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	Yes, Today

	By Katey Hawthorne

	On the one hand, I love that the comic shop owner knows who I am and what I want. On the other hand, sometimes I sit outside in my car taking deep breaths for like five minutes before I go in there, because I know he's gonna talk to me and ask me if I want to do a pull list. I don't, because what if I can't leave my house for a few months because of anxiety? And what if I get too embarrassed to go back and explain myself and then he keeps pulling Elf Planet--which I'm pretty sure he only orders because I read it--and it builds up and finally he goes bankrupt because I lost my shit?

	Not likely, I know. But this is what it's like in my brain. Anxiety is a weirdly self-obsessed disorder, and I would like to return it for a refund, thanks.

	That Sunday, comic shop disaster was averted because I got my Elf Planet and left while he was talking to some Magic: The Gathering players, which was lucky. That went so smoothly that I thought, hell, I'll go to the coffee shop next door and have an Americano while I read it. The barista interaction went smoothly, too--no jokes I didn't get, and when he said, "Enjoy your coffee!" I did not say, "You, too!" like an idiot.

	Nailed it.

	I was basking in the glow of this successful social interaction, on my way to a seat by the picture windows, when I stopped so suddenly, I nearly dropped my coffee. Hanging off a nearby chair was a heart-shaped, black mini backpack, fraying at the seams. It said, in beautiful, bright white script, Fuck Off.

	My throat tightened. I held my breath. The person sitting in the chair had short, dark hair, and the person I remembered having that backpack had long blond hair, but the body shape was about right. Slightly chubby, devastating curves, small shoulders. Could it really be her?

	Like she'd heard my thought--oh, shit, I didn't say that out loud, did I?--the person turned. The lipstick was silver, the face was grinning.

	It was her. It was Maeve from Witches, Mystics, and Heretics: Perspectives of the Middle Ages class back at Terrapin U. I hadn't seen her since graduation, which made sense since I never went back to campus, even though I lived next door to it practically. Every time she'd walk into class with that dope-ass backpack bouncing above her really cute butt, I'd sigh and wish I had the guts to speak to her. Ask her where she got it and if she wanted to have a cup of coffee or tea and give me all her slightly gothy wonderful fashion secrets.

	My main problem with being Sapphic: I'm never sure if I want to kiss a girl or just to be her. Sometimes it's both, which makes it really rough.

	Maeve cocked her head, so a strand of jet hair fell into her eye. She blew upward and sent it flying. Ugh, that was so cute. Then she smiled and waved.

	Oh. Oh, God, did she recognize me? Or was she just acknowledging me because I was standing there staring like a total goober?

	I lifted a hand to wave back. It was the hand holding my Americano. I gave a coffee salute instead because at that point I pretty much had to.

	Still smiling, Maeve turned around to talk to the person sitting with her. I hovered for a moment, considering going back to my car. But that would be weird, because I had definitely been heading away from the door when she saw me, so it was clear I meant to sit down and drink my coffee. So--yeah, okay. Head down, I bee-lined it for a table by the window, opened this month's Elf Planet. Even though I wasn't really reading it.

	It took a lot of deep breaths and logicking myself back into reason, but eventually, I glanced Maeve's way again. The person she was sitting with stood and held out a hand, which she took. I looked back down quickly, not wanting to be caught spying. I actually started reading page one, when I was interrupted by her voice: "Hey! Anjali, right?"

	I blinked and looked up, startled. "Y-yes. Anjali Johnson. I--you remember me?" I was too surprised to mind how silly I sounded.

	Maeve laughed. "I always noticed you in class. Did you graduate or transfer or something? I haven't seen you around campus?"

	I nodded. "Last May, yeah."

	"Me too, but I started grad school." She rolled her eyes. They were a gorgeous hazel, light brown melting into green just around the pupils. "Mistakes were made."

	I laughed, then, but it came out like a surprised bark. Ugh. "What are you studying?"

	"Medieval and Renaissance studies. I know, super useful." She settled one hand on my table, then leaned her hip against it. It created the prettiest s-curve in her body, like a classical sculpture. "What about you? Where did you escape to?"

	This was wild. I was trying not to overthink the situation, but I couldn't help it. She'd never spoken to me in class. I mean, I always darted my gaze away from her as quickly as possible if it seemed like she was about to look my way, so that might've been part of it. People tended to assume I was squirrelly instead of just, you know. Awkward as hell.

	Don't think. Just talk. I shook myself a little. "Oh, I'm working from home now. Medical transcription."

	"Ooh, now that's a good idea. Did you have to take a course or something?"

	I nodded, wondering. It was the most boring career choice imaginable. She couldn't really be interested. "I get to do my own hours and stuff."

	She glanced down at the comic in my hand. "Elf Planet. Nice."

	I flushed again. Was that irony? Or--no, no that was just my brain lying to me. As usual.

	"I gotta run, but--I just applied for a job here, so hopefully I'll see you around?" She sounded almost hopeful.

	"Yeah. I--I come by all the time," was all I could get out.

	She smiled, then turned, her knee-length skirt flaring, and walked out of the coffee shop. I wanted to watch and see if she looked back, but instead, I kept pretending to read Elf Planet.

	* * * *

	Maybe she meant it. Maybe she really did want to see me around. But why didn't she ask for my number or something then?

	Not that I had asked for hers.

	Hm.

	I finished work the next day, then fired up ChatApp, which I have to keep silenced when I'm trying to get anything done. Of all the chat channels I frequent, the Elf Planet one is the most active--and, okay, a lot of that has to do with me keeping it active. There are all kinds of subchannels in it, though, not just comic book talk. We have #cooking, which has saved my life a few times, #bookrecs, which is responsible for a lot of my endless TBR pile, and of course, #lifestuff.

	Dad still thinks it's wild that some of my best friends are online. But Dad grew up in the seventies, so what does he know?

	First, I checked out #spoilers because that's where all the new issue talk was. I added my two cents, then flicked through the other channels to see what was up. I kept thinking about Maeve, though, and whether she really wanted to see me again. Would it be weird if I went back to the cafe now?

	Laddu, my fluffy white cat, sat himself imperiously on my lap as I pondered this, so I had to rearrange my keyboard setup. That done, I opened up the #lifestuff channel and typed:

	So, there's this girl. We used to have classes together at university, and I always admired her style--especially her heart-shaped backpack that says "fuck off" on it. She's really cute, but I was always too awkward to say anything to her.

	Today, like a year and a half after the last time I saw her at school, she was at my favorite cafe. She recognized me and said hi, and that she'd just applied for a job at the cafe and "hopefully" she'd see me around.

	Is it weird if I go back there asap to see if she got the job? Is it weird that she didn't ask for my number if she really did want to see me there? (I didn't ask for hers, either. I was flustered. Okay?)

	One of my favorite people on the channel, Wilhelmina, immediately posted: Nah, girl do it! She probably just didn't want to come on too strong. She remembered you, right?

	I had to admit, she had. I pointed this out to Laddu, who purred relentlessly. Obviously, he agreed.

	Three people clicked the "embarrassed and cute" reaction to my original post.

	Okay, this was a good choice. I was feeling better already.

	Dirk, a regular on the channel, added: Not weird that she didn't ask for your number. You should next time, though.

	A bunch of people clicked the "thumbs up" reaction to that one. Apparently, I had a silent audience for my #lifestuff. It was kinda sweet.

	Does she like Elf Planet? asked a new channel denizen called Sadie.

	I replied, She recognized it--I had the new issue with me.

	KEEPER, said Dirk, at the same moment a bunch of people clicked the heart reaction.

	You should definitely ask for her number next time, said Wilhelmina.

	I paused while similar suggestions rolled in, petting Laddu. I wanted to ask for Maeve's number. But that seemed like the kind of thing I'd think about nonstop until I saw Maeve again, and then a hundred percent fail to do because my brain decided to raise a white flag and leave me paralyzed in the moment. I replied with a noncommittal, I'll try.

	You got this, said Sadie, which I thought was really cool for someone new to the channel.

	I probably didn't have this, but it was nice that she thought so.

	* * * *

	I had a huge project that week from a regular client, a massive orthopedic center, so at least I didn't sit around fretting about Maeve nonstop. It sounds mind-numbing, I know, but I love transcribing. I love difficult recordings the most, because it's like a puzzle, and it occupies me completely. For my work hours, my mind is mostly silent--which means it isn't lying to me about anything. It's just focused and sharp and getting shit done.

	I keep thinking I should take up meditation, to learn how to get it to do that any time I want. It might be nice to be able to shut my brain up without delving into three hours of dictation about knee surgery. Alas, the few times I tried, my brain wouldn't shut up and actually made things worse. I hear that gets better with practice. Someday, I'll practice.

	Someday, when I can deal with the brain freakouts enough to get past them. Today is not that day. Or week. Or month, even, let's be real.

	There was no reason to go to the comic shop until next month, which was when I usually went to the cafe. Still, I had the moral support of the internet Elf Planet fandom on my side, so I sucked it up. That Friday, a week after I'd spotted Maeve, I returned to the cafe.

	A cute, dark-eyed boy was at the counter, which was disappointing. I smiled and ordered a small Americano, though, just like I'd rehearsed in the car on the way there. I didn't need a large--that was way too many shots of espresso when I was trying not to be awkward. I even managed to ask, "Is it just you here today?"

	"Right?" He laughed as he wrote my name on a cup. "Nah, they're just doing inventory, so they left me out here to fend for myself. You looking for someone?"

	"Uh--" I'd planned for this, too. It'd be ridiculous to come here looking for her and then not ask about her just because she wasn't out front. A lot of wasted energy psyching myself up to come in--and then there was all the support of my Elf Planet channel. "I wondered if Maeve was working here now?"

	His brow furrowed slightly. I realized I had mumbled the whole thing, and he was trying to figure out what I'd said. I flushed but opened my mouth to repeat myself.

	"Oh! Maeve! New girl! Yeah, she's in the back. I'll make your drink then run and tell her you're here."

	I sighed in relief. "Oh, uh, my name's--"

	He held up the cup, which actually had my name spelled correctly on it. "Got it. Anjali."

	So I felt kind of silly about that, but I was so relieved Maeve was actually working here now that I didn't mind much.

	In a few minutes, cute boy handed off my drink and headed into the back, and I found a table--not too close to the counter but close enough she could see me when she came out. In case she wanted to turn around and go back in. Soon, a loud, high voice was coming down the hall saying something about, "--and so I took him up on it, and it was hilarious. I'd never been to a Renaissance Faire before! People were wearing the funnest clothes, oh, my God."

	I couldn't help looking up. A gorgeous, tall, thin woman with flawless ivory skin rolled up
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