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“It’s not that you don’t do good work, Melody. I just need to see more commitment from you. Do you really want to be here? Do you really believe in the mission of EduPowerment?” 

Her mouth was totally dry as Melody Critchfield nodded her head. “Of course, Mr. Richards. It’s so important to me, what we’re doing here. I mean, creating opportunity for women around the world…that’s the dream, and I’m not exaggerating. I get so excited when I think about what we’re doing here that I can hardly contain myself sometimes.” She tried to stop herself from fidgeting as she stood in front of his desk. From the expression on his face, it was clear she was rambling. But she couldn’t stop, and she meant every word of it.

Mr. Richard’s lips raised at the corners, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s great to hear. You know, we often have issues retaining our newer employees, especially the female ones—I’m not trying to be sexist, it’s just the truth. It’s refreshing to hear from someone who gets it as much as you do.“ He settled back at his desk, the desk he had inherited from his mother along with her flourishing non-profit. “I’m just going to need to see that ‘belief in our mission’—” He’d actually lifted his fingers to make air quotes when he said that. “—translate into your showing up at work on time a little more regularly.”

“I understand, Mr. Richards, I really do.” Now Melody’s palms were sweating. Between that, the knot in her stomach, and her mouth that was getting drier with every word she spoke, she was experiencing the trifecta of an-authority-figure-is-expressing-disappointment-with-me anxiety. But she deserved it, and that’s what made it even worse. “I left my apartment with plenty of time to make it to work, but I just…I should have checked the news. I didn’t know that part of downtown was closed, even the sidewalks, but I should have left even earlier. I promise you it won’t happen again.” She’d sleep under her desk every night of the week if it meant avoiding another confrontation like this.

Mr. Richard’s approximation of a smile deepened ever so slightly. “I’m glad to hear it, Melody. It might seem unfair, especially considering that the circumstances were out of your control…but it’s about the principle of professionalism. Of committing to the task in front of us. We receive a significant amount of donations to do the work that we do, and it is imperative that we be blameless stewards with those resources. How would you feel if you donated a portion of your hard-earned paycheck to a charity, only to learn that their employees saunter in whenever they want and work only when it’s convenient for them?”

Oh shit. She hadn’t thought of it like that. On her detour that morning, watching the clock creep closer and closer to nine o’clock while she had to walk blocks out of her way had been bad enough when it was just her boss—and, of course, herself—that she was letting down. But thinking about the donors twisted the knife in her gut even deeper. Most of the donations EduPowerment received were small—a twenty-dollar bill mailed in by someone who had watched one of their documentaries, a tip jar walked over from the local café every month—and that made it even worse. It wasn’t like she was letting down a massive corporation—not that Melody Critchfield would do that in good conscience, either—but she wouldn’t be able to look any of her colleagues in the eye if she didn’t make this right.

“I’ll stay late tonight, Mr. Richards. And it really won’t happen again. You can count on me.”

He nodded. “I want to, Melody. Consider this a warning. Your first warning.“ He leaned in to the number like there wouldn’t be a second. “You can go now. Don’t want you missing any more work today.”

Melody peeped out a “Thank you!” that could probably only be heard by dogs and darted from the office, across the hall and back in to her cubicle. She was surrounded by clicking keyboards and quiet murmurs as her coworkers answered calls and did the business that kept EduPowerment running. None of them were taking advantage of their donor’s hard-earned money.

As her computer was coming to life, Melody removed the thermos from the cupholder at the side of her large, functional purse. Though EduPowerment provided coffee for their employees, she had brought her own every day since she’d started three years ago.

It was a good thing, too, because the last thing she needed on a day like today was to bump into Mr. Richards in the coffee room after the conversation they’d just had. No, today was going to be the perfect day for keeping her head down and working efficiently. She already preferred to eat lunch at her desk, but bathroom breaks would be kept to a minimum today, too.

A squeak came from the cubicle next door, jolting Melody upright and nearly spilling coffee down the front of her light blue chambray shirt in the process. “Chloe? Is everything okay over there?”

A blonde head popped up, wide eyes finding Melody’s own. “Better than okay!” she hissed. “Have you seen this email from Jacqueline? I’m so flippin’ excited!“ She waved her arm over the cubicle wall. “Come look at this email and freak out with me!”

Melody sighed. “What does it say?” She nodded her head towards her still-booting-up computer. She could understand how cutting-edge technology wasn’t a priority item in the budget of a non-profit, but she did sometimes wish for a slightly less ancient desktop computer. On her wildest days, she even dreamed of one that would run her design software without crashing every twenty minutes.

Chloe rolled her eyes. “That’s why I told you to come over here, silly! Just look at mine. It’s the same thing that was sent to you.”

Melody was shaking her head as she ducked into Chloe’s cubicle. The two of them had been working side by side since Chloe had graduated a year ago, and Melody was well versed in her quirks. Including her very annoying quirk of not taking no for an answer, even when all Melody wanted was to work without interruptions. Chloe was a copywriter in the marketing department, working closely with Melody, who had graduated to the responsibility of running EduPowerment’s marketing department.

“What am I looking at here?” Melody scanned Chloe’s screen, where at least six different tabs were on display at the same time. There was an online thesaurus, a Pinterest board, a blank document with a blinking cursor, and…

“What in the—?” Melody mumbled as her eyes landed on the subject line in Chloe’s email inbox. Congratulations! You’re invited to apply for EduPowerment’s Generosity Exchange program. As she continued to scan the body of the email, a few key phrases jumped out at her.

“Generosity Exchange year-long overseas exchange program…sharing talent with our sister institutions and schools…your exemplary performance…uniquely qualified…work with the marketing team at Deutsche Lebenshilfe in Dresden…instructional position at English-language university in Izmir…positions are competitive, respond with your order of interest…”

Melody looked at Chloe with wide eyes. “Are you shitting me? Is this a joke?” She glanced at the clock at the bottom corner of Chloe’s screen. “It’s not April Fools’ Day, is it?” Shaking her head, she backed away from the desk. “No, there’s no way. This isn’t real, and even if it is, it’s not going to happen. I’m not going to waste my time thinking about it, especially when there’s important work waiting for me and I’m already late to get started.”

Chloe blinked slowly, her jaw agape. “Are…are you doing an impression of a workaholic with no sense of adventure? Because if so, it’s spot on, Mel. You’re not even going to read it? Let yourself dream a little bit about spending a year in another country?“ She took her mouse in hand, spinning the wheel to scroll through the email. “There are partner institutions all over the world, Melody. Surely one of them sounds like fun to you…”

Melody bit her lips between her teeth. The problem wasn’t finding a location that called out to her. No, she’d known where she’d want to go—that is, if she was actually going to act on this foolish whim—the second she’d seen that city name cross her field of vision. That wasn’t the problem at all.

The problem—and she felt awful even referring to it that way—was that she couldn’t go, no matter how much she might want to. The projects she was working on here…who would take them if she left? What about her future at EduPowerment? Sure, this sounded like an exciting opportunity, like study abroad for the working professional set…but did you really come back from a year of studying abroad still on track for graduation? Racking her brain, Melody was pretty sure at least one of her college neighbors had needed to take summer classes to make up for the general education courses that hadn’t been offered at her exchange school junior year. And what even was the equivalent of summer courses when you were already working full time?

Turning to Chloe and taking her hands in her own, Melody forced a smile. “It sounds like a great program. And I think you should definitely do it. I’ll even help you with the application process or selection process, or whatever it is.”

A frown crossed Chloe’s face. “Are you really not even going to consider it?”

Melody took a breath, reminding herself that she knew what was best for her. She knew what this situation required of her.







To get back to work and put away dreams of moving abroad, turn to page 75

To think a little longer about applying for the program, turn to page 117
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After work that evening, Melody followed Ben back to his apartment, a bundle of nerves settled at the base of her stomach. This was different. Different from any amount of friendly camaraderie they had settled into at work, and it felt unfamiliar. The intimacy of visiting his home, just the two of them…well, it had been a long time. A long time since she had been alone in a man’s home—a date, a friend, or otherwise. That was probably why she was chattering with nervous excitement the whole way there, suddenly so full of questions that she’d never bothered to ask Ben before. 

“We’re going to your apartment, yeah? Where do you live? Any roommates?”

“It’s just me,” said Ben. “And I love my little place. It’s very cozy.”

“Ah,” said Melody. “Isn’t that the real estate code word for tiny?”

That got a laugh out of Ben. “Well, it is small, but it’s at least not a studio. So no worries. We will sit at the table or the couch to drink our coffee. We don’t have to sit on the bed or anything like that.”

Now it was Melody’s turn to blush. “Glad to hear you’re not just trying to trick me into bed, then.”

Ben wouldn’t meet her eyes, shaking his head. “Ah, if we could just keep the conversation from going there, that’d be great, wouldn’t it?”

Melody shrugged. “We can try, but it just seems to keep happening, doesn’t it? It’s okay,” she said, reaching over to give him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “You can relax. I promise I’m not flirting with you.”

“Oh?” His expression was unreadable. “I appreciate the clarity then. That’s uh…that’s good to know.”

“Mm hmm.” She nodded. While she had thought that was going to ease the tension between them, if anything, it seemed to have created more. What the heck was going on here?

Whatever was developing between her and Ben was…complicated. And she could no longer deny that something was developing between them. She couldn’t say what exactly it was that was brewing, but she could play it cool while she figured it out.

Only, Melody was racking her brain for examples of times when she had managed to be cool about anything.

She hadn’t been cool about getting the job at EduPowerment. No, that time she had shrieked out loud when she’d gotten the email while sipping a latte at her favorite college cafe, and someone at the table next to her had poured her expensive drink all over her own lap in shock.

Thankfully, it had been iced coffee, so there had just been an embarrassingly positioned stain, a cold and caramel-scented crotch, and no third-degree burns to attend to.

No, Melody wasn’t in the habit of playing it cool as a rule. Not when she got what she wanted, and not when she didn’t. Time would tell how this would all unfold with Ben.

The walk to Ben’s apartment was the dictionary definition of a beautiful autumn day. The leaves were still on the trees, though nearly all of them were deep into their color change, with far more reds and oranges visible than yellows or greens. A breeze was blowing that had Melody pulling her fleece jacket a little closer to her neck.

“Cold?” Ben asked, nodding towards her hunched shoulders.

She nodded. “Just a little. I’ll warm up if we just keep the pace up.”

“Say no more,” said Ben, reaching for her hand as he started stretching his long legs further in front of them with each stride. “Let’s book it.”

Melody laughed as she fell into step with him, their hands parting ways soon after for the added momentum. She missed the warmth of his hand immediately, and not just because the two of them were now doing their best impressions of power walkers, arms bent at 90-degree angles and swinging forcefully at their sides as their legs just barely stopped themselves from breaking into a full-on run.

They stopped at the next intersection, a traffic light cautioning them not to walk into the empty street. Melody was glad for the break to catch her breath, but at the same time, it felt a bit silly to stand there and wait when there were no cars coming. She took one step off the curb but was stopped almost instantly by Ben’s hand on her wrist, gently tugging her back next to him.

“What are you doing?” he asked, a quizzical expression on his face. “The light is red. We have to wait.”

Melody chuckled, thinking he was making a joke, but abruptly stopped when he didn’t join in her laughter. “You’re serious? There are no cars on the street. We can just hop across, no big deal.”

Ben shook his head. “Sure, there are no cars in the road, but what about the children?”

Melody raised an eyebrow. “Is this really a ‘will somebody please think of the children’ moment? Are you a character in The Simpsons?“ When Ben didn’t acknowledge her stellar joke, she continued with a different approach. “Sorry, what do you mean?”

“I mean…what about the example it sets for the children? If one of them sees you walk into the street, they might do the same thing and it could be very dangerous.”

“I…I just…” Melody looked around her, finding not a child in sight. “I’m so confused right now, Ben. I don’t see any kids and I have literally never heard that argument against jaywalking before. What is going on? Am I missing something?”

Ben shook his head, chuckling to himself. “I’m sorry. No, you’re fine. It’s definitely not you, it’s me.”

Melody cocked her head at him. “Are you the one making 90s pop culture references now? Because that’s a classic breakup line if I ever heard it.”

Ben’s face paled as he shook his head fervently. “I didn’t…no. No, that’s not what that is. Not a breakup line, definitely not. I just meant the whole thing about crossing the street on a red light.” 

The light had changed to permit them to walk, so they fell into step again—slower, this time—and continued to talk once they were on the other side of the street.

“So what was that, then?” Melody asked.

“It’s a weird thing,” Ben began. “I think I discovered in that moment that I’m not as purely Turkish as I thought because that was possibly the most German thing I have ever said.”

That got a laugh out of Melody. “Really? Is that a very German belief? That you shouldn’t cross the street on a red light because it’s a bad influence on the children?”

Ben nodded. “I heard it all my life. Not so much when I was a child, of course—”

“Right, because everyone was keeping it a secret from you that such a thing was even an option,” Melody cut in, pulling a genuine smile across Ben’s face.

“That’s right,” he nodded. “It was like a massive conspiracy carried out by the entire adult population of Dresden. It was only when I got a little older that they started to let me in on it. But if you’re out late in the night in Dresden, even when it’s just the partygoers heading home from the clubs and very few cars on the road, almost everyone will be waiting at the intersection for the light to change.”

“I…I think I love it,” said Melody, slightly awestruck at the idea. “There’s something so wholesome about it.”

“That’s one way to look at it,” said Ben. “A much more favorable way than a lot of people would, I think.”

Melody shrugged. “Well, it’s not hurting anyone. And if it’s coming from such a good motivation, then who cares?” A thought occurred to her. “It’s probably an especially good idea for those young folks who were out clubbing and are stumbling home in the middle of the night, too. Who’s to say that just because they think there aren’t any cars on the road that there actually aren’t?”

“A very valid and intelligent point from Ms. Melody Critchfield,” Ben crowed in his best sports announcer voice. Then, more softly, he continued. “I’ll remember that next time someone needs some extra convincing that waiting to cross is the right way to go.”

And just like that, her mood slipped right back to the uncertainty and sadness that had been waiting at the corners of her mind, not far enough away to be out of earshot or else they wouldn’t have let themselves right back in at that moment. But the reminder that Ben would be explaining German traffic rules to someone else while she was far, far away stung enough to make her wonder what she was doing in that moment. Was it even a good idea to go to his house? To let herself get even closer to him?

“Come on!” Ben grabbed her hand and led her in a slow jog across the street just as the light changed, and Melody allowed herself to be swept along, to forget her questions about the future for a moment and just enjoy the evening ahead.

Ben’s apartment suited him so perfectly that she couldn’t help but laugh when she stepped inside. It was nice and tidy, she was pleased to see, and it smelled just as good as he did—fresh and clean, but in a way that seemed to come from a forest and not from a bar of soap or a bottle of cologne.

His apartment also had touches of Ben’s heritage everywhere she turned. There were spices on the counter, books on the coffee table, and photographs in frames that all spoke to the “different in magnitude but equally important” roles that his German upbringing and Turkish ancestry played in his life.

Ben made himself busy right away, pulling open cupboards and drawers. “I figured we would have coffee and cake first, dinner later, so you don’t have your caffeine intake too late in the evening. Is that alright with you?”

Melody had brightened at the word “cake,” and she was already nodding repeatedly. “I had no idea cake was on the table. I mean…not literally, since no, there’s no cake on the table yet. But…um…yes, please. Cake sounds great. Coffee and cake? Even better.”

“Is that not a typical combination for you?”

“Not really. Cake and ice cream? Sure. Coffee and a doughnut? Absolutely. But I can’t say I’ve ever actually had coffee and cake before and now I feel like I’m missing out.”

“Hmm.” Ben pursed his lips. “I’m realizing now that this is a very German thing to do. Kaffee und Kuchen. Well, have no fear.” He lifted a covered tray from the top of the refrigerator. “I made this yesterday, and you’re going to love it.”

As he lifted the top off the tray and revealed what Melody could only describe as an apple tart (not that she’d ever tasted one of those, either), her mouth watered and her jaw dropped open—a dangerous combination that nearly had her drooling on her shirt. “I…wait. What? You made that?” The perfectly arranged apple slices, arranged in concentric circles and surrounded by a crust that looked like it was made of buttery shortbread, were beautiful. It looked so good she barely stopped herself from pulling out her phone and taking a photograph of it.

“I did.” Ben didn’t even seem proud of himself. He was just stating it like it was a fact. What sort of wizard is this guy, anyway? Melody wondered to herself.

He had taken a small copper pot out of the cabinet, along with two canisters, one she could now see was full of sugar and the other…

“Is that the Turkish coffee?” she asked, leaning forward to catch a whiff as Ben opened the jar.

“It is.” He nodded. “So, who wants to learn how to make Turkish coffee?”

“Me! Me! I do!”

Ben smiled. “I’m glad you want to learn. I was going to offer that you could sit on the couch and wait, but it’s a lot more fun this way.”

He took the small copper pot and handed it to her. “This is called a cezve. We use it to cook the coffee.”

“You cook the coffee?“ She shook her head. “Why does that sound so weird? I mean, there isn’t that much of a difference between brewing and cooking, I guess. Still. It’s like when someone says, ‘Drink your soup.’ Just sounds weird, I guess.”

“But you do drink soup, don’t you? Is it considered eating when there’s nothing to chew?”

Melody shrugged. “You’ve got me. I think it’s just that it’s a meal and I don’t believe in drinking meals. But a smoothie could be a meal, too, I guess, and you definitely drink those.” She frowned in thought. “But I’m getting us way off topic. So, are we going to cook this coffee, or what?”

Ben measured the finely ground coffee into the cezve. “How sweet would you like it to be? We’ll cook it with the sugar in it, because it doesn’t really work to add it later.”

“Just a little? I don’t know, how do you drink it?”

“I usually go for the ‘medium’ option. Not no sugar, and not sugary, but medium.”

Melody smiled. “Are those really the options?”

He nodded. “Sade means plain, şekerli means sugary, and orta is medium, middle.”

“Middle it is, then.”

Ben added a spoonful of sugar to the pot, then filled it up with water and stirred it. He positioned it carefully on top of one of the burners of the stove, then turned the gas flame on below it, stirring at the beginning and then just watching.

Melody used the waiting time to peruse Ben’s bookshelf, running her finger down the spines with their unfamiliar titles.

Ben continued speaking. “I really appreciate you accepting my invitation. I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you.”

She lifted her gaze to meet him, eyes wide. “Really? Because I feel like I’ve had some moments that were anything but delightful.”

Ben tipped his head to the side as if weighing her words. “Who hasn’t? It’s not as if you weren’t under more than your fair share of pressure. It can be a stressful environment, the office.”

Melody pursed her lips, chewing at the corner of her mouth. Was that what this was going to turn into? Another conversation about work and boundaries and everything she already heard more than enough of from Chloe?

“I feel some of that stress and pressure, too,” said Ben. “Or I have…more…in the past.”

“What changed?”

He looked thoughtful. “Well, at the beginning I believed so much in what I was doing that I was always willing to do more. Anything else that I had going on in my life, any personal commitments or plans I’d made with a friend or even just promises I’d made to myself, like…promises to exercise or read a book or see my parents for dinner on the weekend. All of those things could be canceled if there was a need from my boss, from work. Luckily, I was fortunate enough to work for someone who recognized that. Who stopped me in my tracks and said something I’ll never forget.”

“What did they say?”

“That I was on a one-way path to nonprofit burnout and rapidly accelerating. That if I didn’t make a change, I was only going to hurt myself and the mission that I so desperately cared about.”

Melody pulled her lips into her mouth, stopping yourself from speaking as she continued to listen to him.

He shrugged, his attention still focused on the pot that he was periodically stirring and watching closely. “After that, I made some changes. Set firmer hours for myself. Took my work email off my phone. Made plans for evenings and weekends that I wouldn’t let myself cancel.”

“And did it work?” she asked.

He looked up then, smiling at her. “Yeah,” he said. “It did. I still love what I do. But I love my life, too. Like this moment right now. We wouldn’t be doing this if I was the person I used to be.”

“You mean someone more like me?” she asked, a hint of bitterness creeping into her voice.

Ben shook his head. “I didn’t say that. If you recognize that in yourself, then that’s for you to work on. I’m here to be your friend. I’m not here to tell you how to live your life.”

Melody sighed. “If that’s true, then that’s a relief.” He gave her a puzzled look, and she continued. “I just mean I already have enough people giving me unsolicited input.” She held up a hand to stop him before he could say something. “And I know where you stand. Your position is clear. But you’re right…this is my life, my choices. And what I’m doing right now works for me.”

Ben nodded. “Then that’s all that matters.”

Melody came closer to watch from above. “The pot seems so full. It won’t boil over?”

Ben smiled. “Not if we do this right. That’s part of the challenge, though. If you get distracted and walk away, it’ll boil over and you’ll have a giant mess. Coffee cooked right onto your stove.”

Melody pulled a face. “We don’t want that. We prefer to drink it, don’t we?”

“Absolutely.” He pointed down at the pot. “Do you see those little bubbles forming around the edge?” She nodded. “It’s almost ready.”

The rich, earthy smell of the coffee made Melody’s mouth water. She watched, impressed, as Ben removed the cezve from the heat and smoothly poured its contents into two waiting cups. The cups were small, patterned with blues and reds weaving together, and they were—like the pot before them—nearly filled to the brim. Each cup was placed on a matching saucer, then on a tray. Ben added two small glasses of water, two plates, a spatula, and two forks, before nodding towards the cake and picking up the tray, heading towards his couch.

Melody picked up on his lead and carried the cake behind him, depositing it on the coffee table next to the tray. As Ben placed a cup of coffee and a glass of water in front of each of their seats, she used the spatula to slide a slice of cake onto each plate. When she took her seat next to Ben, she didn’t know what to taste first. Between the buttery crust and sweet apples of the cake—or was it a tart?—and the aroma of the coffee that smelled like a lazy Sunday morning yet somehow even better at the same time…it was a sensory overload in the best kind of way.

Ben lifted his coffee cup to her, and Melody raised hers to meet it, lightly clinking the two together. “Thank you again for being here,” he said, “And for sharing your first Turkish coffee experience with me. First of many, I hope.” He lifted his cup to his lips. Melody felt the briefest flash of envy, the barest wish to be where that cup was, pressed ever so softly against Ben’s lower lip. Just for a second, just for a taste.

Melody took a small sip of the liquid that was somehow thick, smooth, sweet, and bitter at the same time. It was delicious, like nothing she’d ever tasted before. “That’s really good,” she told him, delivering her verdict. “I normally don’t like black coffee, but it’s…different, somehow. There’s a taste to it I can’t quite place.”

Ben murmured in agreement. “There are extra flavors in Turkish coffee sometimes. This one, damla sakızı, is my favorite. I think it’s mastic gum in English?”

He was watching her face for a reaction, as if to confirm that he had said the right word, but Melody only stared blankly back.

“Gum?” she asked. “I mean…is there gum in this? Like chewing gum? Trident?”

Ben chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s a tree. Or something that comes from a tree. I promise it’s perfectly natural.”

“So if I swallow it, it won’t stay in my stomach for seven years?”

It was Ben’s turn to look confused. “Seven years?”

“That’s what they told us as kids, to discourage us from chewing gum. That if we swallowed it, it would stay in our stomachs for seven years. Or else, we would blow bubbles out of the wrong end.” She slapped a hand over her mouth, as if to stop herself from talking. “Please ignore me, now that I have started talking about farting gum. It’s only downhill from here.”

Ben laughed, a hearty sound that seemed to surprise both of them. “Sorry,” he said, gesturing to the drips of coffee that had spilled over the edge of Melody’s cup onto the saucer at the sudden sound. “I just…well, I feel really comfortable with you. And I was hoping you were feeling that way, too, wondering how I would know for sure.” He shook his head, an amused smile playing at the corners of his lips. “And then you dove right in to talking about farts and now I know for sure just how comfortable you are feeling.”

Melody could feel her cheeks flush with heat. “Ah. So…it’s a good thing then? I don’t need to rein in my potty talk?”

“No, you don’t need to tone a single thing down or stop yourself from saying anything on your mind.” Ben shook his head, his eyes finding hers. “I like it all. Everything you share, everything about you, in fact.”

She smiled at him, feeling relaxed in his presence and more comfortable in his home than she would have expected. “Thank you. Thank you for all of this…for inviting me here, for sharing everything with me. Your snacks and your coffee, I mean. You certainly didn’t have to do that..”

He nodded. “I know. But I welcomed the chance to get to spend a little more time with you. Is that okay?”

“Of course it is,” she said, busying herself with another sip of coffee, rather than trying to figure out what he meant by that. Was he just lonely? In need of a friend? She could relate to that. But if there was an implication of something else, she didn’t know what to do with that.


      [image: image-placeholder]After their Turkish coffee experience, things were different between Melody and Ben. When she no longer had to wonder how he felt about her, it freed up her mental capacity to examine how she felt about him. And the more time they spent together, the more they shared laughs and eased each other’s stresses and sat in companionable silence to share meals, the easier it was to see that she enjoyed being around him and that there was nothing wrong with that.

It wasn’t as if spending time with Ben or thinking about Ben was taking away from her ability to get her job done. And it wasn’t as if there was a problem with enjoying this other part of her workday.

And yet, she did feel some guilt, in particular one day when she and Ben were laughing in the kitchen after having refilled their coffee cups and a colleague walking by had given the two of them a look that bordered on caustic. Melody sobered immediately, the smile melting from her face as she turned 180 degrees and made a beeline back to her workspace.

“What’s wrong?” Ben asked, lengthening his steps to catch up with her.

She shook her head, dropping her voice. “We can’t talk about it right now. We need to get back to work.”

“Is it about Phillip giving us a nasty look back there?” He asked. “Don’t worry about him. He’s just one of those unhappy people who can’t stand to see anyone have a good time.”

She shook her head more fervently this time. “It’s not just that, though, is it? We’re wasting time and we’re not getting paid to flirt with each other on company time.”

Ben’s eyes widened. “No, indeed we aren’t. I’m glad to know that’s what was going on there, though.”

Her cheeks were on fire now, not just with the embarrassment of being caught slacking off at work but also with the awareness that she had just showed her full hand of cards to Ben.

They made it back to her workspace first, and she ducked right inside, settling on her chair as her hands flew to the keyboard. She heard a lengthy exhale from over her shoulder and turned to find Ben standing there, looking at her with an unreadable expression on his face. “Is there something I can help you with?” she asked. “I really need to get back to work. You probably do too.”

He just nodded. “That’s true. But there is something you can help me with.”

She raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

“I’d like to take you out on a proper date this evening. Does that work for you?”

Stunned, she nodded back.

“Good,” he said. “Then it’s settled. I’ll pick you up right here at…how does five o’clock sound?”

She nodded again, still unsure of her words.

“Great. Then it’s a date.”

Once he was gone, Melody continued staring at the computer screen for another few minutes before shaking herself and regaining the power of speech. “Back to work,” she reminded herself.

On her lunch break—and not a moment sooner because she had already missed enough work in the kitchen that morning—Melody fired off a frantic text to Chloe. “First date with Ben this evening,” followed by a wide-eyed emoji that conveyed just a fraction of the stress she was feeling.

Chloe responded almost immediately. “OMG, this is News! Tell me more. Where are you going? What are you doing? What are you wearing? How are you feeling?”

“I don’t know the answer to any of those questions. He just asked me a couple of hours ago, and it’s happening right after work. So I guess I’m wearing whatever I’m wearing right now.”

“Hmm,” wrote Chloe. “Well, that’s okay. You can save the fancy clothes for date number two or number three. What about the most important question - how are you feeling?”

“Pretty nervous, actually. Like…what if it all goes wrong? What if it’s super duper awkward and then we still have to work together for the rest of this program?”

“That’s unlikely. It’s not as if the two of you don’t know each other pretty well by now. And it’s not like you don’t spend time alone, you know?”

“Yeah, but that’s all just been coworkers, maybe even friends, hanging out. This is a Date.”

“Good. I’m glad it’s got a proper label. That’s the only difference. Because the two of you spending all that time together with no one else around, having fun, sharing personal stuff, all the things you’ve been doing….baking cakes to impress each other, for crying out loud. That all seemed pretty date-like to me, too.”

“Really? But it can’t actually be a date unless you call it a date…right?”

“I think that’s a technicality. Sometimes I’m in the middle of a date before I realize that’s what it is. These things aren’t quite as cut and dry as they may have been in the good old days.”

“Ah, you mean when you had to bring a chaperone along?”

“Precisely. But anyway, you will be just fine and those nerves you’re feeling…that’s not anxiety, it’s excitement. Because you’re going to have fun and I’m going to be waiting for you to tell me all about it when it’s over.”

“You want me to call you tonight? No matter how late it is?”

“Let’s plan to talk tomorrow,” wrote Chloe. “There’s some big meeting this afternoon. The supervisor of the Generosity Exchange program is coming in to talk to us, and I’ll probably go out with some friends after that.”

“Oh, interesting. You can tell me a little about that tomorrow, too.”

“It’s a date.” Chloe’s last message had a winky face and a face with its tongue stuck out that made Melody roll her eyes. 

“Asked out on two dates in one day…what, is she trying to kill me?” she mumbled to herself.

At five o’clock on the dot, Ben appeared outside Melody’s cubicle, a shadow falling over her monitor to announce his presence.

“Alright then,” he said, “I believe it’s time for me to pick you up. It’s not as good as picking you up at the bottom of a long staircase where you’ve just made a dramatic entrance, but it’ll do.” He shrugged. “And maybe we can get the staircase for next time.”

Melody finished switching off her computer and closing her monitor, then turned to greet him with a smile. “The staircase is a classic, isn’t it?” she asked. “It’s always the part where he finally sees just how beautiful and magnificent she is, you know? He goes silent and just stares in awe, losing his train of thought in mid-sentence because he’s just…you know, overcome.”

The expression on Ben’s face could only be described as adoring, as if he were hanging on her every word. “It is a classic scene,” he said, “but I don’t need to see you walking down the stairs to know that you’re beautiful. Believe it or not, that’s never been a question.”

She looked away, busying herself with packing her things in her bag, but he continued speaking.

“Even before we had spoken, you had gotten my attention. And then it only grew from there. So what I’m saying is that this date is a long time coming. So long, in fact, that it doesn’t even feel like a first date. It feels like it’s just a regular workday evening and we’re about to go out for dinner like we do a few times a week.”

“Oh?” She schooled her expression into one of playful ignorance. “Just a few times a week? And what am I supposed to do the other evenings?”

His smile spread impossibly wider. “Well, it’s good for new couples to spend some time apart, of course. Have their own hobbies and things like that. But also, I cook for you sometimes too. We don’t go out all the time…we work at a nonprofit after all, remember?

That got a laugh out of Melody. “We sure do. And it’s not exactly in the budget to go out for a four course meal every other day. Even once a week is pushing it for me!”

“It may have been a slight exaggeration.” He held out his hand to her. “Are you ready for some fun?”

The butterflies in her belly were back in full force, no doubt in response to that twinkle in his eye, the slight hesitation in his smile. He was feeling vulnerable too, putting himself on the line, but he was doing a much better job of being clear with his feelings and intentions than she was. The least she could do was ease his concerns a bit. “Absolutely.” She took his hand and let him pull her to her feet. “And I have to say, I’ve been excited about this all day.” She looked at him from beneath her lashes, feeling suddenly shy. “You made it hard for me to focus on work today, because I was so excited about this.”

Ben widened his eyes comically. “Melody Critchfield distracted from her work? Now I’ve really heard everything.”

She chuckled softly to herself as she let him lead her out the door. The hand that had found hers to help her to her feet hadn’t let go since then, and they were now walking, hand in hand, through the office door and out onto the street. It felt ridiculous to even think it, but something about the world outside looked different now that she was holding Ben’s hand, looking at it through the eyes of someone who was somehow attached to him. 

He’d made it sound like they were already a couple, but that couldn’t be the reality, could it? It had been a minute (or two) since Melody had been in a relationship, but she was pretty sure there were conversations that needed to happen in order to make the transition from single person to one half of a pair. Did you have to make it official on social media? Or did one of you have to do the embarrassing job of actually asking the other one to be their significant other?

She shuddered at the thought, brushing it off as a shiver when Ben looked her way. If he wanted to ask her to be his girlfriend, that was one thing. She knew how she would answer that question, and she knew exactly how happy she would be about it.

But that didn’t mean she wanted to speed things along by asking him to be her boyfriend. It was too much, and far too vulnerable, for her to let herself even imagine.

“So where are we going?” she asked Ben. “Or are we just going to wander around, play things by ear, see what sounds good?”

“As much as I love a spontaneous plan, believe it or not I did actually put some thought into our first date?” He led her to the nearest intersection, waiting for the light to change before they crossed towards the busier section  of the city.

“Oh?” She quirked an eyebrow in his direction. “Is that what kept you so busy today? Planning a date when you were supposed to be working?”

Ben shook his head. “Believe it or not, I’ve been thinking about this for a while. All I had to do today was call and make a reservation, so now we’re all set.” He checked his watch. “And at this rate, we’ll get there just in time. Are you hungry?”

Melody nodded. 

The restaurant Ben had chosen was further from the office than they normally ventured on a weeknight, but the time passed quickly as the conversation flowed between them. Melody felt herself relaxing in his presence, eased by the knowledge that they were on a proper date, while at the same time the anticipation of what that meant had a grin plastered across her face that wouldn’t budge.

They came to a stop outside a small Italian restaurant, one Melody had never noticed, though she had been in the neighborhood plenty of times. Ben held the door open for her as she made her way inside, where they were seated at a cozy, candlelit table near the fireplace.

“Are you nervous?” Ben asked, as she focused her attention on the menu.

Melody gave him the slightest of nods, along with a small smile. “A little,” she admitted. “It just feels different, you know?”

He reached across the table for her hand, his eyes kind and warm. “It doesn’t need to. It’s still just me…just you. I like you just as much now as I did yesterday. The only difference is that now you know about it.”

Her smile was weak at the edges, her nerves refusing to leave her alone. “Right.” She nodded once, gesturing to the menu. “So what’s good here?”

“Everything? I’ve never met a pasta I didn’t like.”

That got a soft chuckle out of Melody. “Same here. Should we order two different ones then and share them?”

“Perfect.” Ben pointed at his menu. “I think I’ll order the chicken pesto, if that sounds good to you, too.”

“Love it. I’ll get the salmon tortellini.”

It was strange—and at the same time not strange at all—how easily they slipped into the rhythm of a couple. Sipping a glass of wine as they waited for their meals, which they shared from across the table just like they had done it a million times before. Melody could almost let herself believe that a state change had happened, that they had gone from nothing to Something (with a capital S) without having to talk about it…but only almost.

“I have to ask you something,” Melody blurted, once they were outside the restaurant. She pulled her jacket closer against the cold fall wind.

“What is it?” Ben’s forehead wrinkled in concern.

“What are we?” she asked. “I mean…I know this was a date, and I get that a date is somehow different from just hanging out, but…” She sighed. “I don’t want to play games like the cool kids do or whatever. I don’t want to wait three days to text you or make you think I’m texting other guys to figure out how serious you are about me or anything like that.”

“Good.” Ben took both of her hands in his, pulling her closer. “I don’t want you to do any of those things. And I don’t want to play games, either. If you would like to be my girlfriend, my partner, well…that is what I would like you to be. Of course, it’s your choice. If it’s too fast, or—”

“No, it’s perfect.” Melody interrupted him before he could finish his sentence. “That’s what I want too.”

Ben’s eyes dropped to her lips and then back to her eyes. “So we agree.” He gave her a devastating smile then, pulling out all the stops.

And her own grin matched his, just before she grabbed the lapels of his coat, tugged him closer, and met his lips with hers. Pure electricity flowed then, from one to the other and back again.


      [image: image-placeholder]Melody woke the next morning with a smile that couldn’t be stopped. Last night hadn’t been a dream, but a very, very sweet reality. She was in a relationship with Ben Kaya, he was just as crazy about her as she was about him, and in every way that mattered, it felt like life couldn’t get any better than it was in that moment.

She practically skipped from her bed to the kitchen, where she drank a glass of water while she was brewing her morning coffee. “Look at me,” she said out loud, “feeling like such hot shit I’m even hydrating before I caffeinate. Who is she?”

She chuckled at herself, retrieving her phone from where she had left it on the table the night before. As a brand new girlfriend, she was pretty sure that texting her boyfriend a good morning wish was the standard protocol, and the fact that she got to do that with Ben now created a fresh wave of tingles.

As she swiped the screen to wake up her phone, she smiled at the sight of unread messages waiting for her. There were two from Ben, one she hadn’t seen last night telling her how happy he was that she was in his life, and one from just a few moments ago wishing her a good morning.

But before she could open the conversation with Ben, the message from Chloe caught her eye and her stomach dropped.

“Shit. Shit. Shit. This isn’t good. I need to talk to you ASAP.”

Melody’s fingers were already flying to video call Chloe, without even bothering to check the time first. Chloe answered almost instantaneously, her face illuminating the screen from the bedroom of her London flat, a flurry of activity happening behind her..

“What’s going on, Chloe?” Melody asked, her inner alarm immediately registering the wrongness of the situation.

Chloe’s face was the picture of stress, her cheeks looking hollow and the circles under her eyes darker than Melody had ever seen them. “It’s over, Mel. All of it. The whole freaking Generosity Exchange program. You haven’t heard this yet?”

“What? What are you talking about? No…no, that can’t be right. Why…how would you know that?”

Chloe shook her head. “I told you about that meeting we had scheduled, right? With Madeline, the director of the program? I guess they told us about it first because the London program is the biggest, but…” She gestured with her hand, miming a slicing action across her throat. “It’s finished. They sent us home after the meeting, and we’re getting booked out on flights within the next few days. It’s such a mess, Mel.” Chloe sniffled, a hand darting across her cheek. “And I’m so freaking mad and sad and disappointed about all of it. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“Why is it happening? Did they say?“ Melody’s mind was whirring a mile a minute. Were she and Ben about to be parted? She didn’t want to be a bad friend and make this about herself, but the concern was there at the back of her mind, pounding to get her attention.

“Believe it or not, they didn’t exactly give us all the details.” Chloe’s expression was sardonic. “There was some talk about budget cuts and the efficacy of the program, and, like…yeah. It’s probably all pretty much the concerns you had at the beginning. Too many people treating it like spring break and it not ultimately being worth it to the non-profit partners. Some of the bosses probably don’t feel like they’re getting their money’s worth, even if most of us are working just as hard in our new roles as we did in our old ones. If not harder, even.”

Melody thought of the ways she had let her work slide, the fact that Ben had picked up the slack for her more than once, and she couldn’t confidently say the same thing. She gave Chloe a weak smile instead. “At least this means we’ll be reunited sooner than we thought, right? I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but I have to believe this is for the best for all of us. If the program is creating bad work ethic and habits, then it’s better to cut it short than keep it going just for the hell of it.”

“I knew you wouldn’t get it.” Chloe’s sigh was exasperated and her tone was shrill. “Don’t you even care that this is going to tear you and your new guy apart? I know I haven’t even asked you about how your date went last night, but if you can’t tell I’m a little busy over here. And a little heartbroken myself, if I’m being honest. I’m not ready to be done with London. I don’t know if I would have been at the end of a whole year, and I’m definitely not ready now. It’s too soon.”

Melody couldn’t let her façade crack. Of course, the thought of being separated from Ben made her sad. But if a relationship and her work couldn’t coexist without one of them suffering, then it wasn’t ever going to work out. “I’m sorry, Chloe. I’m guessing they’re going to tell us about this today, too.” She shrugged. “Maybe when I know more and you’re feeling less freshly wounded about it, we can talk more.”

Chloe rolled her eyes. “Way to make it sound like I’m being dramatic and overreacting, Mel. That feels awesome, in case you were wondering.”

“You’re not overreacting. I know it hurts, but I’m just trying to look on the bright side. We’ll talk soon, okay? I’m sure I’ll get some more answers today, too.”

It felt strange to leave things that unsettled with Chloe, but Melody didn’t need someone else’s emotions crowding her mind when she was already feeling the stress of an impending bomb that was about to destroy everything in its path. She believed—she knew—that everything had to work out for the best, and she was going to trust that outcome, even if it caused her some temporary heartbreak.

Because all heartbreak was temporary. That’s what it meant that time healed all wounds, wasn’t it? If she and Ben were suddenly ripped apart by an ocean, it would be out of her control and there was no choice but to believe that it was for the best. That they wouldn’t have made it. That it was better for things to end before either of them got too attached. That it was better for both of them to go back to the work that they were best at and to stop being so distracted from that work by each other.

Of course, it was still possible that none of this was real. Chloe may have misunderstood what was shared at the meeting. Or, maybe it was just the London program that was closing down. That would be sad for Chloe, and Melody would do her best to support her…but it didn’t mean that things were changing for her, too.

“That’s the spirit,” she said out loud to herself as she got ready for the day. “There’s no need to grieve something that hasn’t happened yet. Let’s wait and see if this is even real before I start trying to figure it out.”

Of course, it wasn’t easy to put aside a potentially life-changing stressor, to pretend it didn’t exist when the day had literally begun with a confrontation of it. But Melody did her best. She slipped on her headphones, listening to her “for a special occasion” pump-up playlist to keep the good feelings from last night’s date going despite the very real possibility that everything was about to fall apart.

Against her better instincts—and every promise she’d ever made to Chloe to stop thinking about work so much outside of office hours—Melody checked her email on her phone as she slipped out the door. And there, right in front of her eyes, was the conformation that something was very, very wrong and that everything was about to change.

The message that caught her eyes was from Mr. Richards, and the few lines that showed up in the message preview had her stomach bottoming out.

“Now that the Generosity Exchange program is extinct (as it should have been all along), I will need your 100% commitment to a few additional projects…”

“Well, shit,” Melody breathed, padding down the hallway of her building and making her way to the office.


      [image: image-placeholder]She arrived to chaos. It seemed that everyone else had been similarly informed about the Generosity Exchange program’s demise, either from those like Chloe who had attended the London meeting or from their bosses to arrange the end of their stays abroad and return to work as soon as possible.

All around her, cardboard boxes were being packed with belongings and entire desks were being swept clean into the recycle bin. There was a frantic look in the eyes of everyone impacted—and it wasn’t just the participants in the program, either. There was travel to be arranged, work responsibilities to be redistributed, and a whole mess of loose ends that needed to be tied up.

Ben found Melody first, taking each of her arms in one of his hands and looking deeply into her eyes to read the expression there. “You’re here. Good,” he said. “We need to figure out what we’re going to do. You heard about the program, right?”

She nodded back at him, holding his gaze. She had spent the journey to the office weighing the situation ahead of them, trying to see through to the other side of it, and she had come to only one conclusion. One that she needed to share with Ben now, so that he wouldn’t get his hopes up of things working out differently than they possibly could.

“I heard. Mr. Richards was in contact this morning, and Chloe told me about the meeting with Madeline yesterday.”

Ben shook his head. “It’s such a mess. Zeynep gave me the inside scoop since she’s involved with the leadership committee of the program.” He pulled Melody into his cubicle, out of the fray. “It seems like your Mr. Richards was the ringleader behind all of this. He approached her to try to sway her opinion about the program, get on board with this whole—” He gestured to the chaos around them. “—mess. I mean, closing down a program that’s barely even made it to the middle? I can’t even imagine the complaints he must have lodged to get them to take it seriously, but it’s appalling. Complete mismanagement of everything.”

“He must have had his reasons, though, right?” Melody looked at the room around them, the emotions and stress evident on the faces of all their colleagues. “He wouldn’t do something like this just to be a jerk. I know you don’t know him that well, but I just know that can’t be it.”

“Really?” Ben gave pointed looks at their surroundings. “Because this seems like some pretty classic jerk behavior. And that’s why we need to figure out what our next steps are going to be. You can’t keep working for this guy, Melody. You know that, right? I know you care about your job, but this…this goes against everything you believe.”

Melody crossed her arms over her chest. The one thing that did not make a stressful situation better was someone—even someone as good as Ben—telling her what she needed to do. “Does it? Because it looks to me like he may have discovered that this program was a misuse of funds…or that it wasn’t as effective as it could have been since everyone was acting like they were on spring break rather than doing their freaking jobs.”

Ben recoiled. “Are you seriously defending him right now? I know you care about EduPowerment, but this is actually ridiculous. You have to see that. No matter how ineffective a program might be, you don’t just drop it cold turkey like this. And what, are people just supposed to fly right back to their old jobs and pick up where they left off? So much work is going to be lost, so much time…“ He sighed. “And that’s saying nothing about the personal uprooting. I’m sure you and I aren’t the only ones with something personal at stake.” His eyes searched hers. “What are we going to do, Melody? I just got you into my life. I don’t want you out of it already.”

She steeled herself. It was for the best for both of them if she didn’t give him a reason to hold on to hope. It would hurt less in the long run, and it would spare them both the pain of trying to figure out a way to stay together or to try doing things long distance…none of that would work, she was sure. “I think, maybe…we need to accept this, Ben. I know it seems like the timing really stinks, but…well, maybe the timing is meant to tell us something.” Her laugh was hollow. “You can’t deny that there’s a certain dark humor to our whole world falling apart the morning after we go on our first date. Seems like maybe it’s just not meant to be, you know? Or at least that’s what the universe is trying to tell us.”

He shook his head. “You don’t mean that. And you don’t know that, either. The whole universe doesn’t conspire to keep people apart, Melody. And explaining this that way rather than explaining it with your boss’s backwards manipulation is some impressive gaslighting you’re doing to yourself.”

“I can’t believe you.” She felt her gaze harden as she stared at him. “Since I got here this morning, you’ve done nothing but tell me how I’m supposed to feel about this, what I’m supposed to think. How are you any better than Mr. Richards then, ignoring my perfectly valid feelings to get me to think and behave and act the way you want me to?”

“This…this isn’t real, is it? This thing that’s happening right now?” His arms were on her shoulders now, his eyes darting between both of hers. “We don’t have to be against each other, Melody. I’m sorry if it sounded like that, I…I’m just frankly terrified of losing you. I thought you’d feel the same way, and I thought we were going to figure this out together. Is that what you want? Or…” A horrified expression crossed his face as a realization dawned on him. “Or do you want this to be the end? To go back to your job, your boss, your old life, and never think about me again?”

It hurt to see him feeling that way, so much so that she wavered in her convictions. 







To proceed with misunderstanding things between them, turn to page 124

To clarify, and actually communicate what she’s feeling rather than what she thinks is best for both of them, turn to page 306
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