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The Cultural Exchange from Hell
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  The Blog Post Heard ‘Round the World

  
  




The smell of burnt toast hit Lily Chen before consciousness did.

She groaned, peeling one eye open. Her ceiling stared back, blank and judgmental, as her phone buzzed somewhere under a pile of laundry. The sound of her phone having a full-on seizure.

Not a cute buzz-buzz.

Not a polite ding.

No.

Her phone was screaming.

The vibration sounded like a trapped insect having an emotional crisis.

Another buzz. And another.

She kicked off her blanket, sat up too fast, and immediately regretted having a brain. “Where… is… the phone?”

Her hand smacked something cold. A mug. Then something wet. A notebook. Then—

Buzz. Buzz. BUZZ.

She lunged for the glowing rectangle and nearly face-planted onto the floor.


A new notification lit the screen:

Mira: “Your post is TRENDING!! 🔥🔥🔥 You’re INTERNET FAMOUS! Also we’re out of milk.” 


Lily blinked. Twice. Her heart sank in slow, theatrical horror.

She opened the message thread.

Mira: LILY

Mira: WAKE UP

Mira: THINGS ARE HAPPENING

Mira: Bad things

Mira: Also hilarious things


Lily’s gaze flicked to her laptop across the room — still open, still displaying the blog post she’d published at 2:47 a.m. after three cups of jasmine tea and a very personal vendetta — in bold aggressive caps:

“WHY GERMAN PROFESSORS HAVE NO SOUL.” 

A Field Study , By: a dumbass (Lily)

She staggered over, stepping on a Post-it that stuck to her heel.

The caricature of Dr. Clara Voss stared up at her from the screen — all sharp cheekbones and bun so tight it could crack walnuts. Underneath, Lily’s caption glowed like a crime scene confession:

“Exhibit A: The Human Embodiment of a Footnote.”

“Oh no,” Lily whispered. “Oh absolutely not.”

Shit. Shit. SHIT. What did I do?

Twelve thousand shares? TWELVE?

Germany doesn’t even HAVE twelve thousand people who understand sarcasm. How—

She refreshed the page.

24K views.

11K likes.

Hundreds of comments.

She scrolled.

“OMG this is my prof too 💀💀💀”

“Girl she’s gonna kill you”

“I would die for this level of petty accuracy”

And the one that made her soul leave her body:

“UPDATE: Dr. Voss saw this.”

Her stomach dropped past the floor, through the earth’s crust, and straight into the molten core.

She swore in Mandarin, then English, then whatever language existed solely for academic doom.

Her apartment looked like the inside of a stressed-out brain: clothes draped over chairs, ramen bowl fossilizing on the coffee table, loose socks in a pattern that might’ve been a cry for help. A receipt from last night’s kebab run fluttered off the counter as if trying to escape with dignity.


Mom (text):

Lily. What is this. We are VERY disappointed. CALL US.

(There’s no emoji. Which is worse than any emoji.)


Lily groans and drags a hand through her hair, discovering a noodle stuck in it. She does not dwell on that. Not today.

Then—

Her phone buzzed again.

Unknown Number.

She froze.

Buzz.

Buzz.

Buzz.

She answered like a person opening a cursed treasure chest.

“H…hello?”

“Ms. Chen.”

Oh God. It was her. The voice was unmistakable — clipped, cool, precise. A verbal paper cut.

“Th-this is she,” Lily squeaked.

“You will come to my office,” Clara said, each word carved from ice. “Nine a.m. sharp. We have something to discuss.”

Lily’s brain short-circuited. “Oh. Uh. Great! I mean—not great. Not that you’re angry, although obviously you are, which is valid—”

The line went dead.

Lily stared at her dead phone.

Then sat down on the floor.

Then lay down on the floor.

“FUCK” she whispered to the ceiling. “I’m moving to Denmark.”

Lily stayed on the floor longer than was reasonable for a impending doom.

The ceiling didn’t offer solutions.

It didn’t offer comfort.

It just existed up there, blank and smug, probably judging her life choices.

Finally, she exhaled through her nose like a deflating balloon.

“Okay. Okay, Lily. You can do this. You’re a grown adult. You pay taxes. Sometimes.”

She sat up.

Immediately regretted sitting up.

Her head spun in a way that suggested either dehydration or the emotional consequences of going viral in a foreign country.

Her phone buzzed again.

She squeaked like a startled hamster.

It was Mira.

Video call.

“NO,” Lily hissed, tapping decline like she was repeatedly slapping a mosquito.

Too late. Mira was already typing.

Mira:

ANSWER YOUR PHONE YOU COWARD I’M COMING HOME EARLY FOR THIS DRAMA.


Lily let out a pathetic noise and scrambled to her feet.

She needed to think.

She needed to breathe.

She needed maybe seventeen croissants and divine intervention.

Instead, she tripped over a pair of jeans on the floor and slammed her knee into the coffee table.

“OW—my life!” she shrieked.

Her knee throbbed. Her pride filed for divorce.

She limped toward the bathroom, telling herself she needed a shower to reset her brain.

She stopped in the doorway.

The mirror was unforgiving.

Her hair looked like it had tried to flee her scalp overnight.

Her eyeliner was smudged in a way that suggested she’d been crying, even though she definitely had not had time for an emotional breakdown yesterday.

And there, stuck to her cheek, like a badge of shame—

A Post-it.

She peeled it off and read her own handwriting:

“Remember soup.”

“Yes,” she muttered, flicking it into the sink. “I should’ve remembered soup. Or a brain.”

Her stomach twisted as the reality hit harder than the coffee table.

She had to face Dr. Clara Voss.

Not metaphorically.

In person.

At nine a.m.

She checked the time.

8:04.

“NOOOO—”

She bolted out of the bathroom.

She would never make it.

She hadn’t showered.

She hadn’t eaten.

Her hair was committing crimes.

Her clothes were all… somewhere. Possibly hiding.

She tore through her room like a feral raccoon hunting for treasure.

“What do German professors like?” she muttered, flinging clothes everywhere. “Neutral colors? Respectable fabrics? Emotional repression?”

She found a black sweater (wrinkled), black jeans (also wrinkled), and socks that didn’t match but at least were the same species.

She pulled everything on at once, hopped into her sneakers, grabbed her bag—

Her laptop clattered to the floor again.

She froze.

The screen still showed Clara Voss’s caricature.

The sharp cheekbones.

The unforgivable glare.

The bun that radiated fear.

“Oh my GOD,” Lily whimpered. “She’s going to skin me and use me as a cautionary tale.”

Another buzz.

Another text.

Unknown Number:

8:30 would be advisable if you intend to apologize properly.

Lily dropped her phone.

“Oh she HATES me,” Lily gasped. “She hates me specifically. Personally. On a soul level. Oh my god I have to go—”

She snatched her coat, snatched her keys, and sprinted out the door.

But not before stepping, squarely and with commitment, into the fossilized ramen bowl.

The crunch echoed through the apartment like a death knell.

“FINE,” she yelled at no one. “I DESERVE THAT.”

And she ran.

The cold Heidelberg air slapped Lily in the face the moment she bolted out of the apartment building. She yelped, stumbled down the stone steps, and almost died on the last one because it had feelings and was slightly uneven.

“Why are stairs like this?” she wheezed. “Why am I like this?”

The world was offensively peaceful for how her life was falling apart.

The street smelled like fresh bread from the bakery downstairs, chimney smoke, and wet cobblestone. A bicycle bell chimed somewhere far too cheerfully. A dog trotted past wearing a tiny raincoat. The dog looked more put together than she did.

She checked the time on her phone.

8:13.

“Oh COME ON,” she groaned. “Time is RACIST.”

She sprinted toward the tram stop, her bag smacking her hip with each frantic step. Her breath fogged in the cold. Her hair— doing whatever it wanted—whipped dramatically behind her like an angry black comet.

Halfway down the street, she realized she’d forgotten her gloves.

Too late. Her hands were already freezing into decorative hand-icicles.

When she reached the corner, the tram she needed glided up with perfect, cruel punctuality.

“WAIT!” she shouted.

The doors closed.

The tram pulled away.

“COWARD!” she yelled after it, as if that meant anything.

An elderly German man waiting on the bench blinked at her.

Then, in heavily accented English: “You missed it.”

“YES,” Lily said, gesturing wildly. “Thank you for that National Geographic commentary.”

He nodded, utterly unbothered, and went back to reading his newspaper.

Lily paced, heart hammering like a drum solo. Every nerve in her body buzzed with catastrophes yet to happen.

She checked the time again.

8:17.

She had thirteen minutes until the recommended 8:30.

Forty-three until the mandated 9:00.

But commuting through Heidelberg’s old town was like navigating through a history museum designed to slow you down.

She needed speed. She needed efficiency. She needed—

“I’ll jog,” she told herself.

She took three confident steps.

On the fourth, she slipped on a patch of wet cobblestone and performed a full Olympic-level skid, arms pinwheeling like a malfunctioning windmill.

She did not fall.

She did, however, look like she was being tasered by gravity.

She heard someone clap. Actually clap.

Two teenagers sitting on a bench raised their coffees in salute.

Lily flipped them a polite, diplomatic middle finger and kept running.

By the time she reached the old bridge, she was panting hard enough to summon an ambulance preemptively. A group of tourists stared as she practically wheezed past them, muttering “sorrysorrysorry” every time she nearly bumped into someone.

A pigeon swooped dangerously close to her head.

“I’m BUSY!” she snapped at it.

When she finally reached the archway that led to the university quad, she stopped—bent over, gasping, feeling her lungs try to exit her body through her ears.

She checked the time.

8:29.

She straightened, wiped sweat from her forehead, and whispered,

“Holy shit. I’m a superhero.”

A pause.

“No, wait—I’m dying.”

She staggered toward the building like a soldier in the last act of a war movie.

Her muscles screamed.

Her heart pounded.

Her hair frizzed into a shape that could legally be classified as performance art.

She pushed through the heavy door of the Literaturwissenschaft Department.

The warm air hit her like a hug she did not earn.

Then she saw the clock above the reception desk.

8:31.

Close enough. Ish.

She tried to compose herself—straighten her clothes, smooth her hair, pretend she wasn’t vibrating from adrenaline and fear.

A student walked past, took one look at her wild eyes, and sidestepped like she was contagious.

“Same to you,” Lily muttered, then squared her shoulders.

Time to face The Human Embodiment of a Footnote.

She took a deep breath—

—and strode toward Clara Voss’s office.

Her doom awaited.


Lily stopped outside Room 214: Dr. Clara Voss — Professor of German Literature and Humor Studies, the brass nameplate gleaming like it knew things. Bad things. Condescending things.

She wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans.

Mistake.

Her jeans were also damp—from sprinting through Heidelberg like a panicked goat—so now her hands were just… wetter. Wonderful.

She raised a hand to knock, but before her knuckles touched the door—

“Enter.”

The voice slid under the door like a cold draft.

Lily squeaked.

She pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Clara Voss sat behind her desk, posture perfect, expression unreadable, like a CEO of Disdain. The morning light streaming through the tall windows framed her like a Renaissance painting—if Renaissance painters enjoyed painting terrifyingly attractive women who could destroy you with a footnote.

Clara looked up.

Her eyes—cool, assessing, glacier-green—fixed on Lily.

Lily’s brain promptly attempted to reboot.

“Ms. Chen,” Clara said, voice smooth but edged. “You’re on time. I’m impressed.”

Lily blurted, “I tripped only twice.”

Why.

Why did she say that.

Clara raised one eyebrow—the superior eyebrow, somehow—and steepled her fingers. “I assume you know why you’re here.”

Lily swallowed. “Because I’m… a dumbass?”

Clara blinked once. Slowly. “Because you published a defamatory caricature of a faculty member—myself included—in a public forum.”

“Oh. Yes. That too.”

Lily wished a sinkhole would open beneath her. Heidelberg had old geology. Surely this was possible.

Clara stood.

Lily was not prepared.

Clara was tall. Elegant. Intimidating in a “could be cast as a morally ambiguous detective in a noir film” way. Her blazer was perfectly fitted, her bun immaculate, her expression icily calm.

She circled the desk.

Lily’s heart rate tried to file an insurance claim.

Clara stopped in front of her, arms crossed. “Explain.”

Lily opened her mouth.

Closed it.

Opened it again.

Words failed her like they had a personal grudge.

“I—look—it was late, I was sleep-deprived, and you lectured for forty-five minutes about one line of Goethe, and the bun was RIGHT THERE—”

Clara inhaled sharply. “My hairstyle is not relevant.”

“It’s extremely relevant,” Lily muttered.

“What was that?”

“NOTHING.”

Clara stepped closer. Lily took an involuntary step back and hit the door with a soft thunk. Perfect. Trapped like a particularly stupid mouse.

Clara studied her, slow and deliberate. “Your post has gone viral.”

“I know.”

“Twenty-seven thousand shares.”

Lily whimpered.

“My colleagues have seen it.”

Lily whimpered louder.

“My mother has seen it.”

Lily made a sound that could only be described as an emotional implosion.

Clara continued, “And now the department expects me to address the situation. Publicly.”

Lily’s mouth dropped open. “You… you’re not gonna sue me, right?”

Clara gave her a look that suggested she was considering it.

Then—unexpectedly—she sighed.

“I don’t have time for lawsuits. Or disciplinary hearings. Or… internet drama.” The way she said internet drama made it sound like mold.

Lily blinked. “So… what happens to me?”

Clara turned, walked back to her desk, and picked up a folder.

“You,” she said, flipping it open, “are going to fix this.”

Lily frowned. “How?”

Clara snapped the folder shut with a sound that felt like judgment manifesting in physical form.

“You,” Clara said, “will be serving as the department’s appointed liaison for our Cultural Humor Exchange Initiative.”

Lily stared. Blinked. Blinked again.

“…what?”

Clara spoke as if reading directly from a celestial rulebook. “Effective immediately, you will mentor incoming faculty and visiting researchers—myself included—on contemporary comedic communication.”

There were so many words in that sentence, and all of them were stupid.

“I’m sorry,” Lily said, “my brain is still buffering. Mentor? I’m mentoring you? Me? The person currently wearing socks that do not match and smell vaguely like panic?”

Clara’s gaze flicked toward Lily’s socks with surgical accuracy.

“Yes,” she said flatly. “You.”

Lily pointed to herself. “I’m the punishment?”

“You are the solution,” Clara corrected primly. “Though, admittedly, also the punishment. For both of us.”

Lily’s soul left her body, walked to the window, and jumped.

“What does that even mean?” she wheezed.

“It means,” Clara said, placing the folder down with precise elegance, “you will attend my lectures. My office hours. My workshops. You will advise me on humor dynamics, tone, generational context—whatever it is you believe you understand about modern comedic discourse.”

“That modern comedic discourse,” Lily said weakly, “being the same thing that produced a caricature calling you the Human Embodiment of a Footnote?”

Clara’s jaw ticked. “Correct.”

“Oh my GOD. I’m going to be murdered by academia,” Lily whispered. “Death by footnote. Deathnote.”

“That makes no sense,” Clara snapped.

“It makes emotional sense!”

Clara exhaled through her nose like she was diffusing a bomb. “Ms. Chen. You have embarrassed this department internationally.”

“Okay but in my defense,” Lily said, hands flapping, “you lectured about Goethe like you were narrating the apocalypse.”

Clara’s eyes narrowed dangerously.

Lily slapped a hand over her mouth. “I DIDN’T—THAT SLIPPED OUT—I DIDN’T MEAN—”

“You meant exactly that.” Clara closed the folder with alarming calm. “And since you seem to have a very… robust perspective on German humor, the Dean believes it appropriate that you assist in improving our intercultural communication strategies.”

“The Dean?” Lily squeaked. “THE DEAN knows?”

“Everyone knows,” Clara said.

Lily made a sound like a dying accordion.

Clara clasped her hands behind her back. “This arrangement will last for the remainder of the semester. You will report to me daily.”

Daily.

Lily’s vision tunneled.

Daily.

She was going to die. Not dramatically. Not heroically. She was going to perish like a wilted lettuce under the frost of Clara Voss’s glare.

“But…” Lily scraped her brain for a lifeline. “What if I say no?”

Clara’s smile was small and devastating. “Then you will meet with the disciplinary board.”

Lily’s heart plummeted.

Clara continued, smooth as polished marble, “Your scholarship may be revoked.”

Plummet.

“And your exchange visa flagged.”

CRASH.

Lily clutched her chest. “Okay! Okay! FINE! I’ll do it. I’ll humor-mentor you. I’ll be your comedy sherpa. Your joke sensei. Your—”

“No,” Clara said sharply. “Do not call yourself that.”

“—your humor gremlin.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Your comedy overlord—”

“Ms. Chen.”

Lily shut her mouth.

Clara nodded once, satisfied. “Your first assignment is tomorrow. You will attend my seminar at eight. You will observe. Take notes. Explain why students laugh. Or fail to.”

“…students don’t laugh,” Lily said.

“Yes,” Clara said stiffly. “I’ve noticed.”

Ah.

There it was.

A crack in the glacier.

Teeny-tiny. But real.

Lily swallowed. “So… this is actually happening.”

“It is.”

“And you’re not… firing me? Deporting me? Turning me into interpretive art?”

Clara gave her a look of exhausted disdain. “I do not engage in interpretive art.”

“That’s not a no.”

Clara’s sigh was heavy. “Ms. Chen, you will atone for your actions through work, not theatrics.”

“Oh. Yeah. I can work. I can totally work. I’m very work-y. I’m like… if work ethic and caffeine had a baby.”

Clara’s face suggested this metaphor was personally offensive.

Lily deflated. “Okay. I’ll be here tomorrow at eight.”

“Good.” Clara walked back to her desk. “And Ms. Chen?”

Lily froze. “Yes?”

Clara looked up at her, expression unreadable. “Do not be late.”

Lily nodded so hard her ponytail attempted escape velocity. “Yes. Absolutely. Not late. I will be early. I will be chronically early. I will live outside your door like a time goblin.”

“Please don’t.”

“Too late,” Lily said weakly. “I already said it.”

Clara pinched the bridge of her nose.

Lily backed toward the door, hand fumbling for the handle, ready to flee like a startled deer.

“Ms. Chen.”

She jumped. “YES?”

Clara’s voice softened by exactly one molecule. “Do not publish anything else without my approval.”

Lily nodded. “No posting. Zero posting. My blog is dead. I will bury it. I will give it a funeral. Closed casket.”

“Good.”

Lily opened the door, slipped out, and whispered, “Holy shit,” the second she was in the hall.

She leaned back against the wall, heart thundering, mind racing, legs jelly.

She had lived.

Barely.

But tomorrow?

Tomorrow she had to mentor Dr. Clara Voss.

Which meant spending hours—daily—with the Human Embodiment of a Footnote herself.

Lily slid down the wall to the floor.

“Fuck,” she whispered to her knees.

“Why is this my life?”


Lily stumbled out of the office building like she’d just survived a war — a very neurotic, paperwork-heavy war with excellent posture.

The hallway felt too bright. The tiles too shiny. The world too calm for what had just happened.

Her phone buzzed.

Then buzzed again.

Then exploded with a galaxy of notifications, lighting up like a Christmas tree having a panic attack.

She lifted it with two fingers like it was a radioactive mouse.

Mira:

WHERE ARE YOU

I AM IN THE HALL

I SEE YOU

NO I DON’T

THAT IS A PRINTER

WHERE ARE YOU

A door opened down the corridor.

Mira’s pink hair appeared first. Then the rest of her — frizzy, chaotic, holding her phone like a reporter covering a natural disaster.

“There you are!” Mira sprinted at her, dramatic as always. “Lily! Are you alive? Are you expelled? Are we fugitives? Do I need to delete my Instagram? Please tell me I don’t need to delete my Instagram.”

Lily opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

Mira grabbed her shoulders. “Did Clara scream? Did she cry? Did she hit you with a book? Did she—”

“She made me her mentor.”

Silence.

Actual silence.

Mira blinked rapidly. “…Her what.”

“Her humor mentor,” Lily croaked.

Mira stared like Lily had just announced she was joining the Vatican.

“You?” Mira said. “Mentoring Clara Voss? You can’t even mentor yourself into doing laundry.”

“That’s rude,” Lily said. “Also accurate.”

Mira gasped. “Wait — is that why she didn’t call the cops? Because she wants you to make her funny?”

Lily winced. “Don’t say it like that.”

“But that’s what it is!”

“No, no, no,” Lily said quickly. “It’s a cultural exchange initiative.”

Mira squinted. “So… like… joke rehab?”

Lily covered her face with both hands. “I don’t know. I’m still processing.”

“Wow.” Mira leaned against the wall. “This is like being promoted and punished at the same time. A punimotion.”

“That’s not a word.”

“It is now.”

Lily dropped her hands. Her heart was still beating at hummingbird speed. “She said it’s daily. Like… every day. I basically have to follow her around.”

Mira’s jaw fell open. “Like a comedy emotional support animal.”

“Please stop.”

Mira didn’t. “So what exactly do you mentor her on? Like… how not to sound like she’s narrating a funeral?”

“Mira.”

“Or how to smile without terrifying people?”

“MIRA.”

“Or how to not dress like a Victorian ghost—”

“MIRA!”

Mira finally stopped, but only because she was wheezing with laughter.

Lily leaned her head back on the wall and stared at the ceiling as if God would have answers.

“Heads up,” Mira said suddenly. “Smile.”

“What?”

“Smile. Incoming.”

Footsteps echoed through the hallway — measured, controlled, terrifyingly efficient.

Clara Voss walked past them, heels clicking like a metronome calibrated to anxiety. Hair perfect. Coat immaculate. Face carved from glacier.

She did not look at them.

Not once.

She simply passed by, exuding the aura of a woman who alphabetizes her spices and judges everyone who doesn’t.

Mira whispered, “Holy shit.”

Lily whispered, “I know.”

They waited until Clara disappeared down the stairs.

Then Mira turned to Lily, expression wild and delighted.

“You’re in —war— with her,” she declared.

Lily choked. “WHAT. NO. I AM NOT. ARE YOU—NO.”

“You totally are.”

“I am NOT—”

“You are SO—”

“She scares me!”

“That’s the POINT.”

Lily covered her face again, groaning. “Please shut up forever.”

Mira grinned. “Absolutely not. This is the most fun I’ve had all year. You — mentoring Clara Voss. This is chef’s kiss chaotic destiny.”

Lily slid down the wall dramatically. “I’m going to die.”

“Probably,” Mira agreed. “But it’ll be iconic.”

Mira finally hauled Lily off the hallway floor like a soggy grocery bag.

“Okay, catastrophe goblin,” she said, slinging Lily’s arm over her shoulder. “Let’s get you home before you faint in front of the vending machine and someone posts it on TikTok.”

“That would be very on-brand,” Lily mumbled.

They shuffled down the stairs, Lily moving with the grace of a frightened broom. Every step echoed with fresh humiliation.

When they stepped outside, the chilly air slapped her again. This time, it felt personal.

Mira squeezed her arm. “Hey. At least she didn’t kill you.”

“She assigned me to her. That’s worse. It’s like… academic indentured servitude.”

“It’s like a sitcom,” Mira corrected. “A sexy sitcom. With danger.”

“No,” Lily said firmly. “There is NO sexiness. Zero. Only fear.”

“Okay, but her coat did something to me just now.”

Lily groaned and hid her face in her scarf.

They crossed the square, past students sipping coffee and couples strolling like their lives weren’t imploding. Lily felt like she should be passing out flyers:

HI I’M THE IDIOT WHO WENT VIRAL FOR BULLYING A PROFESSOR. PLEASE PITY ME.

“Okay,” Mira said as they reached the bridge. “Let’s break it down.”

“No,” Lily said. “I don’t want it broken down. I want it un-happened.”

Mira ignored her. “Step one: You go to her seminar tomorrow. Step two: You… observe humor.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” Lily wailed. “How do you observe humor? Do I check its vitals? Do I poke the students like, ‘Please laugh now so I don’t get deported’?”

“I believe in you,” Mira said, patting her head like a distressed pet.

“You shouldn’t,” Lily muttered. “I published a rant about a woman who looks like she could successfully duel with a tax auditor.”

“Yeah,” Mira said. “And now you get to spend every day with her. It’s karmic. It’s poetic. It’s hilarious.”

“It’s tragic.”

“It’s fanfiction waiting to happen.”

Lily stopped walking. “Don’t even joke about that. The internet is already insane.”

Mira shrugged. “True. But if someone writes ‘Enemies-to-Lovers: The Humor Mentor AU’, I will read it.”

Lily threw her hands in the air. “WHY ARE YOU LIKE THIS.”

They resumed walking.

“What if I crash and burn?” Lily whispered suddenly. “Like… what if tomorrow she asks me to explain something and my brain just makes dial-up noises?”

“Then you make dial-up noises,” Mira said cheerfully. “And I film it.”

“You’re a monster.”

“Correct.”

They reached their street.

“And okay,” Mira continued, “maybe this doesn’t have to be the end of your academic career.”

Lily snorted. “No, no. This is the beginning of my villain origin story. Next chapter: Lily becomes a librarian recluse who hisses at sunlight.”

“Plot twist: you thrive.”

Lily blinked. “What.”

“You thrive,” Mira repeated. “You’re good at jokes. You’re good at people. You could actually help her. And if you pull it off? The department owes you. The Dean owes you. And Clara might… soften.”

“Clara doesn’t soften,” Lily whispered. “She probably sleeps in a perfectly made bed without creases, dreaming about MLA formatting.”

Mira wiggled her eyebrows. “Maybe you’ll be the one to crease it.”

“OH MY GOD,” Lily shouted. A retiree watering her plants turned, startled. Lily waved apologetically. “Not… not like… bed creasing! I meant—Mira meant—NO ONE MEANT ANYTHING.”

They speed-walked the rest of the way in mortified silence.

Back in the apartment, Lily collapsed face-first onto the couch.

Mira kicked the door closed and tossed her bag aside.

“Alright. Game plan.” Mira clapped. “Food. Shower. Mental health triage.”

“I want a coma.”

“No.”

“I want death.”

“No.”

“I want… twelve pancakes.”

“…that we can do.”

Mira moved toward the kitchen and froze. “Lily.”

“What.”

“Why is there… a bowl of ramen glued to the floor?”

Lily buried her face deeper into a pillow. “Don’t. Speak. Its. Name.”

Mira sighed, grabbed a spatula, and began peeling the bowl off the floor like removing a giant bandage.

Lily groaned into the couch cushions. “Tomorrow’s going to be a disaster.”

“Probably,” Mira said. “But you’ll survive.”

“And the day after that. And the day after that,” Lily said miserably. “Every. Single. Day. I’m going to be in her office. With her. In… proximity.”

Mira peeked over the counter. “Do you think she’s hot?”

Lily launched a pillow at her. “STOP PROJECTING. JUST BE SUPPORTIVE.”

“I am supportive. I support you exploring your feelings.”

“I have no feelings.”

“Lies.”

“I HAVE ONLY FEAR.”

Mira snorted. “Fear and maybe a little—”

“NOPE.”

“I’m just saying she has—”

“La la la la la,” Lily sang loudly, shoving another pillow over her ears.

Mira laughed and slid a plate of pancakes onto the coffee table.

“You’ll be fine,” she said softly. “Really.”

Lily peeked out from her pillow fort.

“…you promise?”

“No,” Mira said. “But I promise to record everything if it’s funny.”

Lily threw another pillow.

Mira dodged it easily.


The lecture hall smelled like chalk dust, old wood, and academic regret. Students filed in with steaming cups of coffee, the dull hum of morning chatter bouncing off high ceilings. Lily slid into the very last row, hood up, dignity down. Her face was still burning from yesterday’s disaster.

She kept her head low. Maybe, if God was merciful, Clara wouldn’t notice her.

The click-click-click of heels echoed through the room like a countdown to doom.

Clara Voss entered.

Tailored navy blazer. Hair in a precise bun sharp enough to cut glass. Expression: mildly annoyed, like someone had rearranged her bookshelf by color instead of author.

Lily shrank two inches.

Clara placed her notes on the lectern and looked over the room with the slow, methodical gaze of a sniper choosing a target.

Her eyes landed on Lily.

Lily died. She simply died. Her ghost remained out of spite.

“Good morning,” Clara said, voice crisp. She clicked the projector on. THE ROLE OF IRONY IN 19TH-CENTURY GERMAN LITERATURE illuminated the screen behind her. “Today, we will begin our discussion on irony.”

Of course. Irony. Why wouldn’t it be irony. God had jokes today.

Clara turned a page, then—without looking up—spoke in a tone so casual it had to be premeditated murder.

“Irony, Ms. Chen,” she said, eyes snapping to Lily with sniper precision, “is when expectation clashes with reality.”

The class turned as one. Lily wished for a sinkhole.

Clara paused. “For example… when a comedy writer expects her semester abroad to be fun…”

Students leaned forward, sensing blood.

“…and instead,” Clara continued, “she is forced to attend my lectures.”

The
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