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        “I walked into a job interview last week and who was there waiting to interview me? The guy always working on his laptop at my favorite coffee shop that I've been crushing on for the past few months. How was I supposed to sound professional when I was talking to Cappuccino Hottie?”

      

      

      
        
        -Elise, Guest

        Duquan’s Downlow on Dating and Love

        Podcast episode #14

      

      

      

      
        
        Three years earlier…

      

      

      Lexy wasn’t taking any chances.

      She checked her watch, nerves churning in her stomach. Her interview was in forty-five minutes, and Google Maps told her Manor House Productions was a two-minute walk away. She’d allowed for plenty of time in case she got lost, the trolly derailed, the lions escaped from Woodland Park Zoo, or any other disaster that might cause her to be late.

      Interviews made her nervous at the best of times, but this wasn’t any old interview. This was a face-to-face with Merelda Sterling, founder and owner of Manor House Productions. Legendary in the television industry, and rumored to be terrifying.

      Shaky hands smoothed back her blonde ponytail, ensuring no stray tendrils had escaped in the Seattle springtime breeze. Landing a position as Assistant Producer at the distinguished boutique production company would be the next step in her five-year career plan.

      A chalkboard sign outside The Coffee Pod invited customers to “Come in and try the worst coffee that one woman on TripAdvisor ever had.” Chuckling, she pushed open the door. What the heck? She had time. If today went well, this might become her regular stop on her way to work.

      The sharp tang of ground coffee beans filled the warm air inside, and the shrill whistle of the espresso machine steaming milk drowned out the chatter of conversation around her. Waiting for her order, she studied the mural of whales painted on the wall, a clever play on the name of the coffee shop.

      “Medium latte,” The barista called out.

      She grabbed the drink and took a cautious sip, mostly foam.

      “For Nate,” the barista continued.

      She froze mid-swallow. She had taken someone else’s beverage? How mortifying!

      “I’m so sorry,” she said to the guy with tousled brown hair who stepped up to the counter, looking for his drink. “I took yours. I have an interview down the street, and I'm nervous.”

      “Ah, you need it more than me then,” he said. His green eyes crinkled with laughter.

      “Plus, I already drank from it.”

      “Consider it yours.” He adjusted the motorcycle helmet in his grip. “Is your interview at Manor House Productions?”

      “Yes. Do you work there?” Inside info would be a good thing.

      “Mostly in their studio location across town. Nate.” He offered his hand. “Sound tech.”

      “Lexy. Assistant Producer hopeful.” His hand clasped hers in a reassuring shake.

      “Medium latte for Lexy,” the barista said.

      Nate released her and reached for the coffee, flashing a grin as he covered her name with a paper sleeve. “If the guys see your name on my cup, they'll never call me anything else.”

      “I really am sorry.”

      “No problem. A word of advice regarding Merelda?”

      “Happily.”

      “Don’t let her intimidate you. That way, she'll respect you.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “If you start to feel intimidated, picture her in those high heels she totters around on, trying to ride the S.L.U.T.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The Seattle Lake Union Trolley. The S.L.U.T. Are you new to the city?”

      “No,” she laughed. “You just caught me off guard.”

      “See? You're already less nervous.”

      She nodded. “I am. Thanks, Nate. If I get this job, I'll owe you a coffee.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      It wasn’t until they’d parted ways that she realized Nate, ‘sound tech’, was also Nate Douglas, lead guitarist in the up-and-coming local band, The Rainy Day Astronauts. If she landed this job, not only was she one step closer to her goal, she’d be working with a celebrity.

      

      
        
        Present day…

      

      

      Lexy’s blue MINI gave a cheerful chirp as she locked it and followed the sidewalk to the front of the elegant character home that had been converted into the business front of Manor House Productions, a Victorian-era building with jaunty navy-blue paint and burgundy trim. She walked confidently up the steps, completely at home between the columns that gave the porch an impression of grandeur, paused to tap the discreet sign with the company name for luck, and pushed open the turquoise door. Merelda described the door as a statement piece. Her boss was big on statements.

      “This is it,” she muttered under her breath, anticipating today’s meeting and how best to pitch her latest show idea. The song she’d been listening to as she’d arrived at work, Macklemore’s Glorious with a line about being born for this, still echoed in her head.

      For two years she’d paid her dues, taking on every thankless, boring, grunt task that was asked of her. A year ago, she was ready for more. Ready to produce her own show. Unfortunately, Merelda had rejected every idea pitched her way, which only strengthened Lexy’s determination.

      This idea was the one.

      “Morning, Lexy.” Sarah from payroll walked out of the kitchen. “Nice day out today.”

      “Yes.” She crossed her fingers. Destined to be her lucky day. She’d even brought her car today instead of taking transit as she often did.

      The ground floor of the manor held the old kitchen, now a staff break room, on one side of the entrance. The parlor where Merelda entertained clients and industry bigwigs occupied the other side. Along the back were washrooms and offices for accounting and payroll.

      The main staircase took her to the work area known affectionately as ‘the hive’. Merelda insisted the writers, directors, producers—employees directly involved with productions—were in close proximity. Most of the walls had been removed to create an open space filled with desks, including hers. Down the hall toward the back was a conference room and the staircase leading to the third floor. Though it had a smaller footprint than the rest of the house, the top floor boasted the best views and was occupied almost entirely by Merelda’s office. A small reception area and her assistant’s desk sat at the top of the stairs.

      The hive was already humming with the sound of Merelda’s busy worker bees as she hung up her lightweight jacket, put her purse in the bottom drawer of her desk, and booted up her computer.

      “Lexy. She’s asking about the budgets.” Joey, Merelda’s assistant, stood in front of her desk, tablet in hand. Not much older than Lexy, he was always impeccably dressed, accessorized with an air of self-importance. Today was no exception.

      “No problem.” She flashed a helpful smile. “I have the revised budgets for the next episodes of Call for Backup and Vamping Out. I'll send them immediately.” The Seattle-set cop drama and teen vampire series respectively, were two of the biggest MHP productions.

      Joey nodded curtly and made a note on his tablet.

      “Also, the next grant proposal will get finishing touches and be sent off today.” She’d long ago given up trying to befriend her boss’s second-in-command. “I’m still on her calendar for later?”

      He rolled his eyes as if piqued he was forced to keep track of her appointment. “Apparently.”

      Behind his back, Lexy couldn’t contain her grin. By 2:15 she’d be the proud producer of her own show.

      “You look like the kitten who stole the cream.” From three desks over, Enrico, Merelda’s star director, studied her with amusement. “What’s put that smile on your face, Bella?” His sexy Italian accent crested over her, those dark, smoldering eyes hinting that he wanted nothing more than to delve into her deepest, darkest secrets and desires.

      Heat bloomed on her cheeks. “I—I look like what? I didn’t steal…”

      “Isn’t that the expression?”

      When Enrico joined the MPH team a year ago, every female in the place had done an instant swoon. From his wavy dark hair and bedroom eyes, to a body created solely to honor the designer suits he wore as casually as if they were jeans, he projected a certain savoir faire not found in the average American male. Not only that, he was the best director on the team, a fact which earned him the respect of the entire staff.

      Once upon a time, one look from the man had several synapses in her brain misfire, disabling her powers of speech. These days, she retained the mental faculties to speak, banter, and even make him laugh sometimes. Most of the time.

      “Oh, you mean the cat that got the cream.”

      “I think my version describes your expression better.”

      She gave him a conspiratorial smile “I’m stealing some of Merelda’s time later. Making a new pitch.”

      “Good luck. Maybe we will get to team up on this project of yours.”

      Flashing him a smile, she crossed the fingers on both hands, touched when he returned the gesture.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At noon, Lexy bounced down the stairs to the staff break room for lunch, walking on clouds anticipating this afternoon’s meeting and how great it would feel to finally be a producer. Even this morning’s grant proposal, which had required more rewrites than planned and had a frustratingly inefficient online submission form, hadn’t dimmed her spirits.

      “Your day is obviously going well.” Her friend Jules looked up as Lexy entered the room. The vibrant MHP wardrobe designer’s love of fashion inspired outfit choices as bold as her personality. She swallowed a pang of envy at Jules’s colorful floral print blouse tucked into a cream and mustard yellow patterned pencil skirt. Tall and slim with a striking main of long, wavy red hair, Jules pulled the look off beautifully. Average height and blonde, Lexy tried hard to shed her life-long label as ‘cute’ by wearing classic business outfits in muted tones, her bid to look ‘professional’.

      “Oh yay. I love when our lunch breaks coincide. And no one is around to eavesdrop. Especially Sonia. My day is going great, thanks. Isn’t yours?” Lexy took her salad to the end of one of two large farmhouse tables and plopped next to Jules and Renata, her other best friend. The savvy social media manager for all of MHP productions and Jules’s polar opposite in fashion taste, Ren was dressed in all black as usual. The dark tone matched her perfect fall of glossy black hair, yet she managed to look chic instead of goth.

      Ren looked up from her phone where she was rapidly typing and widened almond-shaped eyes enhanced by meticulously applied makeup. “Great? Not with the backlash we’re getting from comments on TikTok about this promo clip for Vamping Out. I’m trying to put out the fire now.”

      “Oh dear. That's not good. We've just lined up new advertisers for that series. If anyone can put out that fire, you can.”

      “My day is at least as bad as Ren’s.” Jules twisted her riotous red curls into a loose bun before leaning over to take a bite of sandwich. “One of our lead actresses refused to wear the dress I selected for this morning’s scene, because it was too ‘shamrock’ green and she will only wear ‘jade’ green.” Her fingers made air quotes to emphasize the shades of green. “It's basically the same color. So I had to find her a new dress. Then one of our day-player cast members, who insisted she was a size zero when I spoke to her last week, did not fit her size zero outfit. So I was running around finding two new wardrobe items. Now everyone’s grumpy and it looks like I’m the reason shooting got delayed.”

      “That's sucks. Especially because it's not your fault.” Lexy dipped a carrot stick in hummus. “In other news, did you find a side hustle?”

      Ren looked up from her phone. “Why are you looking for a side hustle, Jules?”

      “I want to bring my parents out to visit from Ireland. They'll never be able to afford the trip, with all my younger siblings at home. So yes, Lex, I am going to be a personal shopper on the side, and I've already landed two clients.”

      “That’s amazing. It's the perfect gig for you.”

      “Thanks. I think it will be fun. Now that Ren and I have both complained about our days, tell us why yours is going so well.”

      “I’m pitching to Merelda this afternoon. My renovation show. This is the one ladies. The show I'm going to produce, that is going to change peoples’ lives.”

      “What’s your tagline again?” Ren asked. “It was so clever.”

      “Fixer Upper, hosted by the Simon Cowell of renovations.”

      “If Merelda doesn’t like this one, I don’t know what to say. She shares Simon’s talent for blunt critique,” Ren said.

      “I’ll let you know how it goes.”

      “Hey, Ren.” Jules paused with a fork full of coleslaw half way to her mouth. “Didn’t you have a date last night? How did it go?”

      “Another dud? Obviously you would have told us by now if he showed promise,” Lexy said.

      “What’s wrong with this one?”

      “This is so embarrassing,” said Ren. “More so for him.”

      Lexy and Jules waited expectantly.

      “We met on Bumble. Dating apps are the only way to meet anyone these days.”

      “Even though they suck,” Jules said.

      “Even though they suck.” Ren agreed. “We’d been messaging each other for a week and I agreed to go out with him. He's a film buff, he’s working on creating an app with a friend, which of course I am interested in.”

      “Sounds like a good fit. I'm not hearing the embarrassing part yet,” Jules said.

      Ren took a breath. “His name is Keanu.”

      “Keanu? Really?”

      “You can't really hold that against him,” Lexy said. “Our parents pick our names.”

      “Just wait. Over our first drink, I asked him about it, because it is unusual and the only other Keanu I’ve ever heard of is Reeves. He told me he saw The Matrix when he was thirteen years old and loved the character Neo so much, he made his family and friends and everyone start calling him Keanu. He only responded to them if they called him that.”

      “Are you serious?” Jules giggled.

      “Dead serious. I thought he was joking, so I laughed. I mean, at thirteen I can kind of see it. But the dude is thirty-three years old now and still calls himself Keanu.”

      “What’s his real name?” asked Lexy.

      “It took a while, but I finally got it out of him. Brad.”

      All three girls burst out laughing.

      “At this rate I might have to give in and let my parents set me up with a “nice Chinese boy” like they keep wanting to.”

      “I’m so glad I’m with Jameson and all this nonsense is behind me,” Lexy said.
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        * * *

      

      The back of Lexy’s neck prickled, and she looked up from her computer screen to scan the hive. Was she imagining someone’s eyes burning a hole in the top of her head? Nope. Across the room, Smug Sonia gave her a calculating look, not appearing the least bit uncomfortable being busted.

      Lexy sighed. She and Sonia had started work here around the same time, and although Lexy didn’t feel they were in competition with each other, Sonia made it clear she did. The subtle digs and passive-aggressive comments. ‘Helpful’ critiques of her wardrobe, and ‘concern’ Lexy couldn’t handle her workload. Lexy did her best not to engage in Sonia’s tactics. ‘You catch more flies with honey’, her Gran always said.

      As Sonia smirked and shifted her sharp gaze back to her computer, Lexy glanced at her watch before smoothing the sides of her hair which she’d pulled back into a pony tail this morning, hoping to portray a polished, no-nonsense, professional look. After all, it had worked for her interview. Scant minutes remained before her audience in the Throne Room, the staff’s nickname for their boss’s office.

      If The Queen liked her latest proposal, she’d be Producer of her own reality show. Enough with writing grant proposals and chasing leads, while everyone around her achieved their dreams.

      Staring down her upcoming big Three-0 birthday, she’d expected to have achieved a lot more by the age of thirty. Including showing that condescending prof at film school that he’d been wrong about her. She was not some entitled airhead with an unrealistic view of the film industry, but someone with the drive and determination to make it in her chosen field.

      As she rose she took a deep breath, smoothed the front of her knee-length grey pencil skirt, and straightened the lapels of its matching jacket. She wasn’t the only one who found facing Merelda intimidating. If Meryl Streep had a redheaded sister in The Devil Wears Prada, it would have been Merelda. Even the sound of her walking down the hall, the tapping of those red-soled designer stilettos, her signature piece of every outfit, sent shivers down Lexy’s spine. When she joked with her friends that they were blood-red from the other poor souls whose dreams Merelda had already trampled on that day, she was only partly joking. As she climbed the stairs, old doubts began to creep in.

      You won't be taken seriously in this industry looking like that. And your final project failed to demonstrate any other reason to take you seriously. You have nothing to offer. I think you're in the wrong program, Ms. Smith.

      She shook her head in an effort to clear her old film prof’s voice out of it. Now was not the time. Mr. Snyder’s attitude was one of the reasons she had been so determined to work for a female-run company.

      Joey didn’t look up as she passed his desk. Reaching Merelda’s door she blew out a breath and straightened her shoulders as she struck her ‘power pose’. The one recommended by the many professionals sharing their success stories in a fifteen-minute Ted Talk.

      I’ll be fine. I’m a professional. I’ve worked hard and I deserve this opportunity. Viewers everywhere were sure to love her proposed home renovation show, Bulldoze or Overhaul.

      She knocked and entered on Merelda’s command, struck anew by the impressive view of Lake Washington. From a brightly colored, ergonomically-designed chair behind her desk, Merelda eyed Lexy overtop of a pair of cat’s-eye designer frames. Years earlier, Merelda’s chair had been dubbed ‘the throne’ by an unknown staff member. Rumor has it he didn’t last long after that.

      Never one for pleasantries, Merelda said, “I read your latest proposal.”

      She leaned forward. “And?”

      “And the last thing the networks need is another renovation show.” Merelda clasped her hands on the desk in front of her, multi-diamond rings reflecting the late summer sunlight that spilled through the window to her right. “Please stop wasting my time.”

      Lexy swallowed her disappointment. “I’m an assistant producer. I’m here because I want to produce my own show one day.”

      “Right now, the only thing you need to produce are the grants and incentives offered by various government bodies to help offset the cost of what we do. You’re good at it. Stick to what you do best.” Merelda reached for a stack of papers. “That’s all. Shoo! Back to work.”

      Lexy stood, shock eclipsing her disappointment. Had she really just been shooed? Was that even a thing that could happen to a twenty-first century working professional? Eyes downcast, she returned to the hive and walked past Enrico’s corner desk.

      “Everything all right in your world, Bella?” Even his sexy accent failed to raise her spirits. “You look like you’re about to face the firing squad.” He inclined his head toward the stairs to the Throne Room. “Or maybe you already did.”

      “She shot down my latest proposal. Be warned, she’s in full Queen of Hearts mode. I kept waiting for her to point her imperious finger at me and shout ‘Off with her head!’”

      “I’ll be sure to let her win at croquet.” Enrico rose lazily, tossing her a smile and a wink.

      “While you’re at it, you should probably stay away from small bottles labeled ‘Drink Me’.”

      His laughter trailed behind him as he strode down the hall and up the stairs to Merelda’s office. Though in his case it was more of a swagger. The man couldn’t help it. It was just the way he moved.

      She sighed and picked up her phone to text Jameson about her latest crash-and-burn pitch to her boss. Her wonderful boyfriend would know just the thing to cheer her up. A fuzzy warmth spread through her when she saw he’d messaged her first. Probably checking in about her meeting.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jameson

      

      
        Hey babe, I know we were going to meet up tonight, but I have to work late. Deadline coming up. Boss is freaking out.

      

      

      

      

      

      She swallowed the sharp sword of disappointment. He hadn’t remembered today was a big deal for her after all. He wouldn’t be at her house later suggesting a round of Trivia Touchdown, a game they’d made up that had them laughing so hard it was now their go-to whenever one of them had a bad day.

      Hardly motivated to return to budgets and spreadsheets, the only thing Merelda thought she was good for, she stared at her phone screen. Checking their socials would be a suitable distraction, and still counted as ‘working’. As assistant producer, she tried to stay in the loop on the shows she was involved in.

      She opened Instagram but before she could click on @VampingOut, something in her story bar caught her attention. A local restaurant she followed had re-posted a story by @TiffLovesLife. The guy in the photo looked familiar.

      It couldn’t be.

      Her finger shook as she clicked on it. Her stomach plummeted, her throat tightened, a buzzing started in her ears and grew louder as she stared at a picture of Jameson and some girl sharing a bowl of ramen. There were heart GIPHYs all over the image.

      What. The. Hell. She stared in disbelief for several seconds before tapping on the tag for Tiff’s account. More pictures of Tiff and Jameson. Lexy’s body flashed hot then cold. She grabbed screenshots of several of the most incriminating photos and texted them to him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexy

      

      
        Is this what you mean by working late?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’re over. Obviously. If you can manage to tear yourself away from Tiff, your stuff will be outside my house. No guarantees it will still be there in the morning

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “It's happened to me. It's happened to some of my friends. You know my wish for all those cheating bastards out there? That liars’ pants really did catch on fire.”

      

      

      
        
        -Mia, Guest

        Duquan’s Downlow on Dating and Love

        Podcast episode #91

      

      

      

      She survived the commute home alternately hoping nothing else bad decided to pile on her day, and plotting revenge fantasies about Jameson. Even through her fury, her little turquoise houseboat, bobbing gently at the dock on Lake Union, was a welcome sight. Thank God she’d listened to her gut last month, ignoring Jameson’s less than subtle hints about moving in.

      Although she had been about to give him his own key.

      Because I thought he was the one.

      Inside, she pulled out a black garbage bag, growling as it got caught coming out of the box. Starting upstairs in her bedroom, she made the rounds, gathering up his things. There wasn’t much, a toothbrush, some jeans and sweats, a couple of shirts, a sweater, some worn out Van’s, a filthy baseball cap and a rickety skateboard.

      She bundled everything into the bag, tied a knot and tossed it onto the edge of the dock like the trash that it was. At least there’d be no more unfortunate gifts like last Valentine’s ‘Love Fern’. He’d thought it was cute to copy the idea from a rom-com they’d seen, but the fat pink pig in a tutu containing the straggling fern was the world’s ugliest plant pot. Perfect to weight down the bag full of his stuff.

      “Love Fern? More like Fraud Fern.” She dropped the planter on top of everything else.

      A firm believer that avoidant coping was still coping, she slid her paddleboard into the water and took off along the lakeshore. She wasn't ready to talk to Jameson, hear the excuses and pleas she knew were coming. As each stroke put more distance between her and the garbage bag on the dock, her shoulders relaxed another fraction and her breath came easier.

      Paddleboarding was good, but surfing was her true love. Maybe the Oregon coast would see a little swell when she went home next Friday for the long weekend, which couldn’t come soon enough. She frowned. When had the familiar small town she’d longed to escape become a place of comfort and refuge?

      Probably around the time being single and bingeing too many Hallmark movies over the holidays resulted in an ill-advised relationship that blew up in my face on the same day my boss stomped out yet another idea, squashing my confidence along with it.

      This was not how she’d pictured the lead-up to her thirtieth birthday; single again, Merelda’s gofer, and no closer to producing her own show. Basically, a personal and professional flop. Had she got it all wrong? What if she hadn’t left everyone and everything behind to follow her dreams?

      As if watching a home movie, the lake’s surface reflected watery scenes from a parallel life. Where she stayed in Cannon Beach and married her high school sweetheart, Tyler. A beach wedding followed by a surfing honeymoon someplace tropical. After which she’d work with her parents at their gallery. Fast forward to a big backyard bash with family and friends when her parents retired and she took over the gallery, while Tyler ran his father’s hardware store. Both of them doting on their two adorable children, a boy and a girl. Right now, ‘Door number one’ looked a whole lot better than reality.

      She slapped the surface of the lake with her paddle, sending a spray of water through the air and erasing the image. This was the life she wanted. Here in Seattle. Wasn’t it?

      Resolutely she turned and paddled for home, relieved to see the garbage bag no longer there when she pulled up to the dock. If only she could avoid her boss’s dismissive attitude and Smug Sonia’a knowing looks as successfully.
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        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jules

      

      
        How was coffee with L-ameson?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lexy

      

      
        Your best nickname yet, J

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ren

      

      
        I'm only calling him Lameson from now on fyi

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lexy

      

      
        Terrible thanks. Turns out meeting your cheating ex for coffee only days after breaking up with him in a text is miserable. Who would've thought?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ren

      

      
        But it's over. You did it. Closure

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jules

      

      
        It was more than he deserved. Rat-bastard

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hey, you got anything left of his at your place? I can put an Irish curse on him

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lexy

      

      
        Not a trace. Not even a strand of hair

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jules

      

      
        Shame ;-)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ren

      

      
        I stashed a pint of ice cream in the freezer at work with your name on it. Seriously. It says: Do not eat me. I belong to Lexy

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lexy

      

      
        Thanks for the ice cream and the curse offer. I'm feeling better already

      

      

      

      

      

      She wasn’t, but her friends had put in a solid effort to cheer her up, and she appreciated it. The one-two punch of Merelda’s latest rejection and Jameson's betrayal had her reeling. Off-balance. The idea of moving back home was starting to sound better and better. She hadn’t been able to get the vision of her alternate life out of her head since the post-breakup paddle. Her cozy coastal surf town; a place where she belonged. Where people knew her and actually wanted her to succeed. A place where she’d be immune to men like Jameson with their cute dimples and flashing eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Please, Lex.” Nate’s eyes twinkled with merriment as he placed his palms together in a pleading gesture. “Bribery and begging are not beneath me. You would be doing me a huge favor.” He smiled wide enough for his hint of a dimple to appear.

      Shit. Her resolution wasn't even going to last a week.

      “Shopping? Aren’t guys allergic?” Honestly though, this could be exactly the distraction she needed. She’d been spending her time since the break-up avoiding her friends and eating Baskin-Robbins from the carton, cursing Jameson for his infidelity, cursing herself for falling for him. On top of being shooed by Merelda, trying to keep up the pretense at work that everything was fine was exhausting.

      “We are,” Nate said. “But we push through for a few crucial occasions. Kid sister’s birthday makes the list.”

      “What else is on the list?”

      “Top secret. Guy Code. No one can find out I even admitted there’s a list.”

      Narrowing her eyes, she tapped the tips of her fingers together in a distinctly evil-movie-villain gesture. “Oh, I’ll get more out of you, Nate. We women have our ways. Girl Code. But first, how old will your sister be?”

      She watched him do the math in his head. “Twenty-seven, I guess. I’m five years older.”

      “Did she give you any hints?”

      “Hint? Hah!” Nate said. “She wants a waterproof raincoat. Nothing ugly. Long enough to really keep her dry. Plus, it needs to be warm enough, but not too hot. She wants to be able to add layers underneath. There might have been more. I hope I got the main points.”

      Lexy nodded sagely. “I see why you need help.” Retail therapy sounded good right now. Even if the retail was for someone else.

      “I might take a stab at ‘nothing ugly’. But the rest? No clue.”

      “Fortunately, I know what constitutes the perfect length and ‘warm enough’. But my expertise will cost you.”

      “Name your price,” Nate said over his shoulder as he walked toward his boss, who had motioned him over. “We’ll go tonight after work. You came by transit, right? I’ll drop you at home after.”

      Her phone vibrated on her desk with an incoming text in her girls group chat. Jules and Ren were keeping close tabs on her right now, and she appreciated it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ren

      

      
        Hey ladies. Food Truck Festival is on all this week and we talked about going. It’s getting a ton of buzz. Does tonight work?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lexy

      

      
        I can’t tonight. Thursday?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jules

      

      
        What do you have going on tonight that’s more important?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lexy

      

      
        Nate asked me to help him pick his sister’s bday gift

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ren

      

      
        For that you would miss out on the Food Fighters truck, and trying their Big Me Burger or Thymes Like These Bowl???

      

      

      

      
        
          
        jk, thursday works

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jules

      

      
        More on this Nate thing then too
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        * * *

      

      Her rescue from cramming onto sweaty public transit on a sweltering summer day came in the form of a helmet Nate handed her as they left work. “Brought an extra. I hoped you’d take pity on a desperate coworker in his hour of need.” He grinned. “It’s even your color.”

      What was it about the appeal of a guy who rode a motorbike? As she strapped on the midnight blue helmet and hopped up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist, she noticed Enrico slowly get into his car and watch them leave. Was that jealousy she saw in Enrico’s smoldering gaze?

      Things like this didn’t normally happen to her. Cozy’d up on the back of a bike with one man, while another looked on enviously. Even if she was imagining the envy in Enrico’s eyes. Jameson who? It was too fun not to enjoy her rom-com-esque moment to the fullest. She waved to Enrico as she and Nate took off.

      Meg Ryan, eat your heart out!

      After striking out in the first two boutiques, she was starting to feel disheartened. Raincoat offerings thus far were not exactly cute. But Lexy Smith was no quitter, even in the face of ugliness. Hangers rasped as she slid them one by one along the rack until— She stopped and turned to Nate. “Does your sister have green eyes like yours?”

      “I guess. Not in the habit of staring into my sister’s eyes.”

      “But does she wear a lot of green, because⁠—”

      She pulled out the most adorable mint green number with a flourish, making it dance on the hanger for Nate. “Look at the cute lining. Flannel. So Seattle.”

      He didn’t look convinced. “Are you sure?”

      She slipped it from the hanger, shrugged into it and tied the belt. With her best ‘serious model’ face, she strutted away from Nate, pivoted sharply before her catwalk improv took her back to stop directly in front of him. Smiling, she held out her arms. “This is it. The one. It fits all the criteria and is seriously cute.”

      “It’s perfect.” He slung an arm around her shoulders. “Best Raincoat Model Ever.”

      “Are you trying to win the Best Big Brother award?”

      He gave her a smug smile. “I’ve owned that badge since the day Marcie was born.”

      “Don’t expect me to take your word for it. Verification required. If I ever meet your sister, we’ll have a lot to talk about.”

      His smile widened. “I can’t risk you blowing my cover. Marcie thinks her big brother is the best.” He leaned in closer, lowering his voice as if sharing a secret. “It’s important I keep up the myth. It helps set high standards for the guys she dates.” After a beat he added, “which keeps me from bashing their heads in with my guitar.”

      “Can I blame my current dating woes on the fact that I have no big brother to set that bar? Failure would be easier to swallow if it was my non-existent brother’s fault instead of mine.”

      “Yeah, I heard things didn’t work out between you and what’s-his-name.”

      “Feel free to bash him with your guitar if you ever see him,” she said, only half-joking, as she slid her arms from the sleeves and handed him the coat.

      “Noted.” He took the coat and handed it to the cashier. “How about grabbing a bite? Part of my payment for your expertise.”

      “I’ll accept the first instalment of my fee in the form of food now,” she said. After living on ice cream all week, she was suddenly famished.

      “Great, I know a good place.” Bag in hand, he held the door open for her.

      “You realize,” she said as they stood in the hostess line at a popular waterfront eatery “that you took our friendship to the next level today, right?”

      “Next level?”

      “You know. Level one is work friends. Level two is work friends who go for after work drinks in a group. Now you invited me to do something just the two of us. And you asked for my help. I think that constitutes two levels at once.”

      “Any hidden traps in this next level of friendship that I should know about?”

      “At this level, you get added to the list of people I can call in emergencies: my car has a flat tire, my water tank explodes, there's a zombie apocalypse…”

      He shrugged. “I guess I can share my apocalypse bunker. How good are you at fighting zombies?”

      “I've seen Pride and Prejudice and Zombies,” she said. “And watched every episode of The Walking Dead.”

      “Uh-huh. Not good then,” he said with a smile, as they followed the hostess.

      The restaurant gods were smiling down on them, because despite the fact that getting a patio table on a sunny August evening was about as likely as getting a parking spot in downtown Seattle on Black Friday, by some miracle they got one of the coveted outdoor tables.

      “For the record,” Nate said, once they were seated and staring at the menus, “if your non-existent brother was real, he definitely would have done something about that guy you were seeing.”

      She glanced up at him. “Aww, that’s sweet.”

      “’Cause he wasn’t that into you.” He reached for the drink list.

      She put down her menu. “What are you talking about?”

      “You and what’s-his-name. I saw you together a couple of times. I could tell, you know, like he didn’t give you his full attention or something, that he wasn’t that into you.”

      He’s just not that into me? Like the movie?

      “And you’re only telling me this now?”

      He shrugged. “It didn’t come up before.”

      “Ren and Jules didn’t think Jameson was right for me, either. Why does everyone wait until the relationship is over to tell you they knew all along you shouldn’t have been with the person?”

      “You ever try telling a friend you don’t like her boyfriend?”

      “Good point.” She looked over in time to catch his understanding look.

      “No one wants to come under the firing squad. Or hurt a friend.”

      “The girls know if they ever see me dating someone so totally wrong for me again, they have my permission to tell me and I won’t get upset.” She picked up her menu. “They’re never going to tell me, are they?”

      “Sorry, but no.”

      “It’s a moot point anyway, since I have sworn off men for the foreseeable future.”

      Nate looked around as if worried, then leaned in. “What if they see us?” he said in a mock whisper.

      “Who?” She looked around at the other diners.

      “Whoever it is you’ve sworn off men to.” He aimed his thumbs at his torso. “Can’t have them see you sitting with a man, talking and enjoying a meal.”

      She giggled. “You know what I mean. I’m off dating men. I can still hang out with you.” She glanced back at her menu. Her mom said her chronic indecision came from being a Libra, which made deciding what to order from a restaurant menu one of her hardest choices.

      “That’s a relief.” He slid his menu to the side. “Do you know what you want? Oh, I forgot. I’m with Lexy. The girl who can never make up her mind.”

      “Very funny!”

      He started to laugh, then caught himself. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to laugh at your—ahem—difficulties. How about we pick a couple of things to share?”

      “Would you?” Jameson hated sharing food.

      “Sure. You order one thing, I’ll get something different and we’ll split,” he said, just as their server walked up.

      “I thought that was you, Nate.” The wanna-be Kim Kardashian, with her slicked-back hair and contour-heavy makeup, eyed Nate hungrily. “I haven’t seen you in ages,” she added, with what Lexy assumed was her attempt at a sexy pout.

      “Hey, Vi,” Nate said with a noticeable lack of enthusiasm. “This is Lexy. We work together.”

      Vi was a gusher. She gushed over Nate. She gushed over his band. Never mind the proprietary hand she laid on Nate’s shoulder. Or the way she inched closer to him with each sentence. “Nate’s just the best, isn’t he?” Closer. “Have you seen him play? He’s so amazing on stage.” Closer. “I just love The Rainy Day Astronauts—I was wearing my band T-shirt just the other day. It looks snatched on me, if I do say so myself.”

      She’s practically in his lap!

      “Oh, Natey.”

      Natey???

      “Um, we should probably order,” Nate mumbled.

      Vi didn’t react to the brush-off, but continued to flirt as she took their order for fish tacos from Lexy and Szechuan bowl for Nate. “I’ll have to check, Nate, but I think there might be a little something on the house for you.” She sent him a broad wink as she walked away.

      Lexy didn’t try to hide her smile. “So, that was Vi—?” She left it as a question hanging in the air.

      He sighed. “She’s one of those girls who loves a guy in a band. I met her after one of our shows. She said she wanted to start an all-female rock band, and asked for my advice.”

      “Let me guess. The band never happened.”

      “Nope. Why did it take me several bad dates to figure out she only wanted to date a musician? Want to pretend to be my girlfriend?” he asked.

      “I’d rather watch you squirm. Much more entertaining. Speaking of entertaining, how did the Rainy Day Astronauts come into being?”

      “Connor and I, Seattle grunge-loving boys to the core, started off in high school playing pitiful but ardent covers of our favorite Pearl Jam, Nirvana, and Soundgarden songs. Eventually we hooked up with Adam and Griffin and discovered our own style.”

      She propped her chin in her hand. “I would think it’s hard to write songs.”

      “My mom says it satisfies my ‘creative side’. Sometimes it’s intentional. Other times we’re jamming and messing around. Joking about the lyrics, making up hilarious lines and trying to one-up each other.”

      “You make it sound so easy. I wish it worked that way when I’m pitching show ideas to Merelda.”

      “How are things going with Her Royal Highness? You come up with the right pitch yet?”

      “I thought I had,” she said. “I think that every time, but this time I really thought it. At film school they told us to do ‘the same only different’.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that. Take something successful, then give it a twist to make it your own.”

      “Right. So I thought what if it was a renovation show where⁠—”

      “You pitched a renovation show?”

      “Yeah, and the premise was⁠—”

      “Are you interested in home renovations?”

      “Um, not really,” she said slowly. “But the viewers like⁠—”

      “How can you be excited to pitch a show about something you’re not even into? Plus, you know there’s already a billion renovation shows, right?”

      “Yes, but I’m following Merelda’s lead. To pitch something that she’ll go for. Look at the line-up coming out of Manor House Productions. Every last one of them has a built-in audience, stable advertisers, and a guaranteed profit.”

      “I’ll let you in on a little-known secret about Merelda. That woman wants to be noticed. She keeps the steady shows like you’re talking about for a financial safety net. But she wants to flip the industry on its head, to do truly innovative projects and dazzle the world. Not to mention, stack more shiny awards on her trophy shelf.”

      She tucked back some strands of hair that the breeze had blown in her face. “How do you have the inside track to what Merelda wants?”

      “I’m one of the ‘noise boys’. You’d be surprised what we hear when no one thinks we’re listening.”

      “Better watch what I say if I’m in the studio.”

      “For example, just the other day I heard Sonia bragging to one of her cohorts that she found out Merelda has budget for a new show. She sounded pretty determined to move up from AP to Producer.”

      Smug Sonia?

      Sonia reminded her of a handful of cutthroat classmates in film school. The ones who’d do anything, step on anyone, to get ahead. The same ones who’d smirked every time Mr. Snyder used her as an example of what not to do.

      “I’d better up my game pitching a new show to Merelda.” The idea of Sonia heading up an original concept while she sat on the sidelines made the fish tacos she’d eaten turn sour. “Can’t think about it now. Distract me. What’s the best concert you’ve ever been to?”

      “No contest. Pearl Jam. Hands down. I wanted to be Eddie Vedder when I was a teen.”

      “I’ll bet you did.”

      “I saw them for the first time when I was nineteen years old, at what used to be the KeyArena. I was saving for school that fall, but I still considered the ticket a justifiable expense. Necessary even. And when they ended their second encore with “Yellow Ledbetter”.” He put his hand to his heart. “There are no words.”

      “Wow, yeah. That’s a good one.”

      “What about you? Anyone good pass through Cannon Beach when you were growing up?” he joked.

      “Funny guy. Since I can’t top Pearl Jam, I’ll tell you my best ‘brush with music fame’ story instead. Which happened to take place in Cannon Beach, so there. Have you heard of Daisy Jordan?”

      “Sure. Bad-ass, blues-rock singer from New Orleans.”

      “Exactly. When I was a senior, she filmed a music video on Cannon Beach for “Beach Dreams” and some friends and I were extras.”

      “No way, really?”

      “She was awesome. It was the same song over and over, but at the end of the shoot she played a couple other songs to thank the extras. And if you watch the music video, and pause it in just the right spot, you can see my ponytail.”

      “Your claim to fame.” He gave her ponytail a gentle tug.

      “So far that’s it,” she said with a laugh.

      “But listening to you share that story, music gets you excited. I’m not saying you should do a show about music. But if you can think outside the box and come up with a show idea you’re actually excited about, you might really have something.”

      “Think the rest of the world would watch a show about pro surfers and famous musicians, and how they decide what to order off a restaurant menu?”

      He laughed. “Sorry, but I think you’d be an audience of one for that.”
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        * * *

      

      The air was noticeably cooler as he slowed the bike to a stop at the marina. “Wow, Lex. You’re really roughing it aren’t you?” The picturesque rows of colorful houseboats tied to the docks barely moved on the lake’s glassy surface.

      She hopped off and handed him back the helmet. “It’s a tough life, but someone’s got to live here.” She smoothed a hand over her hair, stopping to pull out the elastic and give her head a shake. “And thanks to my Gran’s generosity in her will, I inherited enough for a downpayment.”

      “For the record, in a zombie apocalypse, I’m coming here. We can stock up and just push off into the lake.”

      “Is it true zombies can’t swim?”

      “We’ll hope so. Which one’s yours?”

      “The turquoise one, third one down.”

      “Nice. It suits you.” He adjusted his stance. “Thanks again for helping me pick Marcie’s gift. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “My pleasure. Thanks for dinner. And for sharing your insider knowledge about Merelda.”

      He watched her pick her way down the gangplank to the dock that led to her home. He’d never seen her hair loose like that. She looked younger and more carefree. When she reached the bottom of the gangplank she turned and called back to him.

      “What about ‘Dine Out Like A Pro’?”

      “For your menu-deciding TV show? Keep thinking.” He chuckled as he started his bike. He could just imagine Merelda’s reaction to a show pitch for that.

      As he wove his way through light evening traffic from Lake Union to his loft in Belltown, his mind drifted to next weekend’s show. Outdoor venues had their own unique brand of energy he always looked forward to. Unexpectedly, his stomach clenched, nothing to do with pre-show jitters. It had been years since she had caused a public scene at a gig of theirs, but the memory of that night had a habit of sneaking up on him.

      He shook his head to clear unwanted images as he parked and went upstairs. He and the guys were happy playing local venues around Seattle. It had never been their dream for The Rainy Day Astronauts to hit it big.

      Or is that just what you convinced yourself, after what happened?
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        “Sexiest thing God ever invented? A guy with a guitar. Placing that guy on a stage is the icing on the cake.”

      

      

      
        
        -Lucy, Guest

        Duquan’s Downlow on Dating and Love

        Podcast episode #55

      

      

      
      Friday before Labor Day took forever to roll around. Finally, it was noon; in a rare show of humanity, Merelda had decided to close the office early. As Lexy raced for her car, she ran head first into Nate. He clasped her shoulders to steady her.

      “Making your escape before Merelda changes her mind?”

      “Something like that,” she said. “What are you doing here? Shouldn't you be in the studio?” Half a dozen studios in an industrial park where they shot all of their in-house shows, and confusingly referred to as the studio, was where Nate spent most of his time.

      “I’m Ian's errand boy before I'm off the hook. Delivering this to Merelda.” He held up a package he was holding. “But I'm glad you ran into me⁠—”

      “Sorry about that, I was rushing to my car and⁠—”

      “It’s okay, didn't you hear me say I'm glad? The guys and I are playing an outdoor concert this weekend. You should gather up your posse and come out. We could use a few adoring groupies in the front row,” he added, with a joking wiggle of his eyebrows.

      She half-smiled. Nate took his music as seriously as his work at the studio. Groupies were not on his wish list.

      “As you well know, I’ve caught your act before,” she said. “All four of you Rainy Day Astronauts leave a trail of hopeful hearts in your wake as you exit the stage, Nate Douglas. You’ll be just fine.”

      “See? We play better with you there.”

      “I'm about to hit the road for Cannon Beach, I always spend Labor Day weekend with my parents. Rain-check on seeing you guys play?”

      “Sure thing. Drive safe.” He put on his helmet. “Hope you've got a good playlist queued up.”

      “You know it. And road trip snacks.” She pointed to her passenger seat where Smartfood popcorn, Swedish Berries and M&Ms awaited her.

      “Salty, sweet, and chocolate. Bases covered for the chronically indecisive. There’d better be a Rainy Day Astronaut song on your playlist or you’ll break my heart,” he said, before starting his motorbike and driving out of the lot.

      She smiled after him. There was. She slid into the driver’s seat of her MINI, anticipating her parents’ surprise when she arrived early. Across the lot, Enrico waved as he slid into his Porsche Boxter, the vehicle only adding to his GQ image. She wondered what he was doing for the long weekend.

      A few miles later, her stereo muted for an incoming call on her Bluetooth.

      “Hey Jules.”

      “Lex. Can’t you go home a different weekend? I just found out Casey is going to be at Owen’s party on Saturday. You remember, the cute one I wanted to introduce you to?”

      “Jules, I only just broke up with Jameson. I'm not ready to meet anyone new.”

      “I know. I just hate how he treated you. I thought a little attention from Casey could take your mind off things.”

      “I don’t think a kayak guide who forages for his own food is the right person to take my mind off things.”

      Although maybe Tyler is, a little voice whispered.

      She shook her head. She was not hoping to run into her high school sweetheart this weekend. Unless…

      Maybe it was time to give up on the TV industry and her life in Seattle. While she was loathe to give her arrogant film prof, Mr. Snyder, the satisfaction of knowing he was right, she could always move home. Take over her parents’ gallery like they’d always hoped she would, surf regularly, and rekindle things with the thoughtful and reliable man who was at the heart of her best Cannon Beach memories.
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        * * *

      

      Did life get any better than this? Nate looked out over the crowd gathered in the park, listening to him and the guys play. From the dancers in the front rows, to the swayers, then the head-nodders, the lawn was packed. Beyond the concert area was a further sea of people just hanging out enjoying the day.

      Nothing beat the feeling of playing a show where it just felt on the rails, everyone was playing their best and connecting with the audience. This may not be Climate Pledge Arena, but
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