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      The office of Home & Hearth magazine is quiet when I get off the elevator. That’s never a good sign. With my coffee in one hand and my bag slung over my opposite shoulder, I power-walk to the board room, completely bypassing my desk on the way.

      It’s already ten after nine and the morning staff meeting is probably already well on its way. Susan Holt, the Editor-in-Chief, is always prompt. I’m not.

      When I reach the door, I take a deep breath before quietly pushing it open. Everyone’s eyes turn to me as I move to the closest chair. Great.

      Without a word, I take my seat next to the new guy. Callum or Jaden or something like that. I don’t know. I’ve only met him once and have barely talked to him at all. I have, however, noticed that he’s very attractive. I guess you’d have to be blind not to see that. His blue striped dress shirt fits snug between his broad shoulders. And, as I take my seat, I note how good he smells too. That’s a plus when there’s no telling how long Susan will keep us.

      I fumble in my bag as she goes on about reader surveys, upcoming stories, and photo shoot schedules. Stuff I’m already aware of since I’m the Senior Editor.

      By the time I have my pad of paper in front of me and I’m ready to put my full attention on the meeting, I realize everyone’s looking at me again.

      “Miss Barlow, are you settled now?” Susan asks impatiently. If she used my last name, she must be serious. She glances at my red and green coffee cup and then back at me. Probably should’ve left that on my desk to hide the reason I’m late.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say with a smile.

      “Well, as we’ve discussed between us before—and prior to your arrival—Janet would like to see the website’s numbers increase even further before the end of the year.”

      Janet’s the publisher of the magazine and a step above Susan. She’s the boss of all bosses here at the magazine.

      Susan asks, “Have you had a chance to read the email I sent this morning?”

      I gulp. “No.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Well, I thought it’d be a great idea to post short catchy stories next week related to the holiday.”

      “Next week?” I blurt.

      “Is that a problem?” she asks.

      “Next week is Christmas.”

      “Yes and our meeting started at nine o’clock.”

      Point taken.

      She studies me a moment longer to make sure I’m not going to interrupt her further. “These will be shorter pieces—maybe 200 words each, preferably lists—and will go on Home & Hearth’s blog. They need to be fast, easy reads. Top ten most romantic Christmas traditions, top five date ideas for the holidays, best and worst Christmas proposals, that sort of thing.”

      I nod and jot her ideas down. This way, at least, I won’t see her eyes boring holes in me. She’s mentioned these types of stories before—I’ve even helped develop similar ones with my editorial team—so this should be a piece of cake.

      “I want one posted every day by ten in the morning,” she says. “Do you think that’s manageable?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I keep my eyes on my notepad as I write, Post by 10 every morning and circle it. I don’t even ask if that means Christmas Day too. It probably does. I should be able to schedule it ahead of time so I can still take the day off.

      She lets out a sigh, finally letting a little compassion slip into her voice. She nods to the new guy. “Why don’t you and Kaden focus on these posts today and tomorrow before the break?”

      That’s his name!

      “If you’re both lucky, you should be able to finish before you leave,” she continues.

      He nods as he writes his own note. “Okay.”

      “I think it’d be better if the two of you co-wrote each piece,” Susan says. “That would give Kaden some more bylines and would help alleviate the work for you, Charlotte.”

      Well, we’re back on a first-name basis.

      I nod, even though I hate the idea of co-writing. Especially with Kaden. He’s the newest person in the editorial department. Whether or not he’s a good writer, it’ll take time to work on these pieces to correct his style and explain to him how to upload things to the website remotely while making them look good.

      Merry Christmas to me.

      The meeting moves on without anymore punishments sent my way for being late. Thank God. Susan moves on to pitch stories for the print issue in April, spring stories for the website, and fun social media posts that will engage our audience. Same stuff, different day.

      When the meeting is over, I carry my bag and my half-empty coffee to my desk and fire up my computer. I dig through my bag and pull out my water bottle, my notepad from the meeting, and a pen. I glance up and see my friend Amy approaching as I type in my password on my computer.

      “Well, Susan certainly showed you no mercy.” She plops in her chair at her desk, which is next to mine.

      I take a sip from my Starbucks. “I guess I shouldn’t have been late.”

      She rolls her eyes. “When aren’t you late?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I mutter.

      “It’s kind of funny what she assigned you, though.” She scrolls through her emails.

      My email login screen pops up and I type in my information. “Why’s that?”

      “You need to write a bunch of articles about dating and romance. As if you have experience with either.”

      “I’ve gone on dates!” I say. “Besides, those were just suggestions.”

      She gives me a sideways look. “How long’s it been since you’ve gone on a proper date?”

      I shrug and turn away. “Not that long.”

      “Long enough.”

      “Anyway,” I say a bit louder. “How’s the baby?” Amy just returned from maternity leave at the beginning of the month.

      Her face lights up and she immediately reaches for her phone. “She’s getting so big!” Sliding her chair over to me, she shoves her phone in my direction and says, “Look at her! Isn’t she beautiful?”

      She is beautiful and I’m very happy for Amy and her husband, but I’ve seen so many pictures of the baby. She’s only two months old. I’m running out of things to say. I only brought it up to avoid talking about my lack of dates.

      “And how’s mom doing?” I pass her back her phone after scrolling through a few pictures of Baby Emily sleeping.

      “Tired, but at least tomorrow is our last day here.” She leans back in her chair and stares at the ceiling. “I’m glad Janet gave us the week off.”

      “Yeah, that was nice of her.”

      With Christmas being in the middle of the week, a lot of people would’ve taken the time off anyway and those who did come in wouldn’t have gotten much done. Better to just have the whole week off, according to Janet. I think she wanted the week off as much as we did.

      “Are you going to your parents’ in Upstate?” Amy asks.

      “Western New York,” I correct with an eye roll and a grin. Living in New York City, I’ve gotten used to people ignoring the rest of the state. Here, the universe revolves around “the city.”

      “Whatever,” Amy counters.

      “But yeah, I am. My sister’s supposed to be driving in from Columbus.” She had a baby earlier this year, so I’m sure the baby-craze will follow me home, too.

      “That sounds like fun.”

      “Yeah. I’m excited to see them.” I miss my sister, but ever since she got married and started having kids, there’s been a bit of a disconnect between us. Less things in common, I suppose.

      For the rest of the morning, I get to work on the blog posts for next week, reading similar posts on other websites and reading other lists. By lunch time, I’ve jotted down several ideas for the week. Happy with my work for the morning, I head to the break room for some fresh coffee.

      “Oh, hello.”

      Kaden surprises me when I walk in. He’s the only one here and he’s sitting at a small table against the wall. He’s hunched over his lunch and scrolling through his phone.

      He looks up from his yogurt cup. “Hi.”

      I walk over to the coffee pot. Empty. I pull out the filter and get a new brew ready.

      “How do you like working at the magazine so far?” I ask over my shoulder.

      “It’s not bad. Everyone seems nice.” He pauses, then adds, “Well, for the most part.”

      I smile. “Susan doesn’t like it when people are late…and I tend to have an issue with being punctual.”

      He grins. “I’ve noticed.”

      “Yeah.” I fill the filter with water and wait for it to start dripping.

      “Are you busy later tonight or even this weekend?” he asks. “I would like to take you to dinner or lunch or something.”

      Is he serious? Or is this his way of prepping for a New Year’s Eve date so I’d be more likely to kiss him when the ball drops? Either way, I have the perfect excuse.

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m going home for Christmas. I leave Saturday morning.” The coffee finally starts to drip. “Besides, I’m not really interested in seeing anyone right now. I appreciate it, though.”

      If I can work on being on time, I think there’s a real shot of me taking Susan’s job when she retires in two years. Janet loves me and Susan likes my work. Plus, my articles have a tendency of going viral. I just need to keep my head down and work hard until then.

      “I just thought we could talk about those articles Susan assigned us to do together,” he says.

      I blush and turn back to the coffee. “Oh.”

      So much for that New Year’s Eve theory.

      “I already have a few ideas. I thought we could figure out how we want to work on them.”

      I gather a new cup and other additives, waiting for the drip to stop. “Right. Um…well, like I said, I’m going out of town this weekend.”

      “Oh.” He scoops out the last of his yogurt, tossing it aside without the annoying scraping.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I tell him. “I can handle the articles. I’m not really a fan of co-writing anyway.”

      He squirms a little in his seat. “It’s just that Susan wants us both to have bylines and I’d rather not put my name on something I didn’t write.”

      Finally, the coffee is ready and I fill a cup with the fresh brew. “We’ll figure it out. Just enjoy your Christmas. It was nice seeing you.” I step out before I can put my foot in my mouth again. Thinking he was asking me out on a date when he just meant to work has to be one of the most embarrassing things to happen to me lately.

      Real smooth, Charlotte. Real smooth.
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      My phone buzzes on the kitchen island as I finish making dinner. My mother’s face pops up on the screen and reminds me that I meant to call her to tell her when my train is coming in.

      “Hey, Mom.” I pin the phone between my shoulder and ear as I dish myself out a bowl of pasta.

      “Hello dear, are you busy?”

      “No, just about to sit down to dinner. What’s up?” I bring the bowl over to my usual spot on the couch and stare out at the Manhattan lights through the big windows.

      “Nothing much. I spent most of the day baking.”

      I smile. I can picture my mom in her apron moving around the small kitchen I grew up in.

      That’s different, though. After my sister and I moved out, Mom and Dad sold the house and moved into another one in town. They have a much larger kitchen now. She still bakes, but it’s not quite the same.

      “I’m sure everything’s delicious,” I tell her. I stab my fork into my meal and blow on it to cool it. “Can’t wait to taste them.”

      “I’ve got a special plate made for each of you,” she says. “Anyway, I’m calling because your father and I are trying to figure out sleeping arrangements. I was just wondering if you’re bringing anyone home with you or if you’re still looking for that Mr. Right.”

      Another hint that I’m basically the only single one in my life. Dateless and desperate, apparently.

      “I know you said you were single at Thanksgiving, but I thought maybe in the last month with the holiday magic…well, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean.” I take another bite to buy some time.

      In the last month, the closest thing I’ve had to a date was that awkward encounter with Kaden at lunch. Amy already yelled at me for turning that down.

      No, it’s just me this year, is on the tip of my tongue, but I hear commotion on the other end.

      My mother squeals with excitement and soon I hear a young voice shouting, “Grandma!”

      My sister, Olivia, her husband Arthur, and the kids must’ve just arrived. Hearing the happy reunion through the phone makes me wish I was already on my way home.

      “Hello? Charlotte?” my mother says to me.

      “I’m still here, Mom.” I pop another bite into my mouth.

      “Your sister and the kids have just arrived,” she tells me. Just what I figured. “Here, talk to her.” In the background I hear in a loud whisper, “It’s your sister!”

      Before I have a chance to say anything, I hear Olivia’s voice on the other end.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Hey. I hear you guys just got in.”

      “Yeah, Baby Ken is asleep from the long ride, so getting him through the night should be fun.” She gives a half-hearted chuckle.

      “I bet.” There’s one reason why I’m glad I don’t have kids yet. I enjoy my sleep too much.

      “Anyway, Madison is really excited to see you. It’s been a while and I’d really love for her—both of my kids, actually—to get to know their Aunt Char better. You’re coming soon, right?”

      Olivia couldn’t make it to Thanksgiving because they went to Arthur’s family in Virginia. I haven’t seen my niece since her birthday party in May.

      “Yeah, I should be there Saturday night,” I say.

      “Just you?” she asks. “Because it’d be great for the kids to get a jump start on getting to know a potential uncle, too.” She laughs and adds, “I’m kidding, obviously.”

      I force a laugh. “Well, look, I’ve got to go. Tell Mom I’ll text her when I leave New York. I miss you and I’ll see you this weekend. Give the kids a big hug for me.”

      “Definitely,” she says. “Have a safe trip home. See you soon!”

      I toss my phone on the couch cushion next to me and raise my cooling bowl of pasta higher so I can finish it. As I eat, I notice my reflection in the window. More importantly, I notice how quiet my apartment is besides the usual noise from outside.

      It’s just me here. That’s never bothered me before, but hearing the happy reunion at Mom’s and the questions about whether or not I’ve found a boyfriend yet makes me feel like I need one. Not for myself, but for everyone else. Well, maybe a little bit for myself. Maybe even just someone who can pretend whenever they’re around my family to get them to
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