significant snowfall was at least six inches, otherwise it wasn’t worth worrying about. Reagan had no issues with the anticipated blanket of precipitation. The snow was soothing for her. There was a peace associated with it that she couldn’t compare to anything else. Perhaps it was because of the fun she’d had sledding as a child, or the snow days where she didn’t have to endure the pain of school. Either way, at twenty-four years old, she was still comforted by it.

      When she got home, she rummaged through the cabinet, trying to figure out what she should eat for dinner. A can of chicken noodle soup was decidedly the perfect choice for the weather. She curled up on the couch with her soup and the newest book that she had just started that Monday. The thought of her day at work, and her brief interaction with Jackson, crossed her mind. She looked at the book in her hand and wondered if most women her age were living a more exhilarating life. Then Reagan remembered what Jen had said to her and it brought her hope. Hearing such a thing from someone other than her parents was indeed a confidence booster.
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      The next day, Reagan decided to visit the library. She had completed the romance book she was reading the night before. The woman that worked at the counter anticipated her arrival every Saturday morning. At this point, she was practically on her way to getting a key for the front door.

      “Good morning, Reagan,” the woman said.

      “Morning, Donna.”

      “So . . . was it good?” Donna asked.

      Reagan smiled and strolled up to the counter. “It was so good. I couldn’t believe the way he proposed to her.”

      “I know, I cried. Isn’t that pathetic?”

      “No, don’t feel bad. I cry all the time when I read romance.” Reagan chuckled and slid the book to Donna.

      “You know, Mary is talking about retiring soon. You should apply here once she leaves,” Donna said.

      “You think so?”

      “Oh yeah, this would be the perfect job for you. Heck, you’re here more than I am sometimes.”

      “Come on now, that’s not true.” Reagan paused for a second as Donna raised her right eyebrow. “Okay, it’s kind of true, but do you blame me? I live alone, I have a job that I don’t like, and two degrees that I’m not using. I have no clue what I’m doing or what I’m going to do. So, I fill in the void with books and movies. And that’s the extent of my lonely life.”

      “Wow, that’s deep, sweetie. Sorry, I wasn’t trying to bother you. I thought you’d like to know, in case you were at least interested in changing your job,” Donna said.

      “No, you’re right. It would be a good start at making a change. Let me know when she decides to retire, and I’ll apply,” Reagan replied.

      “Will do.”

      Reagan found herself a new book to read and stopped again to see Donna, before heading out the door. She handed over her library card and waited on Donna to do her thing.

      “Here you go, honey. Enjoy,” Donna said.

      “I’m sure I will,” Reagan replied.

      “See you next Saturday,” Donna added.

      Reagan nodded. “See ya.”

      She turned and walked back out the door, reading the back of the book. She didn’t pay much attention to the world around her as she strolled down the sidewalk. This Saturday morning routine had become an essential part of her life. Luckily, her apartment was only a few blocks away from the library, making for the perfect opportunity to get exercise. She wrapped her scarf around one more time in attempt to seal out the cold air. For the most part, the small town was peaceful this time of day. The crunching sound of the salt beneath her boots was only interrupted by the occasional passing car.

      She flipped to the inside of the novel and began reading it as she walked along. Then her salt-crushing commotion was joined by the sound of another pair of boots. Reagan immediately grew uncomfortable. Her loner lifestyle created a certain amount of awkwardness when she was approached by other human beings. She didn’t know whether to slow down or speed up, so she decided to focus on the pages and truck forward.

      “Uh, hello?” a man’s voice said from behind her.

      She stopped and whipped around, prepared to grab the pepper spray from her purse if needed. Reagan looked up at the pair of eyes staring back at her. She hadn’t forgotten the chocolate brown irises that peered down at her.

      “Hi,” she said, almost as if it was a question.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to scare you. I saw you walk out of the library and I thought . . .” he trailed off. She gazed up at him. Was he waiting on her to say something? Then he continued, “You work at the mall, right?”

      “Yes,” she replied without another word.

      “I thought it was you,” he said. She looked down at her twiddling thumbs within the blue gloves that covered them. He seemed to sense her uneasiness. “It’s okay, I really am sorry. I shouldn’t have walked up behind you like that. I just wanted to make sure I got the chance to say something this time.” He held out his hand. “I’m Jackson.”

      She grinned a little and shifted the book to her left hand before reaching with her right. “Reagan.”

      “Reagan? I like that,” he said.

      “Thanks.”

      “It’s different. You don’t hear it a lot.”

      “Well, different is sort of my middle name,” she said, chuckling.

      “That’s okay. That’s good, actually. I admire people that are unique.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah. It’s so easy to try to be like everyone else. But to be different than the crowd . . . well, that takes courage sometimes.”

      Reagan blushed and looked down at her black boots. She didn’t know what to say next. She not only spent very little time talking to other people, but also only had a minuscule amount of experience with guys. All the romance books she had checked out hadn’t quite prepared her for a face-to-face moment with a man. And a handsome man he was.

      “I better get going,” she said. These weren’t the words that she truly wanted to spew out of her mouth, but she was too scared to say anything else.

      “Okay. Um, do you want me to walk you home or anything?” he offered.

      “No, that’s okay. I only have a few blocks to go. Thank you, though.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll see ya around.”

      “See ya.” She turned and started to walk away, scrunching her face in disgust with herself. What is wrong with you, Reagan? Just let him walk with you. Why do you have to be so weird?

      She continued down the sidewalk, questioning her decision-making skills. Jackson grinned and stuffed his hands into his pockets. He glanced at her one last time, then turned back toward his car, parked at the hardware store across from the library.
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      Monday morning saw Reagan heading to work again for another day of Christmas shoppers. The thought of going to the mall was nauseating. Jen was about the only part of the experience that she could stand. The job at the library was becoming more enticing by the hour. All she could do was wait on the news from Donna and keep chugging along to get a paycheck. Her goal was to save as much as she could, hoping to one day live out her dream. She had chosen to study the subjects she picked because she cherished the idea of opening a store to sell her artwork. Getting to that point, without losing her mind first, was starting to become a challenge.

      “Another glorious day,” Jen said to Reagan as they stuffed their coats into their lockers.

      “I hate it,” Reagan replied instinctively.

      “Me too. But look at the bright side. You at least have a shot at having a future. You were smart and went to college. I have nothing and I’ll be stuck here for the rest of my life . . .” Jen paused as she looked out to the girls in the store. “. . . with them.”

      “That’s not true. You’re so smart, and you’re still young. You have plenty of time to figure out what you want to do,” Reagan encouraged her.

      “Thanks, girl. I don’t know how to explain it. I think I’m afraid I’m gonna wake up one morning at forty-five years old and have no career, no life, and no family.”

      Reagan shut her locker and closed the lock. “I really think it’ll be all right. You’re worrying too much.”

      Jen shrugged and closed her locker, too. She and Reagan made eye contact for a moment then Jen spoke. “Let’s do this.”

      They stood back-to-back at their respective registers, cherishing the last five minutes of freedom before opening time. Reagan glanced at her watch a couple of times, as if doing so would make the time go faster.

      “How was your weekend, anyway?” Jen asked her.

      “You know, library, reading, loneliness . . .” Reagan started her usual response, then she paused, remembering the one difference. “Actually, there was one thing.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah, you remember that guy on Friday? The one that you said liked me?”

      “Sure, that hot guy that was dying to talk to you?” Jen asked.

      “Yeah him. Well, he kinda bumped into me outside the library on Saturday.”

      “Really?”

      “I walked out and started down the sidewalk and he just came up and started talking to me,” Reagan said.

      “Uh-huh. I knew he liked you.” Jen thought for a second. “You think he was following you?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure he was just across the street and saw me.”

      “Oh, well that’s a relief,” Jen said with a grin.

      “Trust me, I will never have a stalker,” Reagan said. “Who would want to stalk this?” She pointed to her face, then dragged her hand down to her legs, as if she was a display on a game show.

      Jen started laughing. “Why are you so hard on yourself? You’re really pretty; don’t you see that?”

      “I mean, no one’s ever noticed me, so . . .”

      “Reagan, I’m sure guys have noticed you. Maybe they didn’t say anything, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t notice you. And anyway, guys change a lot when they grow up. When they’re kids, they don’t always have the best judgment.”

      “I guess.”

      “Trust me,” Jen said. “Your biggest weakness isn’t the way you look, it’s your lack of confidence.”

      Reagan smiled back at Jen. “Thanks, I suppose you’re right. It’s something I need to work on I guess.”
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      The girls dragged themselves through the workday, both motivated by the need for a payday. The camaraderie they had with each other helped make the time a little easier. Every day felt like deja vu. They worked with the same self-centered group of girls, helping countless strangers pick out their clothes and accessories. The citizens of Newbrook had found the means necessary to shop for Christmas. That, or they spent money they didn’t have. Either way, the business kept Reagan occupied.

      It was nearly one and Reagan was getting ready to take her break. Jen insisted that she go ahead and go, even though there were a few customers in line. Reagan turned to walk away.

      “Reagan,” Jen whispered. “Reagan,” she said, louder the second time.

      Reagan turned around.

      “What?” she asked Jen, but it didn’t take her long to see why her friend had called her name.

      Jackson had walked in the door, and this time he was alone. She looked away from him and walked back over to Jen. “Oh God, what do I do?”

      “Just be normal. It’s okay. He’s probably here to see you.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about,” Reagan said nervously.

      “That’s a good thing,” Jen said, smiling. “Be cool. Keep working and act like you didn’t see him.”

      “You want me to ignore him?”

      “No, not really. I just mean, don’t make a big deal of it.”

      “Okay. All right,” Reagan muttered before taking a deep breath. She stood back at the counter and started helping a customer, while keeping a mental note of where he was.

      He surveyed the small selection of men’s cologne near the counter and Reagan struggled to ignore the fact that he was only a few feet away. She wasn’t the only one that was keeping an eye on him, though. Valerie already had him on her radar and was boasting to Tina and Beth that he had come back to talk to her again.
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