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      The End of Cheap Noodles

      It’s strange how the span of twenty seconds can feel so different depending on what’s happening. For instance, when you’re in bed with a guy and it only lasts twenty seconds, well, it might as well have only been two seconds. (I’m not naming names.)

      On the other hand, when you’re sitting across the table from your boss after royally screwing up the biggest project you’ve ever been assigned, and no one has said a word for twenty seconds, that might feel more like an eternity.

      Either way, you’re screwed—and it wasn’t very good.

      My soon to be ex-boss, Donald Delmar, parts his lips and closes them several times before the words finally leave his mouth.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Cain, but we’re letting you go.”

      Knowing this was coming doesn’t make it any easier to hear. My throat tightens, and even though I told myself I would leave this job with dignity, I find myself wanting to fight this.

      “I wasn’t the only one involved, you know,” I tell him.

      He sighs. The corners of his lips tilt downward. It feels like I’ve disappointed him all over again. I don’t know why I care anymore, but I do. I hate disappointing people.

      “Booking the caterer was your responsibility,” he reminds me.

      “Okay, but you told me that the client specifically requested⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he interrupts me. “Three hundred people sat in that ballroom waiting two hours for a dinner that cost them upwards of five hundred bucks a pop. You know how much money our client lost from this fuck-up?”

      I can do the math, and it’s not pretty.

      “But—”

      “We’re lucky that Malcolm isn’t suing us for every penny and more,” he growls. “And the only reason we’re not getting sued is because he made me promise to fire the person responsible.”

      Malcolm Ridges is the president of ANY-Time, a charity here in Upstate New York. He was in my boss’s office this morning and even though the doors were closed, I’m pretty sure everyone in the building could hear him yelling. Knowing that he was yelling about me makes me feel even worse.

      I’m afraid I’ll break down if I stay here any longer, and I’m not a pretty crier. I stand up and face away from him. “I’ll get my things.”

      “No need,” he says. “Your desk has been packed up for you. You can grab the box at the front desk on your way out.”

      I hesitate at the door, then look back at him. “Did you pack my tape dispenser? I need my tape dispenser.”

      “The tape dispenser is company property,” he says.

      I shake my head. “It was custom ordered for me,” I argue. “It’s a left-handed tape dispenser. It’s mine, and I should be able to take it with me.”

      He sighs, looking down at the table like this is difficult for him. “There is no such thing as a left-handed tape dispenser,” he says. “And you’re not even left-handed.”

      “You don’t know that. I could be left-handed.”

      “You want it because it’s shaped like a high-heel shoe,” he says. “Besides, Rachel already claimed it. Please, just go and don’t embarrass yourself anymore, Priscilla.”

      I wince, his words stinging. Still, I can’t seem to bring myself to walk out of here with dignity. “Rachel from the mail room? What does she need a tape dispenser for? She rips open envelopes. She doesn’t tape them back together.”

      Delmar rubs his hand over his face like he does when he gets a headache. “I don’t know what you need it for, either. It’s not going to tape your career back together.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but I find that I’m too stunned to say anything. I leave his office and slam the door. And if anyone ever asks about the missing tape dispenser … I most definitely did not stop by the mail room on my way out.
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        * * *

      

      After an unusually cold spring, this is the first warm day we’ve had all year. The spring flowers are blooming, and the leaves are finally growing back on the trees after the branches have been bare all winter. A puddle from yesterday’s rain lines the side of the road. So far, every car that’s passed has done so carefully so as not to splash me. It’s like they know that I’m having a bad day and they don’t want to make it worse. It gives me a little hope for humanity.

      If I hadn’t just been fired from what was supposed to be my dream job, I might have appreciated this weather a little better. I’m dressed for summer in a short-sleeve shirt and denim shorts, and I’ve chosen to walk the three miles to Tina’s place instead of taking my car. I need this extra time to myself to figure out what I’m going to do next.

      I pass a group of teenagers gathered in a convenience store parking lot. One of them whistles, and I make the mistake of glancing over at him. He waves. I look away, ignoring him.

      “Hey, miss?” he calls out.

      I dare to look one more time.

      “Could you buy us some smokes?” he asks.

      I frown. “What? No way!”

      “Come on,” he begs. “I have the money. All you need to do is go in there and buy them.”

      “I’m not buying cigarettes for a minor,” I tell him. I look straight ahead, hoping that if I keep walking, they’ll leave me alone.

      “I’m not a minor,” he says. “I just lost my ID.”

      I roll my eyes. “You look like you’re twelve. Where’s your babysitter?”

      The kid starts cursing at me, while he and all his friends stick up their middle fingers. I ignore them and pick up my pace to get away from them. They stop shouting when I make it past the parking lot. I let my shoulders drop with relief. I let my mind wander back to everything that happened earlier today. My fists tighten when I think about Delmar’s reason for firing me.

      I’m only vaguely aware of the rumble of an engine starting somewhere behind me. I don’t think much of it until a pickup truck comes up behind me and steers into the puddle on the side of the road, sending up a wave of filthy street water. The cold water hits me like a wall, and I freeze, my hands up at my sides. I’m completely drenched. The teenagers shout more profanities out the window of the truck, laughing at me and flipping me off before they take off. I spit out some water and growl.

      This day couldn’t possibly get any worse.

      When I make it to Tina’s neighborhood, my shirt is still wet enough that I could wring it out, my denim shorts are heavy, and there’s dirt caked onto my legs where the water is drying. I haven’t seen myself in a mirror, but I’m sure my hair is a mess. I must look like I live on the streets. Tina is going to wonder what the hell happened to me.

      Even though she and I are the same age, our lives look a lot different. She designed an app and sold it for seven figures before she was even out of college. Now she lives in a beautiful three-bedroom townhome in an upscale, gated neighborhood. She lives there with her boyfriend, a techie she met at a work convention. My apartment complex isn’t in a bad area, but it’s just me there and all I have is one bedroom. It’s nothing I’ve ever felt inclined to take photos of. Tina’s house, on the other hand, looks like it was taken straight out of a magazine. Her hardwood floors are the color of charcoal. Her walls are perfectly white and decorated with expensive artwork. She has white marble countertops in her kitchen, and the upper cabinets have glass doors that show off her perfect collection of expensive white dishes. The lower cabinets are as white as her walls, and so is her couch. There’s a lot of white in Tina’s house. It’s beautiful, but it makes me afraid to touch anything.

      We’re even opposites physically: she’s tall enough to be a model, with pale blond hair and blue eyes. I’m only a hair above five feet tall, and my hair and eyes are as brown as the mud that’s caked onto my legs.

      Tina opens the door as I come up her walkway. “What the hell took so long?” She looks behind me at the street. “And where’s your car?”

      “The weather is nice. I thought I’d walk.”

      I also wanted more time to process what just happened at work. That, and I’m afraid to waste the gas. Who knows when I’ll be able to afford to fill my tank again?

      “You’re insane,” she says. She frowns when I reach her. “Did you walk here, or did you wade through the sewer?” She leans in, sniffing me.

      “I got splashed by a car.” I decide to leave out the fact that I might have antagonized a group of teenage boys.

      She scoffs. “People are so rude these days. Who the hell does that?”

      I shrug. “Maybe they didn’t see me.”

      “Come on in,” she says with a sigh. “I’ll throw your clothes in the wash and you can rinse off.”

      I follow her into the house. I slip my shoes off next to the door. I can hear someone talking in the kitchen. I frown at Tina. I didn’t realize anyone else would be here. She shrugs, then leads the way to the kitchen, where we find Marjorie, her boyfriend’s mom, stirring a cup of coffee. She keeps talking, her back turned to us. I’m not sure if she realizes that Tina had left the room.

      “…which is why you shouldn’t have white countertops,” Marjorie is saying. “It shows every little bit of dirt. Just look at how much this coffee stands out.”

      Next to the cup that Marjorie is stirring is a decently sized puddle of coffee which must have spilled from being stirred too vigorously. I exchange a look with Tina. She smirks, then steps up next to Marjorie and wipes up the mess with a paper towel.

      “Nothing a good old-fashioned paper towel can’t fix,” Tina says.

      Marjorie looks up at her, then seems to spot me in her peripherals. She turns around and her voice goes up an octave. “Oh. Hi. Paula, right?”

      “Priscilla,” I correct her. I’ve met this woman exactly seven times, and she can never remember my name. I’m not sure if it’s endearing or just annoying.

      “I was just getting out of here,” Marjorie says. She picks up her cup, sloshing coffee back onto the countertop and on the floor, too. “Tina, please call me as soon as Ryan is home. I’m really worried about him. He hasn’t answered his phone in over an hour.”

      Marjorie steps out of the kitchen, but slows when she reaches me. She frowns, her eyes wide like I’m the most horrible thing she’s ever seen. Then she looks at Tina, shakes her head, and heaves the world’s loudest sigh. With that, she takes off.

      I raise an eyebrow, then look back at Tina. She grabs another paper towel and wipes up the new mess Marjorie left. I wait until I hear the front door closing before I say anything.

      “Why is she so worried about Ryan?”

      Tina rolls her eyes and breathes out an amused sigh. “Don’t even get me started. Go get cleaned up and then let’s have a glass of wine.”

      I let myself into her bathroom. I undress and take a quick shower, then put on Tina’s fluffy white robe. When I come out, Tina takes my clothes and throws them in the wash. She has one of those washer-dryer combos that doesn’t need to be switched over when it’s done washing.

      “They’ll be dry by the time you leave,” she promises.

      She pours us each a glass of wine and then we sit down on her white couch. I wonder if she’d be upset if I spilled this red wine on it. Something tells me she wouldn’t be. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Tina get upset about anything. She’d probably just buy a new couch.

      “I have to tell you something, Priscilla.” She pulls her bare feet up under her, a big smile on her face.

      I take a long sip of wine. She doesn’t know that I’ve been fired yet. She looks excited about whatever she’s about to say, so I figure I’ll let her have her fun and then tell her later when the time is right.

      “Yeah?” I prod when she doesn’t continue.

      She maintains her smile for a while longer until she can’t keep it in anymore. “I’m getting married,” she squeals.

      I almost choke on my wine. “Really? Ryan proposed? When?”

      I look at her left hand, searching for a giant flashy diamond, but she isn’t wearing a ring.

      “He didn’t propose.”

      I frown. “Then how do you know you’re getting married? Did you find a ring in his drawer or something? Ugh. I told you not to snoop.”

      She rolls her eyes. “No, nothing like that. I decided that I’m going to do it. I’m going to propose to him.”

      My eyes go wide. I’m not sure I hear her correctly. “You’re going to propose to Ryan?”

      “That’s what I just said.”

      “But … what if he says no?” The question leaves my mouth before I can stop myself, but Tina doesn’t seem to mind.

      “To me?” She laughs and brushes a lock of blond hair off her shoulder. “Come on.”

      I know that she’s right. I’ve never seen anyone more in love than Ryan when he looks at Tina. Even so, her news has caught me off guard. I take a second to process it, and then I feel a laugh bubble out of me. This is so Tina.

      “This is exciting,” I tell her. “How are you going to do it?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.” She leans back and smiles up at the ceiling like she’s picturing her future.

      This is a good distraction from the fact that I’m jobless now. Maybe I can forget about what happened for a little while longer. “Tell me more. Did you get him a ring? How does that work?”

      “I haven’t bought one yet. I just decided today. I think I want to do a giant public proposal and make a big scene, like the types of proposals that you see go viral online. Did I ever tell you that my mom proposed to my dad?” She’s told me this a dozen times, but I don’t interrupt. She loves retelling this story. “She proposed to him at Disney World. She was the first person to ever do a Disney proposal.”

      I loved listening to this story when we were preteens. I’ve heard different versions of it over the years from her mom, her dad, and Tina herself. Each version of the story focuses on different details, with her mom and dad each remembering things the other had long forgotten, but all three versions end the same: with a husband and wife who were very happy together for eighteen long years, and a daughter who loves retelling their story. Back then, I believed every word of it, but these days, I’m a little more skeptical. I’m sure her mom proposed at Disney World, but she probably wasn’t the first person to do it. Tina’s eyes light up every time she retells this story, though. Maybe that tiny detail doesn’t matter. It’s Tina’s favorite story. Everyone who knows her knows how her parents got engaged.

      “They were surrounded by all of their family and friends and hundreds of strangers. And then, when my mother gave my father the ring, the sky lit up with fireworks, and they rode off in a carriage pulled by white horses.” She looks up at the ceiling while she talks, and a smile forms on her lips. “I wish I could have been there. I wish they could have met Ryan.”

      Her smile fades as her eyes come back down. She looks at me and, realizing she’s stopped, she smiles again. “That’s what I want,” she says with a determined nod. “All that and more. I want to feel like my parents are there, watching.”

      I nod with her. “I love it. And I love that you’re doing this. They would have loved Ryan.”

      Tina smiles, then leans back and sips her wine. “He’s going to be so surprised. I want all of our family and friends to see it. It’s going to be so magical.”

      I smile. I can imagine it too. For a moment, I forget all about what happened earlier today. But then, like an annoying fly, the reminder that I lost my job today returns. My smile slips.

      Tina reaches her foot across the couch and kicks my knee. “What’s wrong? Talk to me.”

      I don’t want to take away from her moment, so I frown, pretending I don’t know what she’s talking about. “Nothing. Tell me more about the proposal.”

      She tilts her head, eyes narrowing. She’s always been able to see right through me. I don’t know why I think I can hide this from her. I sigh.

      “I got fired.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Are you serious? Today?”

      “Yes, today.”

      “But that was, like, your dream job. And you were so good at it. What happened?”

      “One of our vendors dropped the ball on a really big client’s fundraiser. They ended up needing a last-minute caterer, which I managed to arrange, but since the food wasn’t exactly what they had on the menu, and it was over an hour late, the client was pissed. They needed someone to blame, and since I was the new girl, and in charge of booking the caterer, I got canned.”

      “The new girl? You’ve been there for a year.”

      “You know what’s the stupidest part about this whole thing? The client was the one who chose the caterer that dropped the ball. We had never even worked with that caterer before, but apparently the big boss had attended an event that was catered by them, thought it was the best food ever, and demanded that we use them for the fundraiser.”

      “That’s not fair. Didn’t you explain that to your boss?”

      “Oh, he knew damn well that’s what happened. He knew it wasn’t my fault. I know he did. But I guess Malcolm Ridges said that if he didn’t fire me, he would sue them. Can’t disappoint a top client, I guess.” I roll my eyes.

      “Malcolm Ridges? Isn’t he the president of that local charity? Guess I’m never donating to them again.”

      “I shouldn’t have said his name. ANY-Time are a great organization and they do wonderful things. They lost money from donors because of the whole caterer situation, so I guess I can understand why he was upset. I just hate that it cost me my job.”

      “I’m pissed for you. What are you going to do?”

      I shrug. “Look for another job, I guess. What else is there to do?”

      “You could start your own business like you’ve been talking about for ages. To be honest, I felt like your talents were being wasted there anyway. We both know you can do so much more than book caterers.”

      “Starting my own business would cost a lot of money, and with the amount of student loan debt I have, it’s just not realistic.”

      “I could help you out.”

      I smile. I shouldn’t be surprised by how readily she offers to help. Tina has always been the first person to jump in and help someone in need as long as I’ve known her. I love that about her, but there are some things that I need to figure out on my own, so I shake my head. “No. I could never ask you to do that. If my business failed, and I had no way of paying you back, it would ruin our friendship.”

      “You don’t have to pay me back. Consider it a gift. How much do you need?”

      I laugh. “I’m serious, Tina. I’m not taking your money. I’ll look for a job.”

      “What if it takes a while to get one? What will you do?”

      “If I have to, I’ll apply for unemployment.” And if times get really tough, I could always sell my fancy left-handed tape dispenser that I definitely didn’t steal from work. I’m sure I could get eight bucks for it on eBay.

      She wrinkles her perfectly manicured brows. “Unemployment?” The word stumbles out of her mouth like she can’t believe I would consider such a thing.

      “Yes. Just until I get a new job.”

      “So you’ll accept money from the government, but not from me?”

      “The government and I aren’t friends. Besides, my employer paid for unemployment insurance. That money is there to be used by people like me.”

      “What about your apartment? Is unemployment enough to pay your rent?”

      “I haven’t looked into it yet. I don’t know.”

      “You can stay here if you need to.”

      I’m not going to lie. I’ve thought about what it would be like to live in this house. It’s a thousand times nicer than my apartment, and Tina and I have lived together before, so I know that we’re compatible. At least we were before our careers took us in different directions and our financial situations became a bit lopsided.

      “Thanks,” I tell her. “But you’re talking about marrying Ryan. You don’t need to start your marriage off with a third wheel living with you and making things awkward.”

      She grits her teeth like another thought just occurred to her. “You can’t move back in with your parents.”

      I think about that. My parents would welcome me back with open arms, but they would also treat me like I’m still in high school. I lived with them for a few months right after college, and they reinstated the ten o’clock curfew I had when I was seventeen. I tried to fight them on it, but I didn’t win. Their house, their rules. I’ve been living on my own ever since. It’s lonely, but at least I’m in control of my life.

      “I’m not planning on it,” I tell her.

      “Do you have any money in savings?”

      “Not a whole lot.”

      Not anything, actually. I was the lowest person on the totem pole at work, and my pay reflected that. I was living paycheck to paycheck and dining on cheap bags of ramen noodles. Sometimes I would treat myself to the ones that came in a cup, but that was a rare occasion. I think about the homecooked meals my mom made when I was living with them. Maybe a ten o’clock curfew wouldn’t be so bad. It’s not like I ever go out that late these days anyway… I shake the thought out of my head.

      “You’re stressing me out, Priscilla. Can I please just give you enough to make it through the next month? How much do you need?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      Her eyes go wide. She glances toward the front door, then back at me. “Is that why you walked here? Did you sell your car?” She lowers her voice to a whisper as if we aren’t the only two people in the room. “Did it get repossessed?”

      “What? No. I just felt like walking. I’m serious, Tina. I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me.”

      I can tell by the look on her face that she’s not going to drop this. I finish my glass of wine and head to the kitchen for a refill. When I return, her expression has changed from worried to thoughtful. I’m afraid to ask what’s on her mind.

      “What if you started your own business?” she asks.

      “We’ve already been over this.”

      “Okay, but hear me out. I can be your first client. I wouldn’t be donating or loaning you the money. I would be paying for a service. Then you can use the profits to keep your business going.”

      I’m about to protest out of habit, but I stop myself. It’s not a bad idea. If Tina paid me to organize an event for her, I wouldn’t feel like I’m taking money from a friend.

      “What event do you need me to organize? Something for work?” I think about all of the tech conventions she and Ryan go to. If they wanted me to help organize something like that, it could help me break into a new niche.

      She shakes her head. “The proposal. To Ryan,” she adds, as if I need clarification.

      I’m already envisioning all the things I could do for a tech convention, so her answer surprises me. I pinch my lips together. “I don’t know. I’ve never done anything like that.”

      “Come on, Priscilla. I’ve seen the things you’re capable of. You could make it so magical. I want a flash mob and fireworks and big white horses and all kinds of amazing things. I want to recreate my parents’ proposal story, but make it my own. You could take my ideas and turn them into a real thing. I wouldn’t even know where to get started. I know you can do it. Please?”

      I want to accept, but I’m hesitant. I’ve been known to make impulsive decisions that I regret later—hence why I’m sipping wine in a fluffy white robe and my clothes are in the wash. But when she brings up her parents, it’s hard to say no. Tina’s parents died in a car accident when we were seventeen. She spent the last year of high school living with me. It’s one of the reasons we’re still so close. It’s also why she’s been trying to pay it forward to me ever since.

      “I’ll think about it,” I tell her. As much as I would love to help her plan this, the thought of getting in business with a friend seems a little daunting. It could go great, or it could go very wrong. I also want Tina to think about this, too. If she’s offering this impulsively, I don’t want her to regret it later.

      “Okay. I won’t pressure you,” Tina says. I can tell by her smile and the way she leans forward that she’s itching to talk more about this. “Just don’t say anything to Ryan.”

      “Of course not. Where is he, anyway?”

      “Out with Oliver. They’re at a bar or something.”

      “Oh.” The mention of Oliver makes all my senses stand on edge, like he might walk around the corner at any moment and I need to be aware of my surroundings. The conversation isn’t about him, but now his name is all I can think about, repeating itself over and over again in my head. I bring my glass to my lips, taking a long sip to avoid having to say anything else. Tina watches me. I don’t know why I bother with not saying what’s on my mind. She can read me too damn well.

      “He broke up with that girl,” she says.

      “You already told me that two months ago. Was there another girl or something?”

      She shakes her head, a smile playing at her lips. “Nope. Just thought I’d remind you.”

      I cross my arms. “I’m well aware.”

      She picks up her phone, playing around with it for a moment before she sets it next to herself. She looks back up at me. “Maybe you can stop running away from him now.”

      “I’m not running away from him. I just have nothing to say to him. He’s a total douchebag. Whether or not he has a girlfriend doesn’t change that.”

      It’s been a year since Oliver showed up and ruined everything. He’s Ryan’s best friend, and since Ryan lives with my best friend, he’s been a little hard to avoid. I met him when he moved back to our city after living abroad for a couple of years after college. Tina introduced us with the hope that we would get together. She forgot to mention that he’s kind of a dick. He always has something rude to say. I can’t stand him.

      “You’re not exactly nice to him, either,” Tina argues. “You two hit it off so well that first week. I still don’t understand what happened. He was only repeating what Ryan told him.”

      “You’re right. I guess that makes Ryan a douchebag.”

      Tina groans. “It’s kind of funny when you think about it.”

      It’s really not that funny to me. There was a time when I thought that Oliver was ridiculously good-looking. He has the face of a movie star and the type of body that I’m not ashamed to admit I’ve fantasized about once or twice. It’s not that hard—all I have to do is imagine he has a completely different personality.

      When I met him that first week, I thought that he was nice. He was cute and charming. I’m embarrassed to admit that there was a time, however short it was, that I actually thought I liked him. But then Tina and I got drunk one night, and I told her that I was obsessed with him. I thought it was harmless enough. I wasn’t actually obsessed. It’s just one of those things you say to a friend when you like someone. It’s obviously not something I wanted him to hear, and if I hadn’t downed four strawberry margaritas, I might not have said it to Tina, either.

      Tina reported this to Ryan, though, and then Ryan told Oliver. I can’t really hold it against Tina. She was living with Ryan at that point, and I knew that she told him everything. I think she hoped that Oliver and I would get together and then the four of us could go on double-dates.

      The next time I saw Oliver, he greeted me with a cocky grin and said, in front of everyone at the bar: “So. You’re obsessed with me, huh?”

      That was the moment that ruined him for me. Whatever attraction I thought was there was gone the instant he said that. He was so smug about using my drunk confession to embarrass me. Everyone in the room had laughed except for me.

      “It’s not funny,” I say to Tina now. “And I don’t need constant updates on who he is or isn’t dating.”

      “You’re going to have to face him eventually. He’ll be at my wedding. We both know Ryan is going to choose him to be his best man.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” I stand up. “I should probably head home.”

      I head to the laundry room to take my clothes out of the machine. Tina follows me. “Why? Stay for dinner.”

      “I can’t.” I drop the robe and dress myself. My clothes are clean and dry and warm.

      “Why not?” Tina asks.

      “Because I’m sure Ryan is on his way home right now and Oliver is with him.”

      I can tell by the stupid smile on Tina’s face that I’m right. I know that she was texting Ryan a couple minutes ago when she was playing with her phone. She probably told him that I’m here and to bring Oliver.

      He’s the last person I want to see on the day that I’ve been fired from my job. I need to get out of here.

      “Wait. Before you go,” Tina says. “Have you thought about what I offered?”

      I chew on my lip. “I have. And I’m open to it. But are you sure that’s what you want?”

      She nods. “Of course. I mean, you don’t have to commit to starting your own business just because you’re helping me with this. You could always take the profits after all this is over and put them in savings and get an entry-level job booking caterers like the one you just got fired from.”

      “Well, when you put it that way,” I say with a roll of my eyes.

      “I’ll write a deposit right now, if that’s what you need. And I’ll even give you my credit card to make any purchases that need to be made. I don’t expect you to pay for anything out of pocket.”

      She turns around and digs through her purse, then comes back to me with her checkbook.

      “I haven’t even thought of my rates,” I remind her.

      “You’ll have plenty of time to come up with a rate sheet. In the meantime, I’ll pay you what I think is a fair rate for your services. We can get started on planning it tomorrow.”

      She tears a check out of her booklet and hands it to me. I read the number, and then I throw my hand over my mouth with a gasp.

      “Is it not enough?” She reaches for her checkbook, ready to write another one.

      “No. It’s way too much. There’s no way the things you want for your proposal would even cost this much.”

      I try to hand it back, but she refuses to take it. “You won’t only be planning my proposal. I want you there every step of the way. We can do an engagement party, bachelorette party, bridal shower, the wedding, everything.”

      I know that if I don’t accept the money, I’ll end up doing all of these things anyway. I have no doubt that Tina will make me her maid of honor. I won’t be able to sit back and watch all these events get planned by someone else—someone who might not care as much as I do about seeing Tina get the wedding of her dreams. I might as well get paid to do it. Plus, with the amount of money she just gave me, I could start my own business and move into a better apartment. And maybe eat something other than cheap noodles for dinner.

      I look at the check one more time, reading the dollar amount again. Then I look back up at her. She watches me, eyes wide, waiting to hear my answer.

      “Fine,” I tell her. “I’ll do it.”

      Tina squeals, then hops up and down like an excited child before giving me a hug that nearly knocks me off balance. I laugh as she pulls away from me. I fold the check and stick it in my back pocket.

      “This is going to be so amazing,” she says. “I can’t wait to start planning this.”

      I take a step back toward the door. As excited as I am, I need to get out of here before Oliver shows up. “Let’s do lunch tomorrow and talk more.”

      I open the door and step outside. Now that the sun is down, the air is a bit cooler than it was when I decided to wear a T-shirt and shorts. I make it to the end of the block and decide that it’s not just a bit cooler; it’s freezing. I wrap my arms around myself, wishing I had brought my car.

      A quarter of a mile into my walk, I decide that I don’t care what people think about me. I need to stay warm, so I start with a power walk, swinging my arms to create friction. I alternate between that and skipping just to speed myself up, and end up doing a weird walk-dance thing that probably makes anyone who’s driving past think I’m on drugs.

      No sooner does the thought cross my mind, the driver of a pickup truck honks their horn behind me, then pulls up onto the shoulder ahead of me. I think about the kids who splashed me earlier. It’s not the same truck, but I slow my pace, then stop altogether, trying to decide what to do. Something tells me that if I keep moving forward, I’m going to get kidnapped. I could run back to Tina’s house—I haven’t made it very far—but then I might run into Oliver, and I’m not sure what would be worse.

      The driver’s door opens and a guy steps out. I wish he had parked under a streetlight so that I could see his face. If I make a run for it, I want to be able to describe him to the cops.

      “What the hell are you doing dancing out here?”

      I realize as soon as he opens his mouth that I know exactly who this is. It’s the very guy I was hoping to avoid.

      It’s Oliver.
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      The Detour

      The relief that I’m not about to be kidnapped is only temporary. I’m about to tell Oliver that I’m trying to stay warm on my way home, but I’m afraid he’ll offer me a ride, and if I’m being honest, I’d rather walk another two and a half miles in the cold than sit in that truck with him.

      “None of your business,” I tell him.

      I start to walk again, reaching and passing his truck. He jogs up next to me. “It’s freezing out here,” he says, as if I hadn’t noticed. “Why are you dressed like that?”

      “Because it was warm earlier. Why are you following me?”

      “I just dropped Ryan off. I spotted you while I was driving past, so I came back around to see if you needed a ride.”

      “Ugh.” I groan a lot louder than I intend. His brows knit together. “I don’t need a ride. I’m fine.”

      “You’re going to get pneumonia.”

      “And you’re going to get your truck stolen.” I look back at where he left it. We’re a good distance from it now, and the engine is still running. He follows my gaze, then sighs, and jogs away from me.

      Not long after, he pulls his truck up next to me. He doesn’t get out this time. He slows to a crawl and rolls the window down. “Get in, Priscilla. It’s nice and warm in here.”

      “No, thanks!” I keep walking, my body protesting my words with a shiver.

      “If you don’t get in, I’m just going to drive along next to you like this. You can get rid of me a lot quicker if you let me drive you home.”

      I wonder how cold it needs to be for someone’s brain to stop functioning properly, because my legs start to carry me in the direction of his truck against my will. It’s like my body wants so badly to be warm that it’s overruling my decision to stay out here in the cold. I climb into the passenger side of his truck and roll the window up. He has the heat cranked up, so the cab of his truck is toasty. I hold my hands over the vents, allowing the warm air to thaw my frozen fingers.

      “What was that ridiculous dance you were doing out there?” He looks me over as he pulls back onto the road. “You’re not even wearing headphones. Were you just dancing to the sound of the traffic?” He smirks.

      I cross my arms, already regretting my decision to get in his truck.

      “It’s a good thing I picked you up when I did,” he continues. “You’re a terrible dancer. You would have caused an accident from all the traffic veering off the road just to get away from you.”

      “I was trying to stay warm,” I mumble.

      “It’s been a while since we’ve had a chance to have a conversation, just the two of us,” he says. I eye him distrustfully from my side of the vehicle. “How have you been? Still working as a glorified secretary?”

      Of course he would ask about my job on the day I’ve been fired. It’s like the universe is out to get me, and he always gets the memo that it’s the perfect time to push my buttons. “I was never a secretary,” I say through my teeth. “And as a matter of fact, I don’t work there anymore. I just started my own business.”

      “Event planner?”

      I look over at him, surprised. He’s never taken my job seriously. He thinks he’s better than me because he’s an app developer like Tina and Ryan, so what I do has never been interesting enough for him to remember. I can’t tell if he actually knows what I do, or if this is just another dig.

      “How did you guess?”

      “You told me that’s what you wanted to do.” He takes his eyes off the road to look at me. It’s dark inside the truck, so I can only see his face when we pass under a streetlight. “You know, back when we used to be friends.”

      I scoff. “We were never friends.”

      “Ouch. You’re really mean, you know that?”

      I watch my apartment complex through the window as we drive past it. It occurs to me that he has no idea where he’s taking me. A petty part of me wants to see how far he’ll keep going before he realizes he’s gone the wrong way.

      “New truck, huh? What kind of gas mileage do you get in this thing?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Not much. Maybe sixteen in the city.”

      “Oh.” So, not only will he be wasting time, he’ll be wasting money, too. I wonder briefly if my need to inconvenience him outweighs my concern for the environment. “Turn right up here.”

      He does as I say, taking us onto a random street. I have no idea where we are.

      “Left here.”

      He turns left. We reach a main road, and I tell him to turn right again.

      “I can’t believe you were going to walk this whole way,” he says. “You’re out of your mind.”

      “I would have been fine. Make another right at the light.”

      He pulls up to the stoplight and waits as a pedestrian crosses the road, then turns right.

      “Ryan told me you were having dinner with him and Tina tonight,” he says. “I was kind of surprised to see that you weren’t there. Are you avoiding me or something?”

      He says this with a smirk, like he’s amused by the thought, and the idea that I might be avoiding him is some sort of prize.

      My face flushes. “I had things to do.”

      “Sure you did.”

      I look at him out of the corner of my eye. He’s staring at me instead of the road. “Keep your eye on the road,” I tell him. “You’re going to get us killed.”

      “I’m driving ten miles an hour,” he says, eyes still on me.

      I point out the windshield and shout, “Pedestrian!”

      He slams on the brakes, lurching us forward before he realizes that I’m lying and there’s no one in front of his truck. A laugh bubbles up from deep within my stomach. I try to stifle it, but it comes out sounding like an evil cackle. Oliver glares at me, then turns forward as he starts to drive again.

      “You are going to get us killed,” he says.

      “You were only driving ten miles an hour,” I mock him. “Anyway, weren’t you supposed to have dinner with Tina and Ryan, too? I could argue that you were the one trying to avoid me.”

      The corner of his mouth curves up. “So you did know I was going to be there.”

      I watch him. He must have learned his lesson because he keeps his focus on the road now. It annoys me how perfectly shaped his face is from the side.

      “Tina mentioned it when I was on my way out the door.” It’s not the whole truth, but it’s close enough. “I can’t imagine you had anything better to do if you’re wasting your time driving me home.”

      He turns to look at me. I wonder if I could get him to slam on his brakes again.

      “See, your reason for implying that I’m avoiding you is flawed,” he says. “I went out of my way to stop and pick you up.”

      He has a point, but I don’t want to tell him he’s right and let him win this round.

      We reach the end of a cul-de-sac. He parks his truck next to the curb. “Is this where you live?”

      We both look up at the huge colonial-style house sitting on top of a hill on a two-acre property. I wish I lived here. I’m tempted to tell him that this is my house because I have no explanation for why I made him drive me here, but if I get out of the car right now, I’ll be forced to find my way home from here. In the cold.

      I pull my gaze away from the house to look at him. “No.”

      He looks over his shoulder. “Did I make a wrong turn? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You made several wrong turns. I have no idea where we are right now.”

      He frowns, but the corner of his lip twitches. If I didn’t know any better, I might think he’s trying to fight a smile. “What the hell, Priscilla? I was following your directions.”

      “You were driving too fast and you passed my apartment complex before I could tell you where to turn. I tried to turn us around, but your headlights are too dim and now I don’t know where we are.”

      He looks back at the house ahead of us, which is fully illuminated by his headlights. “My lights are too dim, huh?”

      I shrug. “You should probably get them fixed.”

      He puts the car in drive and turns us around, heading back to the road we just came from.

      “What street do you live on?” he asks.

      I tell him, and he takes us there. As he pulls into my parking lot, I feel a weird pang of regret. I’m not sure if it’s because I’m heading back to the quietness of my empty apartment, or maybe it’s because I lost my job today and everything is changing. I tell him which building is mine, and he pulls into one of the parking spaces at the front. I hesitate. I’m not ready to get out yet.

      “Thanks for the ride.” I have to force the words out. Thanking him doesn’t come naturally to me, but he did go out of his way to take me home.

      “Any time.” He says it so casually that he almost sounds sincere.

      I reach for the door handle, but I pause when something in his cupholder catches my eye. It’s a small black velvet box—the type expensive jewelry comes in. I look up from the box, to him, and back to the box. He follows my gaze, and then we both just stare at each other for a moment.

      “What’s this?”

      I reach for the box at the same time as he does, but I get to it first. He tries to pull it out of my hand, but I snatch it back and open the box. The ring inside has the biggest diamond I’ve ever seen. I gasp and look back at him.

      “You’re getting engaged?” I can’t explain the feeling that comes over me. I don’t know why the thought of Oliver getting engaged upsets me so much. I tell myself that it’s because Tina just told me he isn’t dating anyone, and now I feel like I’ve been lied to even though his relationship status is none of my business. “I didn’t know you were dating anyone.”

      “I’m not.” He snaps the box closed and takes it out of my hand. “I’m holding onto it for … a friend.”

      The way he hesitates before finishing his sentence tells me everything I need to know. “Ryan,” I blurt.

      I can tell by the look on his face that I’m right. He sighs. “You can’t say anything to Tina.”

      “He’s planning to propose? When?”

      “He hasn’t decided when yet. He just asked me to hold onto the ring so that she doesn’t find it.”

      “And you decided to keep that thing in your car? It had to cost at least ten grand.”

      “More than that. He just bought it today. I’ll keep it locked up safely at home.”

      For a moment, I’m amazed at how both Ryan and Tina just decided today that they want to propose to each other. But then I think about what that means. If Ryan proposes first, then Tina doesn’t get to see her dream of following in her mother’s footsteps come to life. I have to make sure that Tina proposes first without giving away Ryan’s secret. I also can’t tell Oliver what Tina’s plan is, because I don’t know if I can trust him to keep a secret from Ryan.

      “You look like you’re in shock,” Oliver says.

      “I am, a little bit. This is exciting. Tina is going to be so … surprised.”

      “Seriously. Don’t tell her. Ryan will kick my ass.”

      “I won’t.”

      Needing to be alone with my thoughts, I hop out of the truck and let myself into my apartment. I drop myself onto the couch—dark blue, not white leather like Tina’s—and think about the rollercoaster that was today. As the quiet of my apartment settles in around me, I find myself wishing I had a roommate. I turn on the TV just to make this place feel a little less lonely. I slip my hand into my back pocket, but I don’t feel the piece of paper that I’m looking for. I sit up and reach into my other pocket. It’s empty.

      Shit. I lost the check.
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      The Principles of Tax Evasion

      I’m trying to think of where it might have fallen out of my pocket. The idea that I lost the check Tina gave me has kept me up most of the night, and it’s still bugging me this morning. If it happened at Tina’s house, it will be easy enough to get it back. If Ryan found it, he might wonder why she gave me such a big check. I chew on my lip. I hope my carelessness doesn’t cause too big of a rift. But maybe I didn’t even leave it there.

      I probably dropped it outside while I was moving my body in all sorts of weird ways just to try to stay warm. If that’s the case, then some stranger probably found it by now, but unless they have a fake ID with my name, it will be a little hard for them to cash it. Still, I don’t like the idea of Tina’s home address and bank account number floating around out there for anyone to pick up and see. Especially when the dollar figure on the check suggests she has a lot of money.

      There’s also the possibility that it fell out in Oliver’s truck. This is the least likely scenario, because all I did was sit down. I think I would have noticed the check on his seat when he dropped me off last night. If he does have it, I hope he’ll give it back to Tina, because I really don’t want to see him if I can avoid it.

      There’s a rough knock on my front door. I frown. I’m expecting Tina, but she doesn’t normally knock. Tina always lets herself inside, or if she’s picking me up—like she is today—she’ll text me from her car.

      I check the time on my phone. If it’s Tina, she’s early. This is how I know it isn’t her. Tina is never early.

      I head to the door and look through the peephole. Then I step back, take a deep breath, and brace myself. I open the door. Before I can ask Oliver why he’s here, he holds up the missing check. Of course he has it. I’m torn between being happy to see him and wishing the check had been lost forever. I reach for it, but he raises it away from me.

      “You’re not funny. Give me the check.”

      “Aren’t you going to thank me for returning it?”

      “You haven’t returned it. You’re just taunting me with it.”

      He holds the check in front of his face. “This is a lot of money.”

      The check is low enough now that I could reach it, but I know he’ll just pull it away again. I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him. “Are you jealous?”

      “A little bit. This is more than I make in a year.”

      I frown. I thought that Oliver was an app developer like Tina and Ryan. Maybe he’s not as good at his job as they are. I make a mental note to find a way to use this against him.

      “Why is Tina giving you this much money?” he asks.

      I want to tell him that it’s none of his business, but I also don’t want him to think I’m taking handouts. “She’s not giving me the money. She’s paying me for a service.”

      He narrows his eyes. His gaze wanders over my body. “What kind of service?”

      I roll my eyes, ignoring his implication. “Event planning. I told you last night that I started my own business.”

      He looks at the check again, then back at me. “What kind of event is she doing that’s costing her six figures?”

      “None of your business.” I snatch the check from him before he can react. “Thanks for bringing this back. You can go now.”

      I’m starting to close the door in front of him when he says, “Fine, I’ll ask Ryan.”

      My eyes go wide. I pull the door open again. “Wait. No. Don’t.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s none of your business. Don’t bug them about it.”

      His eyes wander to the check in my hand, then back up to my face. I hate the way my heart rate picks up
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