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Anna Moore collapsed onto her couch with the kind of sigh only achieved after five straight days of workplace misery. Friday evening at last! Her grand plan was sacred: one large pepperoni pizza, six hours of television, and a blissful food coma.

The plan lasted exactly forty-two seconds before a knock rattled her door.

“Great,” she muttered, dragging herself up. “Now what?”

When she opened the door, her best friend Marie stood grinning like the cat that got the cream.

“Surprise!” Marie announced, sweeping Anna into a hug.

“Hey, you. This is a surprise.” Anna blinked, pulling back. “Wait - how did you get into the building? I never heard the intercom.”

“That sweet old man in number five was just going in. He let me through.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “They’ll let anyone in these days.”

Marie breezed past her into the lounge, her red hair fighting to free itself from a messy ponytail, and flopped onto the couch. “So, what are your big Friday night plans?”

Anna raised a brow. “As little as humanly possible. Pizza. Game of Thrones. Food coma. Weekend heaven.”

Marie shook her head, dismayed. “Exactly what I feared. You’re going to waste another Friday hiding in your cave. Do you expect Edward Cullen to knock on your door while you sulk here in the dark?”

Anna frowned. “Edward Cullen? Who’s that? Is he that creepy guy in number nine?”

Marie gasped. “No! Edward Cullen from Twilight. Sexy, broody vampire? Eyes you could drown in? He can bite me any time.”

Anna squinted. “Wait... you mean the really pale guy who looks like a cheap 70’s disco ball whenever he hits sunlight? I’m shocked that girl he was after didn’t go blind just standing next to him.”

Marie sighed. “You have no imagination.”

“Oh, imagination isn’t the problem. The last time I let you drag me out, you plied me with so many cocktails people thought I was having a stroke when I tried to dance.”

Marie burst out laughing. “That guy actually tried to call an ambulance! Come on, you have to admit that was hilarious.”

“Maybe in hindsight,” Anna grumbled. “At the time, my headache had a personality of its own. I still get PTSD just thinking about it.”

Marie waved her off. “Whatever. You can’t let life pass you by. There’s this new club nearby - Electricity. Everyone’s talking about it. We should go check it out.”

Anna smirked. “They’d better hope Eskom doesn’t find out about them. Instant load-shedding.”

“Only one way to find out,” Marie shot back. “Come on - throw on a little black dress. Tonight we’re making men wish they had our numbers. Who knows, you might even meet your knight in shining armour!”

Anna crossed her arms. “You know I don’t like horses.”

“...Horses?”

“You said knight in shining armour. Horses are normally a package deal. The last time I met a horse, it bit me on the shoulder and peed on my foot. I’ll pass.”

Marie groaned. “You know what I meant. Forget the horse. Let’s raid your closet and make you look hot.”

Anna dragged herself after her. “This can only end in tears.”

- - -
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Marie yanked open Anna’s closet doors - and recoiled like she’d just found a corpse inside.

“What... is this? Are you hoarding your grandmother’s wardrobe? Did the retirement home have a clearance sale?”

Anna frowned. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Where do I even start? This one’s longer than a ski slope, and this one’s neckline is practically a turtleneck. Do you own anything remotely sexy? Or should I just set up a clothing donation in your honour?”

Anna sighed and pulled out a red dress. “What about this one?”

Marie winced. “No. You’ll look like a fire hydrant. Next.”

Anna tried again. “Okay... this?”

Marie stared. “...Is that turquoise? Or peacock poop? I can’t decide.”

Anna scowled. “It’s sea green, actually.”

Marie rifled through the hangers with increasing despair. “No, no, absolutely not, oh please, burn this one, nope...” Finally she spun around triumphantly, clutching a black dress. “Finally! This is the only salvageable thing you own. Try it on before I lose all hope.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “I’d forgotten I even had that. Bought it years ago. No clue if it still fits.” She kicked off her shoes, tugging off her jeans and T-shirt.

“Wait - hold it right there.”

Anna froze. “What now?”

Marie pointed accusingly. “We need to talk about the underwear. You are not stepping into a club with pink cotton panties covered in hearts and bunnies.”

Anna stared. “Nobody is going to see my underwear.”

“They might,” Marie said, waggling her brows.

“They won’t. I don’t do one-night stands, and you know it.”

“Even so, you should be prepared. Where’s the rest of your stash?”

After a solid minute of digging through Anna’s underwear drawer, punctuated by horrified mutters, Marie finally turned around holding a plain black bra and matching panties.

“Not a thong, and still tragically sensible, but at least it’s not... that.”

“I hate thongs,” Anna muttered. “Feels like dental floss up my ass. And do you know how much they cost? No thank you. I’ll stick with cotton.”

“Uh-huh. Shower. Now. We’re not wasting this dress on bunny panties.”

- - -
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After a quick shower Anna pulled on her new underwear and the black dress. “Well, what do you think?” she asked Marie while turning in a circle.

Marie’s jaw dropped. “Girl, you look amazing. If I had that body, I’d be unstoppable. Let’s get your hair and makeup done and then we can go and conquer the night!”

Anna sat down in front of the mirror and started applying some makeup.

“Remember,” Marie warned. “You want your sexy face, not your I’m-going-to-the-office face.” Teased Marie.

Anna rolled her eyes. “You know I only have one face, right? The one I was born with.”

“Girl, you know what I mean. You have to look like a sexy Bond-girl, not Susan at reception. You want to make the guys weak at the knees, not make them think you’re going to take a message!”

After a few minutes of applying makeup and experimenting with different shades of lipstick, Marie was satisfied.

“Right, now for your hair and then we can go paint the town red.” 

“But what about you? You’re still in a t-shirt and jeans?” asked Anna, looking Marie up and down.

“Right here, hon.” Marie beamed, pulling her outfit out of her bag. “I just needed to see if I could convince you to join me first before I got all dressed up.”

After a few minutes Anna’s auburn hair was done in a simple yet flattering style and Marie was decked out in a short black dress with a plunging neckline.

Anna gave her a once-over and raised an eyebrow.

“You know, dressed like that, the guys won’t remember your face.”

“Perfect,” Marie said without missing a beat. “My face doesn’t get me free cocktails.” 

Anna sighed as they headed to the door. “I just really hope I remember the night this time around.”

Marie grinned. “That’s what photos are for.”

Anna rolled her eyes and pulled the door closed behind her.
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Anna hated everything about the place.

The music. The volume. The smell. The men. The glitter that seemed to cover every surface. The place seemed to consist entirely of Axe body spray and questionable choices.

The owners clearly went absolutely crazy with the electricity theme. Bright neon signs, UV lights in the dance areas, flashing strobes everywhere. You could even buy glowsticks at the door.

She stood planted at the edge of the bar like a forgotten fern. Marie was already on the dance floor, probably trying to convince a man in tight leather pants that she was an up-and-coming pop star. Anna, meanwhile, was mentally drafting her resignation from the friendship.

Her drink arrived - gin and tonic, more out of habit than want. She sipped and scanned the room with the practiced detachment of someone who would much rather be doing something else. Like French-kissing a chimpanzee.

That’s when she noticed him.

A man - tall, wearing a dark button-down jacket, clean-cut in a way that suggested boring, except his eyes were scanning the crowd with an amused detachment that mirrored her own. He wasn’t trying to dance. He wasn’t trying to flirt. He was... just there. And obviously in the same amount of discomfort, like he was trying to figure out how to politely feign food poisoning.

“Interesting.” Anna thought. She looked away. But soon found herself looking back.

He was now at the bar, two seats down, ordering something she couldn’t make out.

When he caught her looking, he didn’t smile - just raised his brows slightly.

She arched one eyebrow in return. A silent ‘what’?

He slid over, taking the seat next to her with a self-aware kind of confidence. Not cocky. Just... calm.

“Having fun?” he asked, raising his drink slightly.

Anna stared at him for a moment. “Only if you define ‘fun’ as slowly going deaf and wishing for a swift end.”

He laughed. Not the obnoxious, performative kind most men did when they didn’t get her sarcasm. This one was quiet. Genuine. Like she’d just said something unexpectedly delightful.

“That’s fair,” he said. “I’ve been here twenty minutes and I already feel like I’ve aged a year.”

“Your outfit seems to indicate that you had very different plans for the evening.”

He glanced down at himself, then grinned. “I had dinner plans. Then my friend hijacked my night with the words ‘birthday rave.’ I didn’t know that was a thing. Apparently, it is.”

“And yet you stayed.”

“I was mildly fascinated. Or mildly horrified. Take your pick. And then I saw you, standing here like you were actively calculating how many exits this place has.”

Anna smirked. “Three. Four if you count the bathroom window.”

He gave her a quick smile. “Architect?” he asked.

“Accountant,” she replied. “We get the same satisfaction from being right, just with different tools.”

He extended a hand. “David Wilson.”

She shook it briefly. “Anna. Hostage.”

They sat in a shared silence, like an island of stillness in the noisy, neon-lit chaos. She didn’t know what to make of him yet. But he wasn’t sweating profusely, trying to impress her, or calling her “baby” - which, frankly, set him above 90% of the men in here.

“You want to get out of here?” he asked, casually, not sleazy.

She raised an eyebrow. “Do you always ask strange women to flee nightclubs with you?”

“Only the ones that look like they’ve already filed a noise complaint in their head.”

Anna sipped her drink, then looked toward the dance floor. Marie was waving dramatically and pointing at someone in a sweat-soaked white tank top. Anna would probably owe her an explanation later.

She turned back to David. “If you’re a serial killer, I’m going to be really annoyed.”

He smiled. “I’m just an introvert with poor boundaries.”

“Close enough.”

- - -
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The blast of air that hit Anna when they stepped outside felt like actual salvation. No music. No strobe lights. No strangers grinding against her like they were performing a really bad striptease.

Just quiet. Blessed, slightly chilly, oxygen-filled silence.

David let out a long breath beside her, like someone who’d just escaped a hostage situation. He glanced at her with a crooked smile.

“So... congratulations. You survived.”

Anna crossed her arms and looked up the street. “Barely. I think my hearing’s still in there. Next to the fog machine.”

He chuckled. “Want to grab something to eat?”

She paused. She should say no. It was late. She didn’t know this guy. And yet... he wasn’t setting off any internal alarm bells. He didn’t radiate desperation or sleaze. Just that same mild, amused calm he had inside the club - like he, too, didn’t understand how he ended up at a club when he’d clearly be happier at a library or, say, a tax seminar.

“Depends,” she said finally. “Are you the kind of person who talks during chewing?”

David looked mildly offended. “Absolutely not.”

“Fine. I know a nice little place two blocks that way.” She nodded toward the corner. “You’re buying. I charge emotional damages.”

“Fair enough,” he said easily, and fell into step beside her.

- - -
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They walked in silence for a bit - comfortable, surprisingly. He didn’t try to fill the space with bad jokes or questions about her zodiac sign. Just walked, hands in his pockets, matching her pace.

Anna snuck a glance at him. Clean-cut, but not overly polished. Kind eyes. Slightly crooked nose. Looked like the kind of guy who opened doors and said “excuse me” to waiters. Unremarkable in a way that felt... reassuring.

“So how did a guy like you end up in a place like that? It doesn’t look like your type of thing.” she asked.

“Best friend’s birthday,” he said. “He thinks I need to ‘loosen up.’ Which is code for ‘get wasted and talk to strangers who vape.’”

She huffed a quiet laugh. “Sounds familiar. My friend Marie has a theory that I’m emotionally repressed because I once said I prefer emails over phone calls.”

He glanced sideways. “And are you?”

“Emotionally repressed or anti-phone?”

“Both.”

Anna shrugged. “I think emotional repression gets a bad rap. Some of us are just trying to survive small talk.”

He laughed quietly. “Now that is a philosophy I can get behind.”

- - -
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They reached a small family-run bistro. It was the kind of place that hadn’t updated its décor since the late ‘80s, and Anna respected that. It didn’t pretend to be something it wasn’t. No mood lighting. No artfully distressed wood panels. Just cracked vinyl booths and a waitress who looked like she was born during the Great Depression.

She slid into the booth, tucking one leg under her, and David took the seat across from her, stretching out like someone who didn’t carry tension in their shoulders the way she always did.

“I think I have mild hearing damage,” Anna said, scanning the sticky menu. “If I say something nonsensical, assume it’s the club-induced trauma and not a cry for help.”

David opened his menu with the same reverence most people reserved for novels. “I promise to only panic if you start quoting Pitbull lyrics.”

“That’s fair.” She flipped to the breakfast section. “I’m getting flapjacks. Late night is flapjack time. That’s just math.”

He didn’t argue. “A plate of chips and a chocolate milkshake for me.”

She blinked. “That’s dangerously close to being charming.”

“Dangerously?” he asked.

“I mean, who orders a chocolate milkshake with a straight face after escaping from a nightclub?”

David looked entirely unphased. “People who know that the true cure for noise-related trauma is fried potato and dairy.”

Anna gave a slight nod. “You make a compelling argument.”

The waitress came and went, unfazed by both their deadpan sarcasm or her specific request that the flapjacks be “aggressively fluffy.” They fell into a short silence. Not uncomfortable - just... unfamiliar.

David leaned back in the booth and studied her. “So. Anna the accountant. Let me guess - you were a gifted child.”

She looked up sharply. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah,” he said, grinning. “The kind who corrected teachers, organized your sticker collection by category, and got crippling anxiety if someone bent the pages in a book instead of using a bookmark.”

Anna narrowed her eyes. “Have you been spying on me?”

“I just have good instincts.”

She sipped her water, sceptical. “Alright. Your turn. You were definitely the kid who dismantled the toaster to figure out how it worked and then blamed the whole thing on your sibling.”

“Guilty,” he said. “Though in my defence, it was a very old two-slice toaster. The stakes were low.”

She laughed then. Really laughed. Short and sudden and real.

David smiled like he’d won something.

“You’re not what I expected,” she admitted, poking at her straw wrapper. “I figured anyone voluntarily attending a club would be one of those loud-laugh, group selfie, flex-in-the-mirror types.”

He shrugged. “I got peer pressured. You?”

“Friend duty. Marie thinks I need to meet more people. She said something about ‘putting myself out there’ and then physically shoved me into her car.”

“Do you want to meet more people?”

Anna hesitated, caught off guard by the question. “Honestly? Not really. I like my life quiet. Predictable. People tend to interfere with that.”

David nodded slowly, his gaze steady but not pushy. “I get that.”

And she believed him.

There was no rush with him, no subtle pressure to impress. He wasn’t trying to steer the conversation or test her boundaries. He was just there - solid and steady and sort of irritatingly observant.

“I think I’m used to being too much for some people,” she said, then winced. “Wow, okay. Didn’t mean for this to turn into late night therapy.”

“No judgment,” David said. “We’ve already shared a room with a sweaty guy named Trevor doing shirtless handstands. I think we’re past small talk.”

Their food arrived just as Anna was beginning to wonder how long she could keep pretending this was just a fluke encounter. She stared at her flapjacks like they might contain the answers. They didn’t. But they were, thankfully, aggressively fluffy.

She poured syrup slowly. “This is weird.”

“The flapjacks?”

“This. You. Me. Being here. Not hating it.”

David smiled and picked up a chip. “Yeah. I noticed that.”

She took a bite to buy time. It was good. Annoyingly good.

“You’re too calm,” she said, pointing at him with her fork. “Like a man who’s never stayed up at night replaying a conversation from five years ago.”

“Of course I have,” he said. “I’m not a psychopath. I just fake it well.”

Anna snorted, then reached for the syrup again, deliberately not looking at him.

They ate quietly for a bit. No need to fill every silence. It was strange. Comfortable. Foreign.

After a while, David glanced at his watch. “Do I walk you to your car, or is that too Hallmark Channel?”

She smirked. “I came with Marie, remember? I’ll probably have to get an Uber.”

He gave a slight smile. “I’ll save my Hallmark moment for the future then.”

He paid the bill, not making a show of it, and they walked out into the night - cool air, and the far-off hum of late-night traffic.

And Anna thought, against her better judgment: “Maybe Marie was right.”

Just this once.
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Anna woke with a start, unsure if it was a dream or if the upstairs neighbour was dragging furniture around again like he was rearranging a medieval banquet hall. Her ceiling was practically creaking! The light peeking through the blinds was soft and slanted, the unmistakable glow of a Saturday morning that didn't care about her personal schedule.

She groaned, rolled over, and checked her phone.

8:43 a.m.

She flopped back into her pillow, dramatically. She lay there, blinking at the ceiling. Her hair was knotted on one side. Her leg was twisted awkwardly in the sheets like she’d attempted a complicated yoga pose mid-sleep and failed.

She felt... fine. Maybe a little too fine. She’d survived the club. She hadn’t been brutally elbowed in the back by a stranger or had someone “accidentally” fondle her backside or dragged into an alcohol-fuelled rendition of the Macarena dance. And, somehow, she'd ended up eating flapjacks in a small bistro across from a man who looked like he built model airplanes in his spare time and had strong opinions about the Oxford comma.

David.

Ugh. She didn’t want to be thinking about him yet. It was too early for introspection. Or sincerity. Or - heaven help her - flirting in retrospect.

Still, her mind played the evening back without her permission. The way he'd casually sat across the table from her, smiling like he knew a secret. The way he’d listened - actually listened - without interrupting or trying to spin her sarcasm into something cute.

He’d ordered a chocolate milkshake. Late at night. With zero shame. And she... liked that about him.

Nope. Too much. “Brain, dial it back.”

She didn’t want to overthink this. Overthinking things was her specialty. If it was an Olympic sport, she’d get a podium finish every time.

She reached for her phone again and found two texts waiting for her:

Marie:

2:03 AM  -  DID U DIE???

2:10 AM  -  IF U DIED I GET YOUR TV

Anna rolled her eyes, smiling despite herself. Marie was her emergency contact and would not hesitate to use that power to claim custody of her big screen TV in a moment of crisis.

The second message was quieter. Later. From someone else.

David: 

2:55 AM  -  Let me know if you made it home without being kidnapped by your Uber driver. (Also: thank you for not mocking my milkshake order. I feel appreciated.)

She stared at it longer than necessary.

She hadn't responded. Not yet. Because part of her didn’t know how. What was the protocol for unexpectedly connecting with someone in a booth that smelled faintly like burnt toast and decades of grease?

He didn’t strike her as the type to text every girl he met. He didn’t do lines or lean too close or call her "baby" within five minutes of eye contact. He’d just... sat across from her and made her laugh. Real laughter, too - the kind she usually reserved for memes about capitalism and videos of cats getting a fright.

The worst part? She hadn’t been planning to like him. That had never been part of the equation. She’d said yes to Marie’s club scheme out of peer pressure, not because she was ready to "put herself out there," as Marie called it. She liked her boring, quiet routines. Her space. Her non-chaotic solitude.

And now here she was, lying in bed, smiling like a teenage girl because a man with good shoulders and a nice smile remembered her enough to send a text.

She thought about replying. Something clever. Something witty. Something safe.

Made it home. Uber driver was chatty. Your milkshake order is still under internal review. I reserve the right to judge you at a future date.

She typed it. Stared at it. Didn’t send it.

Later. Maybe.

Right now, she needed coffee. And clarity. And to not accidentally spiral into fantasizing about what David would look like building furniture without a shirt.

She threw off the blanket and padded to the kitchen, the tile cold under her feet. Her apartment was still and familiar. She liked it that way. No roommates. No background noise. Just the hum of the fridge and the faint aroma of floor cleaner.

She stood at the window while her coffee brewed, watching a jogger pass by with more energy than Anna had ever possessed without energy drinks or a substantial amount of motivation. Like being chased by a lion. The world outside was soft and hazy and quiet - the kind of morning that begged for a fresh start or, at the very least, a clean countertop.

She leaned her hip against the counter and took a sip of coffee.

David wasn’t the kind of guy she normally met. That was what unsettled her. There had been no performance, no pretence, no strange awkwardness. Just curiosity. Calm. Connection.

She wasn't sure what to do with that.

But she also wasn't trying to forget it.

Not yet.

Anna reached for her phone again, hesitating for only a moment before opening the message thread. She didn’t type anything. Just looked.

Then, without fully thinking, she hit Send on her message.

She was halfway through making a second cup of coffee when a familiar, theatrical knock rattled the door.

“Really?” she muttered. “The full percussion solo?”

Marie burst through the door the moment Anna unlocked it, sunglasses pushed up like a crown, high ponytail bouncing, one hand brandishing an iced latte and the other gripping a crumpled brown paper bag like it contained state secrets.

“You look suspiciously upright for someone who went through a club and a bistro in one night,” Marie said, swooping in like a reality show host who knew all the contestants were hiding something.

Anna stepped back to let her in. “Says the woman who probably hasn’t slept. I just wasn’t ready for the inquisition yet.”

“Please. You love it when I interrogate you.”

“I tolerate it. Barely.”

Marie plopped herself unashamedly onto Anna’s couch and immediately began unpacking the bag like it was a sacred ritual. Two chocolate croissants. A mystery third item wrapped in wax paper. And napkins, because Marie had decided long ago that civilized gossip required carb-rich accessories.

“Okay,” she said, passing Anna a croissant. “Start talking. Who was he, where did you go, and did he have a weird voice or serial killer energy?”

Anna smirked, sliding into the armchair across from her and pulling her legs up under her. “His name is David. We talked at the club for a bit. Went to a bistro. Ate flapjacks.”

Marie stared at her for a beat. “That’s it? You expect me to survive off of that malnourished summary?”

“Sorry. Next time I’ll take more detailed notes between bites of syrup-drenched existential clarity.”

Marie narrowed her eyes, pointing her latte like a weapon. “You never do this. You never leave a club with someone, let alone go somewhere after. You once ghosted a guy mid-espresso date because he snorted when he laughed.”

“In my defence, he also had the manners of a bulldog eating oatmeal.’”

“I’m just saying,” Marie said, waving a napkin. “This is out of character, and I’m excited, and I need to know if he was actually worth the early exit.”

Anna took a small bite of croissant. “He was... different.”

Marie stared. “Different?”

“Like, not performing. Not trying to impress me with nonsense. He just asked good questions. Listened. Made jokes that didn’t make me want to pull out my emergency sarcasm supply.”

Marie blinked slowly. “You like him.”

Anna didn’t answer immediately. She stared at the half-empty mug on the table, then said, “I texted him this morning.”

Marie let out a dramatic gasp like it had been physically ripped from her.

“You texted him first?”

Anna lifted one shoulder. “Technically, he texted me first. Last night. I just hadn’t replied.”

Marie clutched the pillow next to her like it was the only thing anchoring her to this dimension. “And what did you say?”

Anna shrugged again, but she was smiling now, just a little. “Just something about his milkshake order. It wasn’t a whole essay.”

Marie was already reaching for Anna’s phone like it belonged to her. “Can I see it?”

“No.”

“Please.”

“No.”

“Anna, you let me pick your duvet cover and talk you out of naming your Wi-Fi ‘Router McRouterface.’ This is the price.”

“It’s a sacred message. You’ll mock it.”

“I’ll mock it lovingly!”

Anna gave her the dry look of someone who had already lived through years of Marie’s “loving” mockery.

Marie sighed dramatically and slouched back on the couch. “Fine. But you owe me the full dramatic reading when this turns into something.”

Anna raised an eyebrow. “When?”

“Oh, girl. I saw the way you looked just now. You’re done for.”

Anna rolled her eyes, but there was no bite behind it. “We talked once. I’m not done for.”

Marie popped the lid off of her latte. “If it were anyone else, I’d believe that. But you’re the queen of calculated detachment. And you texted him back. That’s basically a marriage proposal by your standards.”

Anna couldn’t argue with that, not entirely. She felt it, too - that low, steady buzz in the back of her mind. Like something had shifted in her orbit and she wasn’t sure yet if it was a temporary drift or a whole new trajectory.

But it hadn’t been scary. That was the weird part. It had felt... good.

Quiet. Easy.

Like maybe not everything unfamiliar had to be a threat to her independence.

Anna reached for her phone again, casually. Just to check if he’d replied.

He had.

Her lips twitched.

David:

Glad you made it home un-kidnapped. Would love to do it again sometime - minus the club, unless you enjoy sweaty strangers and bleeding from the ears. And I reserve the right to order another chocolate milkshake at a future date.

Marie noticed her smile immediately.

“He texted you back, didn’t he?”

Anna looked up, a glimmer in her eyes. “Maybe.”

Marie flailed dramatically, nearly spilling her latte. “I’m planning your wedding playlist.”

Anna shook her head and leaned back in the chair, the croissant warm in her hands, the day stretching out like something hopeful.

“I’m not making any promises,” she said.

“Fine,” Marie said, already scrolling through reception venues on her phone. “I’ll make them for you.”
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Anna’s monitor glowed with the quiet judgment of someone who knew she was lying to herself.

Spreadsheet open? Yes.

Freshly made coffee? Yes.

Brain fully engaged? Not even close.

She dragged her mouse half-heartedly across column J and tried to remember why she’d flagged these expense reports in the first place. Something about travel reimbursements and a rogue consultant who’d expensed seventeen mocha lattes in three days.

But none of it was sticking.

Because her brain - normally a vault of logic, neat boxes, and colour-coded budgets - had been compromised.

By a message. From him.

Glad you made it home un-kidnapped. Would love to do it again sometime - minus the club, unless you enjoy sweaty strangers and bleeding from the ears. And I reserve the right to order another chocolate milkshake at a future date.

David. With his easy smile and quiet confidence. With his late-night milkshake and that weird ability to make her feel... comfortable.

The message had arrived late Saturday afternoon. She’d read it twice before putting her phone down and cleaning her kitchen in absolute silence, as if tidying the countertops would also tidy her thoughts.

It hadn’t worked.

And now it was Monday. Work day. Routine day. No-room-for-feelings day.

She took a sip of her coffee - or whatever the company called the miscellaneous tepid brown liquid brewed in the communal pot. The office kitchen always smelled like scorched popcorn and sadness.

Across the aisle, someone was laughing at a muted video on their phone. Another accountant - Logan, possibly?  -  was hammering away at his keyboard like it had insulted his mother. Anna’s boss, Gary, stood in front of the copier looking personally betrayed by its paper tray. As usual his mess of snow-white hair was in disarray and he was mumbling to himself while stabbing buttons like he was playing a one-fingered piano solo. He was in his mid-fifties and his unwavering adoration of micro-management never failed to endlessly annoy his employees.

Anna exhaled and leaned back in her chair.

Her phone buzzed against the desk. She ignored it for a full seven seconds before glancing down.

Marie:

Don’t make me come down there and text him *for* you.

She rolled her eyes and typed back.

Anna:

It’s called thoughtful and careful consideration.

Marie:

It’s called being emotionally constipated. Reply. He’s clearly into you.

Anna set the phone face-down, closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to reply - she did. She just hadn’t figured out how to do it without feeling like she was giving something away.

At work, she was the competent one. The reliable one. The one who cleaned up messy spreadsheets and caught missing decimal points that could tank a quarterly report. Feelings were... inefficient.

Especially new ones.

Especially ones that wore plain, yet tasteful jackets and had eyes like they’d been invented for late-night bistro lighting.

“Anna?” a voice barked over the cubicle wall.

She flinched. “Yes, Gary?”

“Wilkes Report is broken again. Numbers don’t match. I’m sending you a screen capture.”

“Did you click the filter by accident again?”

Long pause. “Maybe.”

“I’ll take a look.”

As Gary shuffled away, she heard the unmistakable crinkle of a wrapper - probably gummy bears or some ancient protein bar from the Mandela administration.

Anna minimized the expense report and opened the Wilkes file. Sure enough, he’d filtered the "Amount" column to show only blank cells, then panicked when everything disappeared.

She fixed it in thirty seconds and emailed him back with a screenshot labelled: “Not Broken, Just Gary’d” - which she then wisely deleted from her drafts and rewrote more diplomatically.

Once that small fire was out, she found herself staring at her inbox. Then her phone.

Then back at her phone.

She picked it up, opened David’s message, and re-read it again. Third time? Fiftieth?

There was no pressure in it. That was the problem. He wasn’t playing games. He wasn’t trying to be cool. He’d just said it. Openly. Like someone who was used to being honest and assumed others would be, too.

It made her nervous in a completely unfamiliar way.

She opened the text box and started typing.

Sweaty strangers are a lot to compete with...

Pause.

She backspaced half of it. Started again.

Thanks for not kidnapping me. You really set the bar high for future late-night flapjacks.

Too much.

Backspace.

She let her fingers hover over the screen, then typed one last version.

Anna:

Sweaty strangers are a lot to compete with, but you made a decent case. I’d be open to a sweat-free second round of flapjacks.

She stared at it.

Read it once.

Sent it.

The second it was delivered, she locked her phone and shoved it under a notepad like it might explode from the weight of nervous vulnerability.

She stared at her screen again. The spreadsheet hadn’t magically fixed itself. The cells were still there, cold and waiting. She tried to focus. Really tried.

She was halfway through balancing a vendor ledger when a new email popped up. Subject line:

“FOLLOW-UP: Still Broken?”

Gary. Again.

She muttered under her breath and reached for her mug.

The work was endless. The numbers were fine. The day was long.

But somewhere between cell G47 and Gary’s seventeenth email, Anna smiled quietly to herself.

She’d replied.

And now - whatever happened next - she’d said yes.

Not to a club. Not to chaos.

But maybe to something good.

- - -
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Anna opened the door to her apartment with the weary precision of someone who had spoken to too many people and made eye contact with far too many Excel tabs for one day. Plus, she’d run into someone who she once described to Marie as the Strange Guy at Number 2™, the one who would stare into space at times like his thought processes were buffering. The satisfying clunk of the deadbolt sliding into place behind her felt like exhaling.

She stood in the entryway for a beat, eyes closed, just breathing in the quiet.

Her apartment, small but perfectly hers, was exactly as she’d left it: neutral tones, tidy surfaces, one lonely succulent surviving against all odds near the window. The bookshelf beside the TV still had a stack of Marie’s rom-com DVDs she’d never returned. The throw blanket on the couch was still folded neatly - because she hadn’t had the time or energy to disturb it in three days.

She dropped her bag next to the coat rack and toed off her flats. They thunked softly against the floor as she padded into the kitchen in socks, stretching out the stiffness in her shoulders.

The fridge greeted her with its usual display of mild disappointment: one milk bottle (half full), the world’s saddest half-avocado in a cling wrap shroud, and a glass container holding... possibly lasagna, possibly Bolognese, possibly something that had gained sentience by now. 

She shut the fridge and opened the cupboard instead, settling on microwave popcorn. She’d probably get Checkers Sixty60 to rescue her dismally stocked pantry later. As the popcorn popped in the background, she leaned against the counter, phone still untouched in her bag.

That morning, she'd sent the text.

To David.

And then she’d spent the entire day pretending it didn’t exist. That she hadn’t hit send. That she hadn’t read and reread his message multiple times before composing the world’s most cautiously charming reply.

Sweaty strangers are a lot to compete with, but you made a decent case. I’d be open to a sweat-free second round of flapjacks.

Charming, yes. Risky, no. It left room for him to not respond, which she’d convinced herself was smart, even though she’d then proceeded to avoid her phone like it was severely radioactive.

She poured the popcorn into a bowl, dropped a few kernels on the floor, and crouched to pick them up - just as her phone buzzed.

She froze.

Then it buzzed again.

Marie calling.

Of course.

Anna sighed, answered on the third ring, and didn’t even try to pretend she was in a better mood than she was.

“Marie.”

“Anna. You’re alive. I’m so relieved.”

“I am alive. Just barely.”

“Did someone get the printer to jam in the middle of a 76-page job again?”

“Worse. Someone decided to liven up the office atmosphere by warming fish in the microwave. The office was nearly unliveable for hours.”

“Oof.”

“I didn’t think it was possible to feel both burned out and develop a serious dislike of tuna in the same day.”

“Sounds traumatic. Wait, let me get comfy.”

Anna carried the bowl of popcorn to the couch and sat down with a sigh. The TV stared at her blankly. She resisted the urge to turn it on and channel-hop aimlessly.

Marie’s voice brightened. “So... about David.”

Anna closed her eyes and leaned her head back.

“Do we have to?”

“Yes.”

“Even though I’ve been working all day and just sat down and haven’t eaten anything other than 11 almonds and this popcorn?”

“Yes.”

Anna let the silence stretch for dramatic effect. Marie patiently waited it out.

“I texted him back this morning,” she said finally.

“And?!”

“I haven’t looked since.”

Marie gasped. “You monster. You left a man unread for eight hours?”

“I needed to focus.”

“Focus on what? Gary mislabelling columns?”

“Focus on not overanalysing every syllable and accidentally falling in love with a man who wore a nice jacket and has decent milkshake opinions.”

Marie made a choking noise. “You like him.”

Anna didn’t answer. She was watching the golden light shift across the wall, the way the shadows stretched lazily across the floor, like her brain was trying to distract her from the conversation.

“You like him and you’re panicking, which is why you’re talking about milkshake opinions like it’s a defence mechanism.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“Then check your damn phone.”

Anna groaned and put Marie on loudspeaker. She noticed the battery was down to 9%, and she hadn’t unlocked it since lunchtime.

There was a notification.

One message.

From David.

She stared at it like it was a scorpion.

Marie sensed her hesitation and, as usual, accurately deduced what was going on. “Don’t you dare leave me hanging. Read it out loud.”

Anna took a breath and tapped open the message thread.

David:
I was hoping you’d say that. How do you feel about Thursday night? Same bistro, no neon accessories. I’ll even let you pick the milkshake flavour this time.
She blinked. Her mouth curved into a quiet, almost hesitant smile.

“He asked me out,” she said.

Marie shrieked so loudly that Anna thought she would set dogs howling all over the neighbourhood.

“Thursday night,” Anna added. “Same bistro.”

“Seriously, that’s basically marriage.”

“Marie.”

“I’m kidding! But also not. This is so exciting! What are you going to say?”

Anna reread the message, chewing slowly on a piece of popcorn.

“Something casual,” she said finally. “Something that sounds like me.”

“Okay, well, I’ll be here to supervise. You’re going to need outfit help. And emotional support. Possibly shoe advice.”

“I haven’t even said yes yet.”

“You will. Because you want to. And because he asked without making it weird. And because Thursday is the perfect date night. It's optimistic, but not desperate.”

Anna grinned at the phone. “I hate that that made sense.”

Marie was already listing options. “Okay, so something you can wear to a bistro but that also says ‘I’m put-together and mildly mysterious.’ We’ll avoid heels. Ooh, maybe your olive jacket...”

Anna stood, walking to her closet with a smirk as Marie kept talking.

Thursday was a few days away. But her pulse was already skipping.

And this time, she wasn’t trying to stop it.
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Chapter 5
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Anna was frowning at her staring at her computer screen. The Excel sheet seemed like it was composed entirely of the kind of language found in cheap science fiction.

The numbers swam. Not in a poetic, swirling way - more like they were doing synchronized swimming in a jelly-filled pool of her own distraction. Her cursor blinked. Taunting. Reproachful.

She had been trying to finish the vendor expenditure report for forty-five minutes. Normally it would’ve taken fifteen. But today - today was not a normal day.

Today was date day.

She leaned back in her chair with a sigh and absently twirled her pen. There was a dull pressure building just behind her eyes - the kind born from caffeine withdrawal, poorly ventilated office air, and overthinking a four-sentence text message.

David:

I was hoping you’d say that. How do you feel about Thursday night? Same bistro, no neon accessories. I’ll even let you pick the milkshake flavour this time.

She’d responded last night with a casual, breezy:

Sounds like a plan. As long as you don’t judge me for ordering a plate of chips as a side to flapjacks.

And he’d sent a thumbs-up emoji.

Simple. Easy. But it had somehow lit a slow - burning fire in her stomach that hadn’t gone out since. It wasn’t even nervous energy. It was... anticipation. That scary, quiet kind that creeps in and distracts you with what-ifs and mental wardrobe simulations.

Her desk phone buzzed, snapping her out of the fantasy where she actually had a decent pair of shoes to go with her black jeans.

She flinched, hit the speaker button.

“Anna speaking.”

“Did you see my email about the Q1 reimbursement revision?” came Gary’s nasal voice.

“Yes,” she said, lying.

“I sent it twenty minutes ago.”

“Got it,” she said, opening Outlook with the speed of someone trying to cover up a murder.

“You didn’t respond.”

“I hadn’t read it yet.”

Gary paused, like he was considering whether to believe her. “Well, it’s important. Accounting needs to re-process the internal travel logs. You’ll need to recalculate the taxable versus non-taxable reimbursements.”

Anna massaged her temple. “Was that in the body of the email?”

“No,” Gary said smugly, “I put it in an attachment.”

Of course he did.

She opened the attachment and winced. The spreadsheet was a hellscape. Yellow-highlighted cells, inconsistent font sizes, at least three columns labelled “Misc.”

“I’ll take care of it,” she said.

“Oh, and by the way,” Gary added, “there’s a new intern shadowing today. I told him you’d be a good example to watch.”

Anna blinked. “You what?”

“I said you’re thorough. And he’s interested in auditing.”

“I’m not in auditing.”

“Well, same thing.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but Gary was already gone.

She exhaled slowly, like someone trying frantically not to scream into a pillow. Then she looked at the clock.

2:34 p.m.

Still over three hours to go. Then she could go home. Shower. Pick out clothes. Probably change her mind twice. Attempt eyeliner. Possibly regret the whole thing.

Her phone buzzed again. She glanced at it.

Marie:

I assume you haven’t eaten anything today. Just wanted to remind you that starving yourself out of anxiety is not cute. You’ll end up looking like a member of the Addams Family. Also, text me a pic of your outfit later or I will physically show up and dress you myself.

Anna cracked a smile. She didn’t reply - yet - but it helped. A little.

She turned back to the spreadsheet and tried to focus. But her mind had other plans.

She kept picturing David’s face. The way he’d leaned in slightly when she spoke, like he was genuinely listening. Not nodding out of politeness, but listening.

She remembered the way he laughed. Low, dry, and warm.

He hadn’t flirted with practiced lines or commented on her looks. He hadn’t made her feel awkward or cornered. He just... asked if she wanted flapjacks again.

That shouldn’t be charming. But it was.

She caught herself smiling into the monitor and immediately stopped.

The intern Gary had assigned to her showed up around 3:10 p.m. A wide-eyed twenty-year-old with gelled hair and a habit of breathing loudly through his mouth. He didn’t say much, which was fine - Anna wasn’t in the mood to explain pivot tables with heart palpitations already stealing half of her oxygen.

She walked him through a basic ledger review while silently praying he didn’t ask anything she couldn’t answer without sounding like her brain was currently moonlighting as a parking attendant.

Around 4:05 p.m., she excused herself to the bathroom - not because she needed to go, but because she needed to breathe in private. She stared at herself in the mirror under harsh fluorescent light.

Her face was neutral, composed. Maybe a little pale. Her lips were dry. She dabbed on a bit of Lip Ice and blinked hard, as if that would reset her entire personality.

“You’re not nervous,” she told her reflection. “You’re an adult woman. You pay taxes. You manage to dress yourself. This is not serious. This is just... a meal with a man who happens to be charming and doesn’t smell like Axe body spray.”

The reflection raised an unimpressed eyebrow.

“Fine,” she muttered. “You win.”

Back at her desk, she opened the message from David again, re-reading it with that same warm flicker in her chest. He was funny. He was easy. He was - heaven help her - kind.

Which meant she was doomed.

As the clock crept toward five, she started closing down her tabs, finishing what she could, and pretending she was being productive.

In reality, her mind was already elsewhere.

On a booth at a bistro.

On flapjacks.

And a man with a warm smile who made her forget - for just a second - how much she hated small talk.

- - -
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Anna stood in her bedroom like a woman staring down a battlefield.

Her closet doors hung open in defeat. Her bed had become a textile graveyard - three tops, two pairs of jeans, a blazer she hadn’t worn since her last performance review, and a floral dress she’d rejected after trying it on and immediately feeling like a preschool art teacher.

The olive-green jacket hung on the doorknob smugly, staring at her like it knew it would be picked... but not without a full-blown existential crisis first.

Anna turned back to the mirror and sighed. Her reflection looked... unsure. Not terrible. Not stunning. Just a woman somewhere between trying and giving up.

She was currently shirtless and wearing only white cotton panties with small yellow flowers printed all over. They looked like a sad advertisement for pollen season. Not because that was the plan, but because she had peeled off outfit attempt number four and then lost the will to continue.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered to herself. “It’s a casual bistro. It’s not a gala. It’s not even brunch.”

But her brain wasn’t listening. It was busy looping:

What if you overdo it?

What if you underdo it?

What if he regrets asking you out?

What if you say something weird and he realizes he misread the vibe and he just wanted flapjacks and now he’s stuck talking about spreadsheets with someone who hates people?

The buzzer rang.

Anna flinched.

“No,” she whispered. “No. She wouldn’t.”

She shuffled out to the intercom. Pressed the button. “Hello?”

“Open up, tragic little hermit. I bring Coke Lite and helpful judgment.”

Anna pressed the door release without another word and went to go put on a t-shirt.

A minute later, Marie swept into the apartment like she owned it. Her coat was half-off by the time she reached the hallway, and she tossed it onto the back of the couch like she was storming into an emergency room.

“I knew it,” Marie said, eyeing the pile of clothes on the bed like it was a crime scene. “This is full-blown fashion triage. We need to stabilize the patient.”

“I’m fine,” Anna said, even as she nudged a bra out of the way with her foot. “I was narrowing down options.”

“Sweetheart,” Marie said, plucking up a pinstriped button-down like it was covered in mold, “this says ‘sales consultant’ at a funeral home. You’re not narrowing anything.”

Anna opened her mouth to argue, then stopped and sighed. “Okay. Maybe I was spiralling a little.”

Marie handed her the cold can of Coke Lite and dropped onto the bed with the casual confidence of someone who knew she was needed, even if uninvited. “Let’s be real. You were spiralling a lot. But that’s why I’m here. We’ve been preparing for this moment since you had a crush on your professor in university and panic-printed ten copies of your assignment just so you could walk past his desk.”

“I was being thorough,” Anna muttered, cracking open the can and taking a long sip.

“You were being a lunatic,” Marie corrected. “But lovable.”

Anna sat down beside her. She felt weirdly grateful and yet slightly attacked. “It’s just... I haven’t done this in a while.”

Marie softened. “I know. That’s why I brought reinforcements. Fashion, caffeine, and harsh truths.”

“I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard,” Anna said.

Marie stood and started flipping through the clothes again. “No one ever died from looking hot. Except maybe Helen of Troy, and honestly, she was fine.”

Anna gave her a tired smile. “David isn’t... like the usual guys.”

Marie smirked. “You mean he doesn’t wear too much body spray and mansplains about crypto?”

“Exactly.”

“Then he deserves the good jeans.”

Anna made a face.

Marie pulled the olive-green jacket off of the doorknob and held it up like a trophy. “Wear this. With the black scoop-neck top. Subtle, flattering, non-dramatic cleavage.”

“You make it sound like a strategy meeting.”

“It is a strategy meeting. But the mission is to be your extremely cute self, not win the Trojan War.”

Anna stood, removed her t-shirt, took the top in question, and pulled it on. The fabric clung in the right places without looking clingy. She stepped into her dark jeans and added a belt. Marie gave an approving nod.

“Better,” Marie said. “Now shoes.”

Anna gestured to the pile of footwear near the door. “I was thinking ankle boots?”

Marie raised an eyebrow. “That depends. Do you want to seem like you might join a protest after dinner or like you own a very sophisticated umbrella collection?”

“I’ll take mildly mysterious tax professional.”

“Then boots it is.”

By 6:35, Anna stood in front of the mirror again, fully dressed. The olive jacket draped just right. Her flowing hair was pinned loosely back with a few strands escaping - intentional, but not desperate. She even had mascara on, which was a small miracle. Marie leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, nodding.

“You look like someone who could get a second date without even pretending to like hiking.”

Anna exhaled slowly. “This is terrifying.”

“Only because it matters.”

Anna didn’t answer. She felt it - buzzing under her skin. Not just nerves. Not just uncertainty. Something more dangerous: hope.

Marie stepped forward, straightened Anna’s collar gently, then grinned. “Now, go knock him dead. Or at least let him pay for your flapjacks.”
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Chapter 6
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Anna saw David before he noticed her - leaning against the side of the diner, takeaway cup in hand, the steam curling upward in lazy spirals into the slightly chilly evening air. He was checking his phone but not with any urgency, more like he was scrolling to keep busy. His posture was casual, but there was a kind of quiet alertness about him, like someone waiting for a moment to start.

She paused a few meters away and inhaled deeply, channelling every ounce of Marie’s earlier pep talk. Her boots clicked on the sidewalk as she approached, sounding like gunshots in her mind. 

He looked up and smiled immediately. “Hey. You made it.”

“Hi,” Anna said, her voice a little higher than usual. “Yeah, sorry - Uber driver took a route that Google Maps has definitely blacklisted for moral reasons.”

David chuckled, easing off the wall. “That bad?”

“I saw at least two neighbourhoods I wouldn’t survive in.”

“I admire your dedication to punctuality anyway,” he said, checking his watch. “Right on time.”

“You were early?”

“Tragically,” he said, holding up the cup. “I had to buy a hot chocolate just to pretend I had a reason to loiter outside.”

Anna smiled, tugging her jacket closed a little tighter against the breeze. “A man loitering with a hot beverage is far less suspicious.”

“Exactly. It’s science.”

A quiet beat passed. The smell of burgers and grease wafted out as the door opened behind them for a group of teenagers giggling their way out into the night. Inside, the clink of plates and low music felt warm and nostalgic. Anna’s stomach fluttered - not from hunger.

“Shall we?” he asked, nodding toward the entrance.

Anna nodded, heart tap-dancing under her ribs. “Sure. Let’s... um... do flapjacks.”

He held the door open for her. Inside, the Bistro was warm and comforting: faux leather booths in faded red, Formica tables, laminated menus sticky from generations of syrupy fingers. The air was heavy with sugar and frying oil, and the lighting was soft enough to feel forgiving.

They were seated at a booth in the back, under a wall-mounted speaker that was softly playing 80’s classics.

Anna slid into the seat, setting her purse down beside her and immediately pretending to focus on the menu. David slid in across from her, resting his elbows on the table like he belonged there, like this was already something they’d done a dozen times.

“Big decisions to make,” he said, eyeing the menu. “My waffle loyalty is strong, but flapjacks feel truer to the moment.”

Anna scanned her options. “They have something called the ‘Banana Avalanche.’ That feels strangely emotionally threatening.”

David grinned. “It’s probably a cry for help disguised as breakfast.”

The waitress arrived - mid-sixties, name tag reading “Constance,” with a tired but not unkind look about her. She didn’t smile, but she nodded at them like she’d already decided they were harmless.

David ordered a flapjack stack with butter and syrup and black coffee. Anna, after briefly panicking about sounding too boring, settled on the banana walnut flapjacks and mint tea.

“Mint tea?” David asked after Constance disappeared with their order.

“Panic prevention protocol.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That serious?”

She hesitated, caught off guard by her own honesty. “I... really don’t do this a lot.”

David tilted his head slightly, not in judgment but in curiosity. “What, dates?”

“People.”

He didn’t laugh. He didn’t make it weird. Just nodded like that made perfect sense.

“Well, for what it’s worth,” he said, leaning forward, “you’re doing great. You haven’t mentioned spreadsheets even once.”

Anna’s eyes widened, then she snorted despite herself. “That’s because I’m actively suppressing the part of my brain that wants to ask what accounting software this restaurant uses.”

David feigned relief. “Thank heavens! I thought I’d have to pretend to know what double-entry bookkeeping was.”

“Don’t joke about that. I could spiral into QuickBooks at any moment.”

He smiled at her again, soft but direct. “Honestly? Spiralling into QuickBooks sounds kind of comforting.”

That caught her off guard again - this way he had of responding to her oddball honesty with calm interest instead of trying to one-up her or deflect.

“Are you always like this?” she asked before she could stop herself.

“Like what?”

“Calm. Comfortable. Not... freaking out internally over whether you picked the wrong shirt or whether
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