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To dreamers, Never let anyone dim your light. You *are* and always will be the main character of your own story. So… what are you waiting for? Go live your life the way you want to live it and make sure you enjoy every second of it.










1 Charlie



When I woke up that morning, I didn’t think I’d be on my hands and knees, crawling around in the office like an idiot – with balloons tied to my wrist, no less. Trying my absolute hardest to make sure he – or as he was known among my friends, ‘the diner guy’ – wouldn’t see me.


It bears repeating. With balloons attached to my wrist. Professional, right? That’s me. Charlie Davis.


It was supposed to be a completely ordinary Monday morning. Nothing more, nothing less. Just as ordinary as the rest of my days, weeks and… well, life.


Wake up.


Make your bed.


Jump in the shower.


Get out of the shower, realize what time it is and then just start running around, as if finding what to wear for work is a completely new concept rather than something you do every day. And then, of course, rush through the New York streets to work at your dad’s crisis management company.


At twenty-five years old, my life had already turned into a boring routine. Go to work, come home, sleep and repeat. Maybe throw in an after-work drink with Rick and Gayle once or twice a week, but even that was too far and between.


I was done with it. Truthfully, I’d been done with it for a while, but I was done done with it this time around, and I was determined to do something. Moving away from New York had to be the first thing on the list. It would change my life drastically. I knew it. Everybody knew it. Get away, run away – whatever you want to call it – I needed to move. I was hoping that would be the first step to a better life for myself.


Technically there was no list just yet, but when I did finally write down the things that were on my mind, moving would be the top priority. The only problem was I’d talked about it so much and yet had done nothing, so nobody tended to believe me whenever I said I was going to move. But this time I was serious about it. Being unapologetically honest was going to be the next thing on the list. It was going to be a great beginning. A new start to my life.


The only difference in my schedule for this particular Monday was that instead of heading straight to work, I was supposed to drop by the bakery and pick up a cake for Rob, who was having his last day at the office. And, maybe if I had enough time, some fun balloons. For the cake, we collected money at the office, but the balloons were going to be my little touch to put a smile on Rob’s face, because he was one of the few people I actually enjoyed being around at the office and he had a ready smile for everyone. Not to mention he often played referee between me and my dad and was almost like an uncle to me.


And how was I supposed to know what a terrible, horrible idea it was to volunteer to do these things when I woke up that morning?


As the rain started to get more determined to soak me through to my bones, I power-walked the last two blocks from the bakery and, ignoring all the honks and shouts that accentuated New York, ran across the street with my huge box of cake, my umbrella which I used to protect the cake – at least I had my priorities straight – and the balloons. The latter were bound to my wrist, bouncing wildly while I was dripping water from head to toe.


As soon as I was inside the building I worked at, I released a long breath. I successfully fought the urge to shake myself like a dog to get rid of all the water clinging to my skin.


I glanced around and headed straight for the empty reception desk. Holding the cake box with one hand, I did my best to wipe the water from my eyes so I could at least avoid bumping into anyone. A quick glance at my fingers confirmed my suspicions about the fate of my mascara, but I still managed to plaster a smile on my face for all the people giving me strange looks.


Losing the smile when I reached my destination, I put the cake on the reception desk. Catching my reflection in the mirror behind it, I let out a loud groan.


‘Jesus’, I whispered, having a hard time looking away from the mess that was me. Who would’ve thought putting on mascara just an hour before could become such a colossal mistake?


Shaking my head in wonder, I pushed away all the hair that was stuck to my face and leaned a little further forward to take a good look at myself. Unsurprisingly, the view didn’t get any better. He is going to kill me, I thought, thinking of my dad. Giving up on my reflection, I started to wring some of the water out of my hair, then started to furiously rub under my eyes to remove the mascara stains, causing the balloons to dance all over, getting the attention of even more people.


Mental note to myself: Never consider buying balloons for an office party again.


My eyes strayed from my reflection and I noticed Kimberly walking into the building. I didn’t dare look in her direction again, and for good measure made sure the balloons were providing some cover. If there was someone else other than my dad who I didn’t want to see me, it was my ‘pretty perfect’ sister, who didn’t and couldn’t do any wrong in the eyes of my family. Also, as an added bonus, I wasn’t exactly on speaking terms with her since she’d thought I was a little too friendly with her husband. We didn’t talk if it didn’t involve work stuff and after the things said between us I was more than okay with that.


I checked the time and realized I was a few minutes late, so picked up my stuff and headed towards the elevators after I made sure Kimberly had gone upstairs already.


A few steps in, I bumped into someone, and if he hadn’t caught me, I would’ve been sprawled across the floor. His hands left my arms and I quickly apologized, but couldn’t actually see who I’d walked into thanks to my hands being so full of cake and balloons.


‘No trouble’, he muttered through the balloons – which I must have hit him in the face with.


The voice that answered was rich, deep and amused, which sounded slightly familiar, but I shrugged it off. The amusement was for the balloons, I was sure. Who would’ve thought balloons would be such a surprise to people.


I struggled with the damn cheerful things so I could at least offer an apologetic smile, but the guy was already heading towards the reception desk area in a black suit that fitted him and his broad shoulders pretty perfectly – at least from what I could see. The fit was a very important part of wearing a good suit.


After sighing and giving the guy’s rear view one last appreciative look, I turned with my balloons and walked to the elevators. Making sure the cake box was hiding my chest area – which showed off my lilac bra thanks to the rain – I held it up with the hand that was attached to the balloons and tried to do something with my hair. To save time, I took out the elastic that was holding up half of my heavy hair and messed it up some to make it look at least a little intentional – as if I’d just rushed out of the shower. A shower I’d taken essentially with my clothes on.


The doors opened and before I could take a step forward there was a rush of people coming out. Holding onto everything tighter and very close to my body, I waited until the stampede ended. When I looked up from behind the balloons the elevator was already full.


I closed my eyes to hold in a few choice words. I was not looking forward to see my dad at all. A little worry creeping in, I did a full one-eighty so I could check the clock behind the reception desk and then started worrying a little more earnestly. It was twenty past nine. I was officially late. Unable to stand in place, I was hitting the call button repeatedly when I heard a ping from one of the elevators behind me. Rushing towards it before it could leave without me, I hit someone in the shoulder with my goddamn balloons, apologized several times without looking, as I was still moving, and managed to make it into the steel box safely at last.


Relieved, I reached to press the button for the 20th floor that would take me up to my dad’s firm and my current workplace, Atlas Communications, where I worked as a public relations specialist, but instead grabbed a real, live, big and hairy hand. Several seconds passed as I stood there holding onto a stranger’s finger like an idiot. Someone in the elevator cleared their throat and I let go of the hand.


Leaning forward I met my second victim’s eyes and made an apologetic face. ‘I’m really sorry. I’m having a bad morning,’ I whispered and barely heard the murmur of acceptance.


Grateful for the balloons – for the first time – providing me some privacy and hiding my identity, I tried again, and, seeing the numbers from the corner of my eye, this time successfully hit the right button.


Just when I thought things would look up from that point on, I took a step back. The plan had been to close my eyes, lean my head against the back panel, consider my life choices and just breathe for a minute. The plan did not happen. I walked right into a hard chest and one foot.


Two strong hands clamped onto my waist, I squeaked, my eyes popped open and I did a tiny little jump in place.


‘Oh!’


It was not my day. Not at all.


The big, strong hands left my body just as quickly as they had tightened on my waist to stop me from moving further. I hastily took a step forward, moving back to my original spot.


‘Easy there,’ my third victim of the day murmured, pretty close to my ear.


It was the same voice from before. From the guy I’d bumped into in the lobby, not the owner of the hairy hand. A shiver worked its way along my spine and my body warmed, my heart rate slowly picking up speed. Not because of the voice or anything, it was being touched after such a long time that had done it. And yeah, maybe the voice too, just a little.


I do not have a thing for voices.


I do not have a thing for thick, smooth voices.


‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ I whispered, then in a louder and much more embarrassed voice apologized to him for the second time in a few minutes.


I hung my head and hit one of the blue balloons with my forehead. ‘You were also in the lobby.’ Kill me now. ‘I’m really sorry.’


There was no manly chuckle, but I could hear a smile in his voice. ‘No need to apologize. It’s been a… different morning.’


‘How… nice of you to say that. Different can be good sometimes. Still, I’m very sorry.’


‘No worries.’


I tried to turn around, talk to his face like a normal person this time, but when I finally managed to save myself from the tangle of balloons, the elevator door was closing and there was suddenly no one standing behind me.


I backed into the corner, cautiously this time, and waited and waited. The doors opened and closed a few more times and I belatedly realized that I’d missed my floor.


When I finally made it to the 20th floor and saw Atlas Communications, Crisis Management in the black elegant font on the marble entrance wall, it was 9.26 a.m. and I knew I was dead. Or pretty close to it.


The front desk was empty, but I put the goodbye cake box on it.


‘What the hell Charlie?’


Startled, I whipped around and found a surprised Gayle, my friend and one of the two private investigators that worked in our office, staring at me in horror.


‘Don’t say anything. I know it looks bad,’ I said before she could make a comment about my appearance. ‘It’s just rain, I’ll fix it. Did the meeting start?’


Raising her hands, she tried to hide her amused smile. ‘I’m sorry, but I have to. You look both cheery and miserable at the same time while doing a pretty good impression of a drowned raccoon.’ There was a big smile stretching across her lips, and her eyes lit up with amusement. ‘Very professional of you.’


‘You happy?’


‘Somewhat. Your skirt seems to be doing fine, but you better do something to your shirt. Unless, that is, you’re trying a new look with your purple bra.’


‘It’s lilac. Are we good now?’


‘Yes, thank you. And no, the meeting hasn’t started yet. Your dad asked four times if you’ve arrived though.’


Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and then listened to the balloons bump each other and squeak when I massaged my temple.


‘One more question, because I have to ask. Why are there balloons attached to your wrist?’


‘Because I was trying to fly away. Can you do me a favour? Please?’


She raised her brows and rolled her lips, trying her hardest to hold her laughter inside.


I sighed. ‘Because the guy at the shop needed to go to the storage area to get one of those weight thingies, and I didn’t have the time to wait around. That’s not important… you owe me one, Gayle.’


‘Before I circle back to me owing you, let me ask it again. Why are there balloons attached to your wrist?’


‘Rob, Gayle,’ I answered a little exasperated as I moved my arm and watched the balloons almost hit her in the face. ‘These are for Rob. To say goodbye and… look… happy… something. Goodbye party. Remember?’


She leaned back with a frown. ‘Rob… oh, that was today? Are you sure?’


I groaned. ‘Yes, that was today. You owe me one.’


She crossed her arms against her chest. ‘Excuse me?’


I started to try my best to get the balloons off my wrist, but all I was doing was making the band tighter. ‘For the blind double date that went horribly wrong.’


‘That was almost a month ago. And I was doing you a favour. You haven’t touched a guy in ages. Ever since your breakup with the elusive and hater-of-kissing Craig a year ago, you haven’t dated at all.’


Six years of long-distance relationship straight down the drain with that one. ‘So what if I haven’t dated consistently? I saw what’s out there and decided I was better off being alone,’ I shrugged. ‘Perfectly normal behaviour on my part. I’m happy being on my own.’


‘Right.’


‘I am,’ I insisted, frowning at her smiling face. ‘I’d rather be alone than fumble with idiots who can’t even… Never mind. That’s not important.’


‘Yes, let’s not fight about this right now. You want me to help you out in the bathroom?’


‘Yes, that. Can you get me a pair of scissors so I can cut these off? Plus my spare shirt from my office. It’s in the third drawer of my desk. That’s it. Then we’ll be even.’


‘Oh, shit. Why didn’t you say that right away instead of making small talk?’


‘I wasn’t making small talk. You were… what? Why?’


‘Your dad is coming.’


‘Charlie?’


I froze, only for a moment, when I heard his annoyed voice. Leaving the cake box and Gayle where they were, I swiftly walked towards the bathroom with my balloons flying behind me.


‘I’ll be right there, Dad, go ahead and start without me,’ I shouted over my shoulder while I closed the bathroom door behind me.


Letting out a deep, deep breath, I took a moment to gather myself. There was nothing I could do but go out to the meeting in the same shirt and make sure I stood behind everyone. Which wouldn’t be the first time.


‘This is as good as it’s going to get,’ I murmured to myself and ran my fingers through my hair as if it were fixing anything. All I had to do was get to my desk, get my shirt and it’d be fine to explain the rest. Then the balloons were filling my vision and I was cursing myself all over again.


After struggling for quite some time to undo the knot, I gave up and decided to go and find a pair of scissors on my own. As I was passing Blair’s – our receptionist’s – empty desk, I realized everyone was congregating in the middle of the office, standing around the desks and almost creating a human wall between me and whatever they were looking at.


Noticing Gayle standing behind a desk on the far left, I hid my right arm behind my back, hoping to hell it wouldn’t be the first thing people noticed, and made my way towards her.


‘Good morning, everyone,’ my dad said, causing my steps to slow down. Standing on my tiptoes I looked over some shoulders, only to realize there was some sort of meeting or announcement being held right in the middle of the office instead of the meeting room. Ignoring the looks and apologizing to anyone I had to squeeze past, I quickened my steps and finally made it to Gayle’s side in one rough piece.


‘Why are we not in the meeting room?’ I whispered, as my dad kept going on with some sort of speech about Rob. ‘Is this the goodbye for Rob? Is the meeting after? Where is he?’


‘You’re still wearing the shirt and the balloons,’ Gayle added unhelpfully. ‘You still look pretty by the way. A little ballsy with the bra showing, but still pretty.’


‘Bite me.’


Reluctantly, I pinched the shirt and held it away from my body so my bra wouldn’t be visible to everyone. Well, to everyone who hadn’t seen it already.


‘I tried to get you the shirt, but your dad was standing in front of your room so I couldn’t go in. And this isn’t about the meeting we’re gonna have later. This is a completely different thing. Oh, and apparently Rob isn’t coming in today.’


How many meetings were we supposed to have exactly?


‘Rob isn’t coming in?’ I asked a tad bit louder than I’d intended and drew my dad’s attention.


‘Glad to see you could join us, Charlie,’ he drawled, earning me snickers from some of my other colleagues. I ignored them as I always did. I was pretty sure my dad couldn’t really see me with how I was standing behind Gayle, so I made sure not to make any sudden movements to draw more of his attention.


‘I got the cake and balloons for nothing?’ I whispered when he started to talk again.


‘He’ll be in tomorrow. They’ll hold.’


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to calm myself down.


‘What are we doing here then?’


‘Meeting the new guy to replace Rob,’ Gayle answered. ‘William Carter.’ She gave me another curious look over her shoulder. ‘Your dad didn’t tell you about it?’


I ignored her question and asked one of my own. ‘I didn’t think he’d find someone so soon. Who is he?’


She turned to study me. ‘Are you kidding me?’


‘Ah, not really.’


‘You’re telling me you don’t know who William Carter is?’


It wasn’t really a question, it sounded more like a statement to me, so I opted not to answer.


‘Clearly I’m missing out.’


‘He is really good at what he does. You should’ve heard of him. He was based in California. But he is our new managing director now.’


‘Okay. I guess we’ll meet him eventually. Now can you reach into the drawer next to you and see if you can find any scissors? I need to get these off of my wrist before my dad bites my head off in front of everyone.’


‘I like the new guy,’ she offered, as she opened the drawer.


‘Great,’ I mumbled, a little mystified at why we were still talking about him. ‘Did you find them?’


‘There are no scissors here. Let me try the other one. Oh, I might actually want to be on his team. After you see him, I think you’ll feel the same way. No scissors here, Charlie.’


‘What are you even talking about?’ Frowning, I tried to rise on my tiptoes to look around her to see who they were going on about and got my first look at my new colleague’s profile.


Eyes downcast, he smiled at something my dad said, which I could not for the life of me hear, shook his offered hand and then turned to face us.


Tall guy, brown messy hair, broad shoulders, and last but not least, if I wasn’t mistaken, brown eyes.


It took me a few seconds – or maybe more than a few, I wasn’t exactly sure – to recognize him, and the moment I did, a low hum started in my ears, drowning everything and everyone out. I dropped back down to my soles. I must’ve let out some sort of a sound, because more than a few faces turned my way. I slapped my hand on my mouth to silence any further objections and hit Gayle’s head with the balloons.


Suddenly my heart was having some issues. She turned to peer at me, and after blinking at her for a few seconds, I snapped out of it.


‘You have to find me scissors,’ I whisper-shouted.


‘Let me check and see…’


I clutched at Gayle’s arm. ‘For the love of God, get me some scissors!’


‘I will, I will. Jesus, calm down, your dad won’t see you. What’s wrong with you today?’


‘Nothing is wrong with me,’ I whispered harshly. ‘I just need the damn scissors to get rid of the balloons.’


She turned to check another desk so I closed my eyes, took a slow and steady breath to centre myself, and then took another peek at William Carter.


Gayle came back with no scissors.


‘It’s him,’ I mouthed to her before she could tell me.


‘What?’


‘Him. Him. The one standing next to my dad. It’s The Guy. I need my scissors,’ I whispered more urgently. When she still looked confused, I kept going with the same description.


‘The guy. Remember? My Guy. Diner Guy. The Guy that I can’t shut up about that makes you think I’m so naive? William Carter is my guy. Was my guy. And I think I hit him with these goddamn balloons twice already this morning. I think. Same suit. Same shoulders. I can’t see his ass, but I think it’s his ass. Please find me scissors because I don’t think I can move.’


‘Okay. Did you lose it? Is it the rain? Are you cold or someth—Wait a minute… The diner catch?’ Frowning at me, Gayle shook her head. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Charlie. That was years ago.’


‘Why would I…?’


‘Charlie?’


My dad’s voice boomed in my ears, and my eyes widened in panic. I might have actually whimpered. Before I could consider what I was doing, I turned away, closed my eyes tightly and faced the windows behind us. I felt Gayle try to pull down the balloons to help me out, but when my dad called my name a second time, I ducked. The third time he called my name I was on the floor on my hands and knees… one second I was there, the next I was completely out of sight.


Like very bad magic. That was me. Bad magic.










2 Charlie



There was a long moment of stunned silence in the office, during which I wasn’t quite sure what would be the next best step for me: get up and act like nothing was wrong, or keep going with the hiding game. There was a very good chance, as in 99% chance, that the diner guy, William, wouldn’t recognize me, but… Then my dad called my name again and things became clear pretty fast. Since I was already closer to the floor, I dropped to my hands and knees and started shuffling around people and desks. If some legs had trouble understanding the emergency of the moment and didn’t move, I pushed them out of my way. You could say once I started something I committed to it.


‘Charlie!’ Gayle hissed.


‘Where is she?’ I heard my dad ask, and I started crawling faster around more desks and legs. I heard some snickers and whispers I chose to ignore, but didn’t stop moving.


For obvious reasons, when you have ten very colourful balloons attached to your wrist flying around, trying to hide isn’t really the best option or the smartest idea.


Was I being childish?


Very.


Was I proud of that?


Not at all.


Did I want William to see me in the state I was in after I had such a big crush that even after years had passed, every now and then I still thought about him?


Nope. I didn’t think so.


Before I could get to safety, which was anywhere but the office at that moment, people parted and my dad’s shiny shoes came into view right in front of me. There was no escape whatsoever.


My eyes slowly travelled up.


‘My office. Now, Charlie.’


I got up on my own – my face flushed, heart racing, stupid balloons bumping into each other – and moved my hands over my skirt to clean it, as if it would help out my situation. ‘Dad, I just need to change befo—’


‘Now!’ he snapped, and I winced. Turning his back to me, he walked away.


Closing my eyes, I let out a long breath. I knew everyone was staring at me and talking about me, but I was too far gone to care. I was dreading going to his office, but I was dreading coming face to face with him even more, so I avoided glancing back to where he had been standing with my dad. I dusted my knees and rubbed on my palms to ease the sting of the carpeted floor. Next thing I knew, Gayle was standing next to me and cutting me free from the balloons.


‘I’ll take these to the kitchen for you,’ she said quietly as I avoided her soft gaze.


‘Thanks,’ I muttered.


She gave me a small smile and attempted to walk away, but I grabbed her arm.


‘Where is he?’ I whispered a little desperately. Afraid to look behind me.


She frowned. ‘Who? Your dad? He is talking to…’


‘No. The guy. The new guy.’


‘Your dad is talking to “the new guy”, as you put it and, oh wait…’


Please, oh god, please don’t let them come here.


Leaning to my right, she looked over my shoulder. ‘Your dad is showing him his new office. Didn’t you listen to anything your dad was saying in the meeting?’


I listened to him talk most of the day. Who would blame me if I decided to tune him out every now and then. ‘Let’s assume I didn’t. Fill me in, please.’


Her gaze moved from mine to someone behind me and her frown deepened. ‘You’re in for a surprise then. You’re sure that’s the guy you told us about from years ago?’


‘Warm brown eyes, slightly curly hair where the ends falls to his forehead just a little. It’s messy and not perfect but somehow is really perfect to the point that it makes your hands itch to touch it. And the smile. Also the smile is still the same. A few days’ worth of stubble is pretty much the same as well. Yes, I’m pretty sure that’s him. Why am I in for a surprise?’


‘Huh,’ she grunted.


‘What?’ I asked perplexed.


‘Nothing.’ She shook her head and met my eyes, a smile curving her lips. ‘I like him. For you, I mean.’


‘For me?’ I sputtered, mortified. ‘He is not… I’m not still into… I only kept talking about him because he was just an example of what I would want in a guy, I don’t even remember that much about…’


‘Charlie!’ my dad shouted, and I jumped a little.


‘Go,’ Gayle urged, pushing me towards my dad’s office. ‘Your guy just closed his door, you’re safe.’


Swallowing the lump in my throat, I turned around, but paused. ‘He isn’t my guy. Don’t call him that,’ I announced very quietly to Gayle, then headed straight to my dad. When I was passing by William’s office, I made sure to quicken my steps and keep my head down. By the time I reached my dad’s door, I was already feeling a little lightheaded and a lot confused.


‘Close the door,’ he barked the second I stepped in.


Accepting my fate, I sat down on one of the comfy chairs in front of him, my back to the entire office.


‘Care to explain yourself?’ he started.


Eager to do exactly that, I leaned forward in my seat. When his eyes dropped to my shirt and hardened before he met my gaze again, I swallowed. I had forgotten about my see-through shirt. ‘It’s raining, Dad,’ I explained quietly. Hoping he wouldn’t notice, I pinched the shirt’s material between my fingers and pulled it away from my skin.


He raised one of his eyebrows, his face completely stoic. ‘You’ve never heard of an umbrella?’


‘I was trying to… the cake box, I was trying to save the cake,’ I finished quickly, knowing that he didn’t care one bit.


His stare would’ve made someone else crumble in front of him, but I was quite used to that disappointed look in his eyes.


After one last look at the state I was in, he shook his head as if I were a complete lost cause he didn’t know what to do with and turned his focus to his laptop. He didn’t say it out loud, but I could still hear the words he had already voiced more than a few times on different occasions.


Why is she not better than this…?


Or, one of my other favourites…


How can my kid be like this…?


‘You’re smart enough to keep a change of clothes here, so go and change immediately.’


Hoping we were done, I kept my face expressionless and held back my tongue from saying that was exactly what I was trying to do earlier.


‘After you’re done, go to William Carter’s office. He wants to talk to his team alone.’


My heart lurched in my chest. ‘He wants to talk to me?’ I squeaked out.


My dad gave me a brief glance.


‘I said his team. Not just you. If you had listened in the meeting you’d have more information. You’re in his team now, I don’t want you to handle clients on your own anymore.’


At a loss for words, I just sat there. Eventually, he looked up and met my gaze. ‘Anything you want to say?’


Oh, where should I start, Dad?


‘Did you say that in front of everyone?’


He let out a short, sharp sigh as if talking to me alone was too much work for him. ‘Say what, Charlie?’


‘That you didn’t want me to handle clients alone anymore?’


‘Yes, why?’ His focus went back to his laptop screen again as if it weren’t important that he’d just broken my heart a little.


‘Did I do something wrong, dad?’ I could feel the heat rushing to my cheeks. As much as we had our problems, I was still trying to make sure I worked hard and did my job better than anyone so he’d be proud of me. ‘Did one of the clients complain?’


He dismissed my questions with a wave of his hand. ‘There will be some changes all around so don’t be difficult about it. I wanted to talk more about it in the meeting, but you and your antics got in the way.’


My shoulders sagged. ‘Who else is in this team?’ I asked, feeling defeated. ‘Kimberly?’


‘Your sister has her hands full already. You’ll find out who you’ll be working with when you get there. Make sure you change before you join them. I don’t want William’s first impression of my daughter to be this.’


I knew when I was being dismissed, but I wasn’t done yet.


‘Can I ask the reason for this specific change? I have my hands full with clients as well.’


Sighing yet again, he leaned back in his seat and studied me. ‘You’re not working as hard as your sister. And I…’


Shocked, I rose from my seat. ‘I’m not working as hard as Kimberly? Dad, I’m doing more than my share of work. I’m working longer hours than her. Forget about that, I’m taking on some of her work as well. I barely have any life…’


‘Charlie, do we have to do this now? Please. I have a meeting to prepare for. This is my decision and it’s final.’


I squeezed my hands into fists and forced myself to nod. ‘What about the clients I’m working with now? Who is going to take them? I’ve committed hours on…’


He rubbed the bridge of his nose and cut me off. ‘Later, Charlie. We’ll talk later. I have work to do. Tell your sister to drop by my office on your way. Unlike you, she is working hard to get somewhere.’


Feeling the familiar annoyance rise in me, I put one step in front of the other and left his room without uttering another word. I had to remind myself how much I otherwise loved my job and my family. Because I was a rebel, I didn’t knock on Kimberly’s office since we were barely on speaking terms. Keeping my eyes down, I made it to my small office space, walked to my desk and opened the last drawer to take out my extra shirt, only to notice that I didn’t have an extra shirt. Only a graphic tee-shirt that had Jack and Rose from Titanic on the front. A very fitting tee-shirt for a very tragic day. I was definitely sinking.


Without any other options, I held my chin high – as much as I could – avoided everyone’s curious and mocking eyes and headed back to the bathroom to change.


A few minutes later I was wearing my tee-shirt tucked into my black pencil skirt. In my opinion, I actually looked okay – maybe not that professional, but not that bad either. But also, because of whose office I was about to walk into, I couldn’t have looked any worse.


I reached William’s door and started to pace right to the side of it, which, with the limited space I had from his door to the wall (two steps) wasn’t very much of an impressive pacing. That is when Rick showed up and cracked open the door I was very carefully staying away from, gesturing for me to go ahead.


Chivalry. Completely overrated at times.


I heard murmurs from inside, which meant the meeting had already begun. Second one I was going to be late to in a day. A first for me.


Rick and I stared at each other for a long moment, then he broke into a grin. ‘Are you having a pleasant day then?’ he asked and let the door silently close on its own with us still standing on the wrong side.


‘Very,’ I agreed and forced my lips to form a smile, but I could tell from his face it didn’t look quite right.


He crossed his arms against his chest and leaned against the wall. Rick was one of the good guys, so while I was happy to realize that we would be in the same team (whatever that meant), I was still too nervous to just follow him in there.


‘I think I’ll join you in a second,’ I announced when it didn’t look like he would go away. ‘You can go ahead. I’m waiting for a phone call, actually.’


‘Phone call or some more pacing to do?’ he asked, his smile still going on strong.


‘Walking is very healthy.’


‘I agree. Hence the pacing, I’m guessing.’


His smile got bigger.


Just when I was thinking of something clever to say, the door I was successfully avoiding opened and William peeked his head outside.


Panicking, I dropped to one knee.


I was wearing stilettos. No shoe laces or anything like it in sight.


‘Uh,’ William started, and I closed my eyes. He must have thought I was an idiot. I certainly did. ‘You two must be the last ones in my team, I believe. Why don’t you join us so we can get started. I have a few things I need to go over with all of you before you can get back to your day.’


‘We’ll be right there,’ Rick said, at the same time as I mumbled something in a thicker voice than my own, as if that would certainly make me unrecognizable.


When I couldn’t see William’s black shoes in my eyesight anymore, I slowly rose from my awkward crouch, coming face to face with Rick. He had a shit-eating grin and there was nothing I could say to save face.


‘Why do I have a feeling this is going to be loads of fun?’ he asked in a low voice as he opened the door for us again.


‘Shut up,’ I hissed and forced him to go ahead of me while I made sure the door was securely closed behind us.


My heart beating a mile a minute, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.


What if he recognized me?


What if he had already recognized me?


Was I supposed to say something if he hadn’t recognized me?


What was I supposed to say if he had recognized me?


What if he didn’t recognize me whatsoever?


Ouch.


But maybe not so ouch?


Maybe I should or could say… Hello! How have you been? What a surprise right? The world is so small and you didn’t break my heart a little bit at all! I’m so excited to be working with you.


As more questions assaulted me, I kept my eyes averted from the big desk where I could see him half-sitting, legs crossed, arms crossed, relaxed. I quickly took a look around the room. With him we were five people in total.


Stan, Trisha, Rick, William and me.


William and me.


In the same room after so many years.


I only let that sink in for a second, then I took two steps to my left and chose to stand slightly behind Trisha and Stan. As far away as possible from a still grinning Rick, and a William who was looking at some papers on his desk. With how jittery I felt, I was ready to jump out of my skin.


‘Okay. I believe I’ll have some chairs later today so I’m sorry for having this meeting standing. Now that we’re all here, let’s get started. Do you all have clients you’re working with right now? And how many?’


‘I’m working with one. With two other colleagues, that is,’ Rick piped up.


‘Actually, Stan and I were about to have a meeting with a potential client today.’ Trisha glanced at Stan, then addressed William. ‘Also, just in case you weren’t told, most of us work in teams. It’s very rare that only one person will handle the client.’


William asked Trisha another question, but I didn’t hear a single word of it. I was busy feeling like that kid who was afraid the maths teacher was going to meet her eyes and ask her something from the multiplication table on the very first day at school. And as soon as they stopped talking, it was going to be my turn to give him an answer. Which meant I was gonna have to come out of my not-so-clever hiding spot behind Stan’s back.


While William asked Rick a question, Stan moved. Frowning, I moved with him.


Looking back at me over his shoulder, he frowned too. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Nothing. Why?’ I asked, looking just as puzzled as him. When he didn’t face forward again, I improvised and swiped my hand over his shoulder a few times. ‘Cat hair,’ I muttered.


He didn’t own a cat.


His frown got deeper, but he turned away.


I sighed.


‘Charlie, right? How about you?’ William asked and my heart skipped a beat. The desire to flee was real, but I stood still. I’d faced scarier things than William Carter, I was sure.


I cleared my throat and chanced a peek his way. When I saw that he was reaching for some papers on his desk, I quickly answered. ‘Working with three different teams and I have three clients on my own as well.’


‘Three? Any reason for that?’ he asked as he reached for a pen this time, still not glancing my way.


With my throat feeling so dry, I had to force out the words. ‘A reason for what?’


Then he met my gaze over Stan’s shoulder, and I didn’t know what to do. A slow heat flooded my chest and my heart went into a frantic beat. Also nausea… that was a problem as well, but I didn’t think I’d drop to a new level of low and puke in front of him. Yet, while I was feeling all kinds of crazy things all at once, I didn’t see even a hint of recognition in his eyes. I forced myself to relax a little.


‘Any reason why you’re handling so many clients on your own?’


His voice was so deep and I couldn’t quite be sure if it was that smooth all those years ago when we had spent hours talking about anything and everything. His voice had been one of the things that made him so irresistible for me back then. Deep and confident. And when he talked he always used to look into your eyes, catching you with more than just his words. Like he cared about you. And the way he talked, the way he just… talked.


Suddenly it was weird that I knew and remembered a lot of things about him, about his life. Uncomfortable even. I felt like a stranger spying into someone else’s world. Privy to their private thoughts.


Like his siblings, and his mom. I even knew about them. How one of his sisters had just gotten married back then and four months in they were already expecting. How their family had struggled when they lost their father to colon cancer when William was only fourteen. How his mom stayed awake some nights worrying about her other daughter who had gone through a rough breakup with an abusive boyfriend, so when William dropped by or stayed over, he always made her favourite hot cocoa and sat with her in silence into the night. How he knew she had sacrificed a lot of things just so her kids could have a chance at a good life and how hard he worked so he could make sure she was proud of him. How he worked as a delivery guy for a pizzeria during college so he could help out his mom in small ways even though she didn’t want his help. And how excited he was to become an uncle and was secretly hoping it was a girl. The life he had hoped to create for himself. I knew details about his world that it seemed like he had only shared with me. A stranger he had met one late night in a forgotten diner.


Me. A complete stranger who had the biggest crush after only a week of talking to him. And now he was here, right in front of me.


‘Yes?’ he asked, and I realized I’d been just staring at him and now everyone was looking at me.


My voice was a little scratchy when I finally spoke. ‘One of them insists on me being their only contact. She doesn’t like to let people in on her personal life. The other two… I don’t have a good answer, my dad, sorry Douglas… Mr Davis, I mean… wanted me to take them.’


He nodded and broke our brief eye contact to look at the papers in his hand again. ‘I need to take a look at all your assignments and determine if there should be changes made. If it’s not a crisis situation that requires our involvement, we’ll see if you can be spared or not.’


He looked up and met everyone’s curious gazes one by one. I took half a step to my left to stand slightly behind Stan again so he could only see a quarter of me. ‘After those assignments are done, you’ll only work on this team. And don’t worry, I’m planning on keeping us busy.’


He straightened up from his desk and walked to stand behind it.


‘We’ll be spending a lot of time together in the upcoming days, so we might as well get to know each other a little better. If it’s all right with you, I’d like to take you all out to lunch and go over a few things while we’re at it.’


I could feel the energy change in the room. Rick rubbed his hands together, a new gleam in his eyes. ‘We’re taking on a new case, aren’t we?’ He lived for the rush of the job. ‘A big one from the sound of it.’


There was a small, knowing smile on William’s lips when he met Rick’s gaze. ‘I have to talk to the client first to determine whether or not I’m willing to work with him on this, but yes, there is a possibility.’


‘A possibility?’ Trisha asked with a frown. ‘Are we taking him on, or not?’


‘We’ll talk more at lunch, but… I have a different work ethic than some others in our field. You’ll see this for yourselves in time, but I only agree to work with a client if I believe them and actually think I can help. I don’t lie to get out of a tough situation and I’m definitely not going to lie for someone I don’t know just to make sure they look good in the public eye. Our reputation is everything in our business, and I don’t make sacrifices on this.’


How could someone feel proud of a stranger they didn’t quite know anymore?


I forgot that I was nervous about him recognizing me and outright smiled as I studied him.


He hadn’t changed all that much in the last six years, yet he looked somehow different to me. His hair was a bit shorter – which I kinda liked, but it was still perfectly messy – the kind of hair that made you want to run your fingers through it. His features looked more defined, his jaw stronger and sharper somehow, but his eyes were the same – that warm and inviting brown. His body looked more filled out, nothing too bulky, but lean and muscular, more so than it had been. Or maybe it was just the suit that was affecting me. The suit and the strong shoulders. There was just something about William Carter that had caught my attention all those years ago, and that same something was still there, but it was more amped up somehow.


And this was a whole new side of him I’d never known about. I’d never heard him talk about work, since when we met he was just about to graduate. I had absolutely no idea that he was in the same field as my dad. And it made me feel nervous that I was going to work with him.


William looked down at his watch. ‘I have a meeting with Mr Ashton at 11 a.m. so we’ll know what the situation is by lunch. Then I’ll share the details and we can go from there.’


Since at that point I was more than sure that he had no idea who I was, I felt it’d be okay for me to speak up.


‘Is my dad, I mean is Mr Davis okay with this?’


Our eyes met for the second time and I swallowed, forcing myself to grow a pair and keep eye contact. It might as well have been just the two of us in the room.


‘With?’


‘With you, us, rejecting potential clients.’ I couldn’t see my dad allowing that to happen.


He smiled and it was so beautiful and unexpected that I almost forgot myself and smiled back at him.


‘He wanted me enough to overlook that… what had he called it?… oh, yes, that failing of mine. I’m really good at what I do, Miss Davis. Since we’re getting to know each other, I feel okay to share this. I moved back to New York from California only a month ago. I was supposed to teach a class at Colombia and take a little break from the job, but Mr Davis convinced me to do otherwise.’


‘Sounds like Mr Davis,’ Rick said. And he was right, that sounded like my dad. He was good at convincing people to do things they weren’t particularly planning to do. Which was one of the reasons he had become one of the best in the industry.


‘Okay. If that’s all for now, I’d like to take some time to go over your workload, take the meeting with Mr Ashton and then meet for lunch. Everyone good with the plan?’


We all nodded and gave our approval.


Before I could react or leave, Stan, in his hurry to get back to his work, suddenly turned and walked right into me, causing me to lose my balance and bump my hip hard against the edge of the low bookcase. A few books tumbled down to the floor, breaking the silence.


‘Shit,’ I cursed, frowning and rubbing my hip. My eyes were already watering from the sharp pain.


Stan helped me straighten up. ‘You good?’


Neither Stan nor Trisha were close friends of mine, but we were at least friendly in a professional way.


‘Yeah,’ I replied. In the time it took me to lean down and pick up the books to place them back where they belonged, Stan and Trisha had already left the room.


Rick waited next to me.


‘Turn around so I can look.’


Without thinking, I turned and basically offered my ass to him. Looking over my shoulder, I tried to see what he was looking at. ‘Is my skirt okay? Did it rip or something?’


‘It’ll live.’ His hand patted my hip twice in a friendly manner, then he put his hand on the small of my back to guide me out.


I heard someone clear their throat.


William… Mr Carter – what was I even supposed to call him – didn’t look all that impressed. He opened his mouth to speak, god knows to say what, but I wasn’t about to give him the chance.


‘Welcome to Atlas Communications, Mr Carter. I’m not with Rick. He is married. I love his wife, she is awesome. Have a good day,’ I tossed my hair over my shoulder and quickly escaped from the scene, seeking refuge in my office.


I was an idiot.


A complete idiot.










3 William



My first day at Atlas Communications had been a long one. A productive one, yes, but long nonetheless. The online meeting I had with Michael Ashton before lunch about his electric cars had gone well and, from everything he had told me, we had our work cut out. We had to cut the lunch meeting short, but it too had gone well, and after I got to know everyone a little bit more I was feeling good about the core crisis management team Douglas had handpicked for me.


As the clock hit 7.00 p.m. I sat behind my desk, and while my laptop started up, I took everything in. I could see everyone else who was working late through the glass walls. Since this was a small company, Douglas employed roughly fifty people. There were only around ten or fifteen people left working. You can’t exactly predict when a crisis situation will arise, so my job rarely had set hours.


Douglas’s assistant, Wilma, was typing away at her computer in front of his office, which was to the right of my room.


Dean, one of the PR specialists working with Douglas’s daughter Kimberly, if I was remembering correctly, was talking to her in front of her room, directly across from me.


While the two big conference/meeting rooms were on the 21st floor with a few private spaces for clients to occupy if they needed, our floor housed all the staff offices. Both the east and west sides of the 20th floor were reserved for the personal offices, with two smaller conference rooms that were to be used for the team meetings.


There was a group of three people, huddled together and working on one of the long rectangular desks situated in the middle of the floor that was used as a shared working space. I could almost hear their raised voices as they heatedly argued about something they were working on. I remembered being introduced to the guy that was scowling at the other two, but for the life of me I couldn’t remember his name. I’d relearn the next day.


Another duo was standing in front of the office kitchen chatting. There were a few more people scattered around working in their own offices.


Laughter rang out, and I traced the sharp sound to its source: Kimberly. She specialized in risk management and brand consulting, which meant focusing on preventing a crisis by reviewing a company and all its facets, which was quite different from what I did. That said, if I’d read her correctly when Douglas had introduced us, she didn’t seem happy about welcoming me to the firm as the new crisis management director. As she headed towards the elevators with Dean she glanced my way and for a brief moment our gazes met. She inclined her head slightly, then continued towards the elevators. Since my role in the firm was quite different from hers, I didn’t understand her thinly veiled hostility towards me, but we’d see how things would unfold in time.


A few seconds later, Douglas Davis knocked on my door and let himself in.


‘You’re still here?’


I relaxed into my seat. ‘Just going over a few things to get ready for tomorrow. I’ll be leaving soon.’


He nodded approvingly. ‘I’d say don’t work yourself too hard on the first day, but I have a feeling you won’t listen. You sure you’re not interested in dinner at my house?’


‘Thank you for the offer, Mr Davis, but not tonight.’


‘Next week, then.’


‘Next week.’


‘Call me Douglas, William. I’ve been meaning to ask, how did the move go? Any problems with the flat that I need to be aware of?’


‘Without a hitch. Thank you for offering the place on such short notice.’


‘Don’t mention it. After the last tenants I’d decided to do some renovation on it, so it was already empty.’


‘Good timing on my part then.’


He tapped the glass with his knuckles once and looked over his shoulder when he heard a door close. ‘I’ll leave you to it. You won’t regret deciding to work with us, William. We’ll do great things together. See you tomorrow.’


I smiled back at him. ‘Bright and early.’


As soon as their boss left, the group of three I’d been watching earlier rose from their seats and dispersed to different parts of the office, likely to gather their things and leave. In mere minutes, there were only a few stragglers left behind, a phone or two ringing every now and then.


I clicked on the light on my desk, picked up the Ashton folder and went through everything again to get ready for tomorrow when he’d fly in to New York to meet the team. By the time I lifted my head, an hour and a half had passed and the blue sky behind me no longer carried its light hue.


I moved my head from side to side, letting the muscles stretch to loosen the tension I’d been feeling these last few hours, and noticed the cleaning crew parking their equipment in front of Douglas’s office. My eyes then landed on one specific employee who was also working late hours.


Contemplating for a few more minutes on how I should handle this unexpected situation – as I’d done most of the day, if I was being honest – I got up from my seat, walked around my desk and came to a firm decision by the time it took me to get to the door and open it.


Pushing my hands into my pockets, I watched her from my spot by the door. She was only a few feet away, and after a few more minutes she wrapped up her phone call. With her laptop in front of her, she was seated at one of the long desks in the shared working space, closer to the elevators. I wasn’t near enough to follow her conversation smoothly, but I’d heard enough to put two and two together and waited for her to finish her call with the B-list celebrity I knew she was working with.


I took her in. Something I had done more than just once in the last few hours.


Charlie Davis.


One of my new – for lack of a better word – teammates who also happened to be Douglas’s other daughter.


‘Jesus,’ she growled loudly.


Then she dropped the phone onto the desk and rested her forehead in her hands. I couldn’t see her expression since I could only watch her profile, but she looked tired. Tired and done with the day. Which was understandable since she’d spent most of her time either actively trying to stay away from me or trying her very best to hide in plain sight.


‘She’s giving you trouble, isn’t she?’ I asked.


Her head snapped up, eyes rounding as she met my gaze. She muttered something I couldn’t quite hear and looked up at the ceiling.


‘Excuse me?’ I asked.


She swivelled in her chair to face me. ‘You scared me, Wil… Mr Carter!’


‘William is enough, and I apologize. I didn’t mean to.’


‘I didn’t think there was anyone else left here!’ she lied, still talking unnecessarily loudly. I’d caught her more than a few times giving my office sideways glances and quickly looking away. She knew I was here. Once or twice I even caught her suddenly power-walking when she was passing my office or noticing my eyes on her. Though I was pretty sure she thought she was being discreet.


‘How about instead of shouting across the room, you come to my office so we can have a quick talk and let other people work?’ I asked in a normal voice.


Some colour rushed into her cheeks as she noticed the cleaning crew and the few other employees now staring at us. If I was being honest, I half-expected her to get up and run straight to the elevators. It was a toss-up after how our morning had started.


‘I should call Laurel back and smooth things out. She is not good with change. Then I have to do… the other things.’


‘The other things. Like what?’


‘Like… other things that you don’t know about, Mr Carter.’


‘Just William.’


I’d repeated the same line close to ten times since we had sat down for the lunch meeting. While the others had no problem calling me by my name, every time Charlie Davis had to speak directly to me, she couldn’t quite decide which one to go for. If she called me William once, she called me Mr Carter five times.


I wasn’t sure whether I should end her misery or let it go on for a little longer, since it was undeniably fun for me.


‘Let’s call her together and see how that goes. If she is adamant about working with you that much, we’ll handle her account together,’ I offered with a straight face.


One of the guys from the cleaning crew started up a loud vacuum, causing me to have trouble hearing her answer.


‘Ah, teamwork…’ she started, then began yelling ‘… isn’t really required with this one. I can handle it myself.’


‘I’m sure you can, but…’ I started shouting, but then stopped, sighed and rubbed my face. Now I was starting to raise my voice to be heard over the racket. ‘Can we talk about this in here, please? Or your office if you’d prefer that.’


Her face fell. ‘I’m going to leave soon.’


Jesus. She made me feel like a school principal.


‘That’s okay, this won’t take long.’


She slowly pushed her chair back and rose, then rifled through the papers on the desk, picked up her phone and looked around as if she was hoping to find something to distract herself so she could get far away from me.


It took her some time to make it to my room. After she grabbed her laptop and everything else, she started looking over her shoulder. I assumed she was looking for an easy out.


She might have sent longing looks towards her own office and the elevators, but she still walked through my open door. I called it a win. I closed it behind her and she just stood in the middle, hugging some papers, her laptop and her phone to her chest, ready to bolt at any moment.


Unsure how I was going to keep a straight face in front of her misery, I sat down in one of the chairs in front of my desk and gestured for her to do the same. ‘Please.’


‘I’m okay,’ she responded, but leaned down to drop the papers and the laptop to the seat instead. ‘I’ll call Laurel so we can deal with that. I already explained that there are some changes going on in the company. If you could just explain to her that I won’t be available for…’


Eyes on her phone, her fingers moved over the screen.


‘I’ll call her in a second,’ I interrupted her. ‘First I’d like to talk about something else.’


Her fingers stopped moving and she slowly lifted her head up to meet my gaze.


‘Something else? Like?’


‘Is there a reason you’re trying to avoid me? Did I perhaps do something to you?’


‘Ah… I… I wasn’t trying to avoid you. I just have a lot of things I need to get through and I have to get back home and…’


‘If you don’t want to work with me, we can talk to Douglas and maybe find a different solution. I don’t work well when there is animosity inside my team.’


‘Animosity? I…’ She opened her mouth and then closed it. Started to say something, but gave up on that as well. Since she didn’t know how to respond I thought I’d end her suffering.


‘You look good, Charlie,’ I said, unable to hold back my smile any longer. ‘Great actually. You haven’t changed at all.’


Which was almost true. She looked the same as she did six years ago, but also not quite, if that made sense. All those years had been kind to her. More than kind actually.


She had gained a few pounds and it had obviously worked in her favour. The black skirt did a great job at hugging her new-to-me curves, the tee-shirt she had on was a far cry from professional, yet she still looked great in it, which was why I tried to avoid looking at that specific area for too long. She shifted in place, so I quit studying her from head to toe and forced my eyes up and away from the length of her body. When I reached her eyes, I found her looking at me with a funny and slightly hopeful expression.


‘I look… You remember me?’ she breathed out quietly.


I laughed. ‘Of course. I still haven’t met any other girl named Charlie since you.’


A big smile lit up her face and she sat down on the chair she’d refused just moments ago. Right on the papers and the laptop. Her smile dimmed, her cheeks colouring a little. She lifted one side of her hip and pulled on the items, placing them in her lap instead. ‘Sorry.’


I shook my head, still smiling. ‘It’s been what? Six years, Hazel?’


The smile came back in full force and she leaned forward in her seat. ‘You called me Hazel? I called you the diner guy!’


She laughed and I couldn’t help it, I laughed back, my eyes on her smiling hazel ones.


‘You didn’t say anything,’ she continued. ‘I was almost having a nervous breakdown this morning trying to stay away from you.’


‘I noticed,’ I admitted. ‘I didn’t recognize you when you were crawling around with the balloons or when you crashed into me in the lobby or the elevator for that matter…’


She scrunched up her nose. ‘Don’t remind me, please.’


‘I only recognized you when you came into my office for the meeting. Though I have to give it to you, you did try your best to hide behind Stan.’


Groaning, she buried her face in her hands.


‘It was that obvious, huh?’


‘Unfortunately.’ She would be hard to ignore wherever she went. ‘Then there was the lunch meeting.’


She lifted her hand. ‘Okay, you can stop there. Let’s never talk about the lunch meeting. I was nervous. That’s not how I normally act. I didn’t know whether I should tell you I knew you or not. Did you see the looks Stan gave me?’ She glanced towards the ceiling and groaned again. ‘He thinks I’ve lost it.’


I leaned back in my seat. ‘I’m afraid he does. And you didn’t help the situation.’ There was a moment of silence where she avoided my eyes. ‘Why didn’t you say something?’ I asked.


‘Because you clearly didn’t recognize me – at least that’s what I thought – and that kinda hurt a little if I’m being honest. I know we just talked to each other for one week, but it was kind of… a big week to me… does that make sense? Well, maybe not a big week, but let’s say it left an impression on me.’


I noticed her fingers tightening around the papers and the laptop: she was still nervous around me, and probably nervous about admitting that the week we met was important for her.


And what she said made sense because I’d felt the same.


‘It does,’ I admitted. I kept my eyes on her as she quietly released a long breath. I gave her a small smile. ‘It left an impression on me, too, Charlie.’ How could it have not.


‘We pretty much showed up at the same diner for a week and bumped into each other day after day. That doesn’t happen all that very often, does it? At least to me. It doesn’t make much sense I know, but I felt this weird connection. At least that’s what I thought back then.’ She winced a little as if she was already regretting sharing all of this. ‘I probably shouldn’t tell you this.’


I shook my head. ‘No, you can. You should.’


She grimaced a little, but kept going. ‘To go back to my explanation: I told you so many things about myself and just things in general. So what if I told you that we’d met before in front of everyone and you still couldn’t remember me? I’d rather die, which is too dramatic, I know, but it’s just an expression. Basically, too much anxiety all around. So I thought I should just forget about the whole thing and be normal – which somehow didn’t work in my favour at all. And now I’m just blabbering. I’ll shut up.’


‘Don’t shut up. Perhaps it didn’t work out in your favour because you acted the opposite of normal?’


‘I did do that,’ she admitted then smiled at me. ‘Enough about my stupidity and weirdness. Let’s pretend I acted a like normal human being the entire day. Why didn’t you tell me anything then?’


‘I was planning to, I tried for the entire day to catch you alone just so I could tell you, but you are kind of slippery.’


She gave me a mischievous smile while biting her lip. ‘I was busy.’


I nodded. ‘Right. You’re gonna stick to that, I see.’


‘Anyway, how are you?’ She changed the subject. ‘How have you been these last six years?’


Since she didn’t say it out loud, I decided to ignore the elephant in the room about why those diner meetings had ended so abruptly. Instead, I leaned forward and smiled at her.


‘I’ve been fine. I was working in California. Took my first job there actually. Got married. Got…’


‘Oh, congratulations,’ she interrupted before I could finish.


‘Thanks. Got divorced.’


‘Oh no…’ She winced again. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Nothing to be sorry for. Didn’t work out, that’s all. It’s been a little over six months since we signed the papers. Just recently decided to come back here and teach at Colombia for a little while, but obviously changed my mind about that. I also want to be close to my family after being away for six years.’


‘Does your family still live here? Was it… Montauk? Do I remember correct?’


‘Yes they still live in Montauk. Did you ever end up visiting? I remember you wanted to after you saw all the photos.’


She shook her head with a rueful smile. ‘Still haven’t. But they’re all good? I think your sister was having a rough pregnancy, right?’


‘You remember.’


‘Of course I do.’


There was a whole lot of smiling going on, on both of our faces.


‘She had a healthy baby girl, who has each and every one of us dancing to her tune. She is the best.’


She bit her lip, hesitating. ‘And you’re an uncle. You were really excited about that, I think.’


She knew how excited I’d been – she’d listened to me talk about it for hours.


‘I’m the best uncle in the whole wide world.’


She laughed out loud. ‘You heard that from the source, I think.’


I heard more people leaving the office as their voices slowly faded. I watched as Charlie’s eyes tracked people over my shoulder then let her gaze connect with mine again. I relaxed further back into my seat. ‘Every time we talk on the phone she reminds me. Then she gives me a list of things she wants me to bring her. She is very specific and bossy for a six-year-old, too. You’d be surprised what a hard job it is to be her uncle.’


‘I’d believe you. She sounds adorable. Do you have kids of your own?’ she asked hesitantly.


‘No. What about you?’


She offered a small and shy smile as she shook her head. ‘Not married. And no kids.’


‘You did want kids though, right? That’s what I remember. I think you wanted two.’


‘You do remember.’ She paused. ‘Yes, I do want two kids. One or two, I’ll take either.’


‘I think I remember pretty much everything we talked about as if it were just yesterday. Strangely enough.’


‘Kinda strange, maybe. A little.’


‘You think so? I remember because it was important to me.’


She narrowed her eyes a little, thinking. ‘I’m curious, what kind of things do you remember exactly?’


‘I remember you hated people who talked loudly and disrespected our favourite seventy-year-old waitress. Doris, was that her name?’


She glanced at the floor for a second, then back to me. ‘Yes! Doris – I remember her. She was the sweetest.’


‘She was. Then I remember how your cheeks would hurt from smiling at me and you’d have to hold your cheeks to relax a little. And you’d avoid my gaze when I complimented you.’ This time, listening to me, she didn’t avoid my gaze. She was fully interested in hearing what I was saying. I found myself wanting to keep going. ‘I remember talking about your mom who left when you were little. Then I remember coming to the diner before you and you coming in and your eyes searching the place. Then you’d see me and just smile. And I remember both of us asking whoever was there first: “Is this seat taken?” As if that was our keyword. I remember staying and talking to you till closing time.’


We stared at each other for a long while. Suddenly the tension in the room thick.


‘I seem to remember a lot of things,’ I admitted out loud. Both to her and myself. And I remembered more.


‘I guess we both do.’


Then there was a moment of silence; she avoided my eyes and looked over my shoulder again. ‘I think pretty much everyone left,’ she said and slid forward in her seat a little. ‘I don’t want to hold you. Ah, I mean hold you up, not hug you or anything.’


‘You’re not holding me up, Charlie. How have you been? How is everything?’


‘Not much has changed really,’ she started and rose up so I slowly got up to my feet as well. Maybe I was the one who was holding her when she had plans.


‘Still single,’ she continued. I thought I saw her wince a little, but then she quickly covered it up with a smile. ‘Been in the same city since you last saw me. And… nothing new really. Nothing too exciting at least. I do date of course, but yeah. Nothing serious. Had a long-distance relationship for a few years, but it didn’t work out. And considering it’s been six years, the fact that nothing new has happened to me is slightly pathetic, so on that note I think I’ll leave.’


‘Charlie,’ I started and waited until she looked at me. ‘You’re not pathetic. I’m sure a lot of things happened in your life. I know you had a million things you wanted to do.’


‘Plans change, unfortunately.’ Avoiding my eyes, she took a few steps forward, then spun around and walked backwards until she reached the door. ‘Is it okay if we call Laurel tomorrow? She’ll feel like we’re ganging up on her after my call.’


‘You know your clients best. If you say she’ll react better after cooling off for a little, we’ll do that.’


Her hand reached for the doorknob behind her, and she squeezed herself in through the little opening she created.


As I watched her trying to get away from me – again – I felt something in my chest that I hadn’t felt in a long while, but I wasn’t that surprised. If I thought back on it, Charlie Davis had had that same effect on me six years ago as well – and I remember being startled by it back then. Startled by the fact that I’d ended up at that diner at the same time, every single day for a whole week, just on the offchance she’d be there as well. We never told each other whether we’d be there the next day or not. We never made a date. We never gave each other our numbers, I knew nothing but her name. We always ended our late-night conversations as if it were the last time we’d see each other. I remember her saying the same thing for seven nights straight as we said our goodbyes right outside the door of the diner.


It was so nice meeting you, William. Thank you so much, it’s been a great night.


And I also remember laughing at her and her smiling back at me, her cheeks slightly flushed, eyes sparkling under the dimming lights of the diner – as if I was the highlight of her day, just as she was mine. She somehow, completely unknowingly, made me feel happy to be around her. Whether it was because of how warm and sincere she was, or something else, I had no idea.


There had been a different kind of connection. One that I hadn’t come across before her.


I pushed my hands into my pockets and followed her to stand near the door. I also stopped staring at her face so intently to try to read her thoughts.


‘Looks like you were right. Only the cleaning crew is left behind,’ I commented after glancing around the office space.


Still holding onto the door, she looked over her shoulder before glancing back at me.


‘Looks like it,’ she agreed. There was another quick glance around, then she released a long sigh. ‘Okay then. It was nice seeing you again, William. And I’m excited that we’ll be working together. Welcome, again. Did I say that before? Welcome, I mean.’


I nodded and had to work on holding my smile back. ‘I think so. I think at the lunch meeting you said it twice and then once before that.’


‘Oh well. Since we’ll never mention the lunch meeting again…’ She moved her hand – the one that wasn’t hugging the laptop, the papers and the phone – in a wide arc, I believe to give the gesture there you go, but hit the back of her hand against the glass instead, rattling the thin walls.


I winced and took a step forward. ‘You okay?’


‘Oh, I’m fine.’ She held the laptop and the rest of her stuff tighter to her body with both hands and kept the door open with her hip instead, allowing her to speak through just the small opening.


The smile she gave me showed a lot of teeth and maybe a little bit of forced cheer as well. ‘Goodnight then.’


‘Goodnight, Charlie.’


When she heard her name, the smile softened and she let go of the door, sending me one last quick wave.


I was still watching her as she took a few steps towards her office – which could be seen from mine – then hesitated for a moment or two before she squared her shoulders and came right back to my door with determination on her face, pushing it open with her body.


‘Hi. Hey. Me again,’ she started. The only part of her body that was in my room was her head.


‘Hi, Charlie. I can see that,’ I replied as I waited.


‘So… I want to… no it’s more like I need to say something, but before that, I’m actually very surprised that you remember me.’


‘You seem to remember me just fine. And in detail, too. Why shouldn’t I remember you?’


‘You know why. But that’s not what I wanted to say. I was a little bit more…’ she paused and winced, looking anywhere but me.


I frowned at her. ‘A little bit more, what?’


‘Never mind.’


She hesitated and started to turn. I thought she was leaving, so I took a step forward and grabbed the doorknob, planning on following her out there.


‘No, no, no,’ she protested when I started to open the door and closed it shut. ‘I’ll tell you. You can just stand there.’


I was both amused and intrigued at the same time, so I let it go and waited for her to go on.


After taking a deep breath she finally started to speak through the glass door.


‘Okay. I’m gonna ramble for just a little bit. I’m doing this thing for myself… there is a list. I didn’t finish writing it yet, but I’m writing a list, rules to live a good life… or just rules – I’m not one hundred percent happy with the title yet, but anyway that’s not important. I have this newly developed thing about being honest. At least trying to be honest as much as I can instead of keeping things in and driving myself insane and basically hurting myself in the process.


‘I had this huge crush on you back then, which I’m pretty sure you were aware of, so that in itself is not that important. But I just want you to know, I don’t right now. Have a crush on you, that is. You still look great – don’t get me wrong, anyone would be happy to have a crush on you and if I looked too closely you probably look even better now. We, women I mean, almost all women like more mature guys, but I’m better now. And just to add that stubble does look great on you. I’m only mentioning it because it didn’t look this good on you back then.’


Taken aback by her admission, it took me a few seconds to process everything that she was saying and speak again. I wasn’t sure which end of the conversation to start on. ‘You… are better now? You made me sound like an illness.’


‘No, I didn’t mean it like that. I just don’t feel that way towards you anymore, that’s all. Just wanted you to know so you don’t feel awkward about working with me or anything. If you don’t want me on your core team I’ll understand it completely. And about the crush; I’ll be moving soon anyway so it wouldn’t make sense to have a crush on you even if I had one – which I don’t.’ She paused, stood a little straighter. ‘That’s all. I just wanted to let you know so it’s not that awkward between us. Okay then. Bye.’


My frown got deeper as I had trouble following her one-sided conversation and digesting everything she was saying at the same time. ‘Slow down. You’re moving? When? Where?’


She nodded. ‘Yeah. Long story. I need to move, so I’ll move. Simple. And soon. I don’t have a set date. I need to find a job first. And there is a big chance I’ll move to Los Angeles or Oregon. Nobody here, my dad included, knows yet, so I’d appreciate it if you could keep that to yourself.’


‘I understand. I won’t tell anyone.’


She nodded again. ‘Okay then. We’re good?’


I nodded back.


‘Goodnight, William.’ As she turned around and let the door close, I grabbed it and opened it again before she could get too far away.


‘Charlie?’


She turned when she heard my voice, but instead of stopping she kept walking backwards. I looked around, but the cleaning crew were nowhere to be seen even though their cart was still in the same spot.


‘Yes?’ she asked when I didn’t go on, already halfway to her office.


‘I won’t feel awkward working with you, you don’t have to worry about that. I have a rule where I never get involved with colleagues, so we’re safe. And last but not least, I think we both know back then I had a crush on you as well.’


She stopped moving for what seemed like a full ten seconds, but was probably just a few, and we stared at each other. ‘You don’t have to say that, but you did and that’s fine. I don’t quite believe you, I think, since we both know how that went, but still it’s nice to hear.’ Then slowly she lifted her chin and gave me a warm, wide and beautiful smile. ‘It’s good to know. Great. Okay, then, I’ll just leave now. See you soon.’


She started with her backwards steps again and gave me a small wave right before bumping into her office door.


Hours later I was still smiling whenever she came to my mind. And she came to my mind more than once or twice. All in all, even with all the awkwardness and avoidance, I figured it was a good first day. It was actually a great one.
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