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HARLEY

Harley Brady sat outside in the quad of the University, in what she assumed to be the most uncomfortable metal folding chair ever. A cool breeze whipped around her, and the sun shone high in the sky. The cobblestone beneath her made the chair wobble just enough that she began using the rocking motion to soothe her nerves. Today was graduation day. 

She’d been looking forward to this day for two years—well actually six if you counted the first four years that she’d spent alongside her besties, Lily, Zane, and of course her now boyfriend, Spencer—years filled with coffee dates, more pizza than any one person should ever eat, game nights, movie nights, and lots of fun memories. 

She wouldn’t change those first four years for anything. Not even her failed relationship with Isaac, although she was happy some of those memories were fading, because Isaac had never been the ideal boyfriend. He’d simply been the “safe choice.” But her history with him was a crucial part of her past— the moment she’d left Isaac sitting alone in a restaurant with an engagement ring was when she realized that she was really in love with Spencer.

Harley smiled to herself at the thought of her fiancé. Spencer was loving, caring, a hard worker, crazy smart, and super cuddly. He was everything she could ever want in a man. The thought of him made her tingle inside, and she searched for his face as she waited for the ceremony to start.

Spencer, Lily, and Zane sat in the crowd. She could see their smiling faces from where she sat. Sitting alongside her friends were Spencer’s mom and dad, and for once, her own mother was there, too.

Harley had never had the most loving relationship with her parents. As a youngster, they’d seemed to her more like caretakers, and Harley had spent many years away at boarding schools.

The guy next to her, Jacob Bradford, elbowed her. “Harley, we’re up,” he whispered, excitement in his voice.

Their row would be called next. Harley’s heart rate quickened as they lined up, preparing to graduate. Her heart pounded, and her palms began to sweat. She lined up with her classmates in a single file line beside the stage. The refreshing spring air filled her lungs, as she took in quick, hearty breaths. The sun’s rays peeked out from behind the fluffy clouds and shone through the green trees, creating the perfect backdrop to this occasion.

This was actually happening. She was going to graduate with her master’s degree. All of her hard work had finally paid off. Two jobs, a new relationship, and grad school—and it all came down to this moment.

One by one, her classmates crossed the stage, took their diplomas, shook congratulatory hands. And closed this challenging chapter of their lives. Harley normally didn’t mind being the center of attention, so this should be a breeze for her, too. Not that she cared about any of the people in attendance except her group of friends and family.

But when her name was called, her feet felt glued to the ground.

Cross the stage, Harley. Just put one foot in front of the other. Let’s go. 

A ball of nervous tension took up residence in her stomach. She looked down at her engagement ring. So much was changing this year, so much of the unknown ahead of her, and this was just the beginning.

Harley had grown comfortable in the little life she and Spencer had made for themselves. Taking this step would set off a domino effect of changes—exciting changes, but still changes. 

Harley looked out at her friends cheering her on. Her mom held up her cell phone in the direction of the stage, even though she had to be sitting too far away to get any recognizable photos. Mr. and Mrs. Wilson clapped as her name was called over the speaker again.

“Ahem. Harley Brady.”

“Go!” a classmate whisper-yelled, and nudged her from behind.

Here we go, she said to herself. Taking a deep breath, finally finding her ability to move, Harley stepped onto the stage.

She could hear her friends and family cheering for her as she crossed the temporary stage. This should be the biggest moment of her young life. Looking over at her classmates, she saw they were crying, and laughing, and beaming. They hugged one another with the excitement of what their futures might hold, now that they had achieved this huge milestone.

Milestone? Yes. But the most exciting thing in her life? No.

Harley shook hands and took her diploma. She moved her tassel from the right side to the left side of her cap. She posed for photos, smiling. Did everything she was supposed to do.

For her, this was simply a stepping stone to the next chapter of her life. Yes, graduation was a rite of passage, a job well done. An accolade. But she had bigger things on her mind.

And yes, she had worked her butt off for this moment, for that piece of paper. She wasn’t taking this for granted. She gazed at the diploma, thinking it should’ve felt more impressive to hold it in her hands. Holding the evidence of her years of hard work was significant, but the most momentous thing on her mind was her wedding. 

While her classmates were eager to start their careers and get out into the real world, she had been living in that real world with Spencer. Her life wasn’t changing because of graduation. Her world was changing because she was getting married in two weeks.

“Harley!” Lily squealed, as she wrapped her arms around Harley. “Welcome to the real world!”

Harley was already annoyed at that term—real world. It reminded her of the insult her ex, Isaac, had thrown her way.

Pulling back, she wrinkled up her face and asked, trying to sound serious, “Wait, since I’m now in the real world, does this mean I have to give up pizza?”

Spencer pulled her into his arms, faux gasping in horror. “Not on my watch!”

“Congratulations, Harley.” Her father’s voice made her jump. The unexpected voice was coming from the cell phone her mom had been holding.

Looking closer at the phone, Harley saw her father’s face filling the screen. “Dad?”

Her father was in Japan on business. Hearing his voice was a shock.

Her mother smiled proudly. “I have him on a video call.”

Her mother wasn’t exactly tech-savvy, so managing to figure that out was quite the feat for her. Harley was still shocked that her mom had even come to her graduation, much less that now she was speaking to her dad via video call. But then again, her mother had to be here for another reason. If her wedding weren’t in two weeks, she assumed her mother wouldn’t be in attendance today.

Honestly, Harley was surprised that her mom was even taking time away from business to be at the wedding. Although she had made it nauseatingly clear that she would be telecommuting while she was visiting.

That was fine with Harley though, because the last thing she needed was her unemotional mother getting involved in the planning of her wedding. Luckily, with only two weeks to go until her wedding, everything was set. There’d be no need for her mother to interject with ideas like suggesting she wear a white pantsuit instead of a traditional wedding dress.

It was unusual for her mother to be showing a physical interest in her life, so her simply being here gave Harley a warm and loved feeling that she wasn’t used to. She let out a long breath and smiled, feeling as though some knot inside her had been released, or perhaps some unknown weight had been lifted from her.

But her father’s voice quickly brought her out of her thoughts. “Great job, Harley. Finally, time to get out into the real world.”

Harley rolled her eyes. Her father was just as bad as her ex-boyfriend with the “real world” crap. That warm, loved feeling quickly dispersed and was replaced with sheer annoyance at the reminder of her stiff ex. With a hard sigh, she prepared to defend her life choices. But before she could, Spencer grabbed her lovingly around the waist and pulled her close to him, planting a soft kiss on her cheek.

His lips were a comforting distraction. She immediately melted in his strong arms, and warmth ran through her. For a moment, the only thing that mattered was him holding her.

“Babe, I’m so proud of you. The rest of us losers bailed after conquering one degree, while you held out for two,” Spencer joked. “I think we are all very proud of what you’ve accomplished. Right, guys?” He looked to Lily and Zane, and his parents.

“Of course we are!” Mrs. Wilson hugged her tightly, the way Harley always assumed a mother would. “I can’t say I agree with the loser part, but we are very proud of you, dear.” She shot Spencer a cautionary motherly glance.

“I didn’t hear a word anyone said,” her father complained, as he got a little too close to the camera, apparently unimpressed with the genuine emotions being shared. And she expected nothing less. “But I just wired your graduation present, so check your account!” he said gleefully, showing his version of love, and yet wildly missing the mark.

Harley tried to muster up gratitude as she answered. “Thanks, Dad—”

“It’s been great seeing you, honey, but I have to get to a meeting,” her father said with a nod.

“A meeting?” she repeated, annoyed and confused, but not surprised. “Isn’t it really early Sunday morning in Japan?” Her head was still spinning from the excitement of the day, because otherwise, she would’ve known exactly what time it was in Japan. This wasn’t the first time in her life that her father had been overseas on business.

Her dad nodded. “Sure is. But business never sleeps. You know that.”

Yes, she knew that. When she was growing up, her dad had never been home for important events and even some holidays, because business never took a day off. Apparently, business never had a daughter, either.

“Thanks for making an appearance, Dad,” she said flatly, embarrassed that she expected anything more from him. It was only graduation, not the end of the world.

Before she could say anything else, the video call ended.

With a grimace, Harley mumbled, “Love you, Dad,” to no one. It wasn’t that she expected him to be there, but it still hurt. She certainly hadn’t expected her mother to attend. And her mom’s attention today was better than any monetary gift.

“Who is interested in dinner? My treat,” her mother announced.

Again, Harley was not surprised that her mother was throwing money around, but she never turned down a free meal. Especially since she had a busy two weeks ahead of her.
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Seated at dinner, Harley mindlessly stabbed her salad with her fork. Her stomach grumbled angrily as she pushed the food around her plate. Her appetite had disappeared the second she’d started to think about the upcoming wedding.

“What’s the matter, dear? Don’t like your dinner?” Mrs. Wilson asked. “I’m sure the waitress can bring you something else.” Spencer’s mom was always trying to take care of her, and it was appreciated.

“Oh no, it’s fine.” Her stomach disagreed. “I think I filled up on the appetizers.”

“Babe, how could you have filled up on appetizers?” Spencer asked, looking confused. “You just picked at them.”

Mrs. Wilson glared at her son again.

Harley couldn’t help but chuckle at the looks going back and forth between Spencer and his mom. Harley adored her fiancé, but sometimes he really was clueless.

“The appetizers always get me, too, Harley. Don’t worry, we’ll get you a to-go box for your dinner. It can always be tomorrow’s lunch!” Mrs. Wilson smiled at Harley, her eyes stating that she understood.

Harley hadn’t been hungry for about two weeks now. Having her mother in town, graduation, and wedding planning, all combined to make her anxious.

She sipped on her pop. The bubbly sweetness was all she really needed. It almost tricked her stomach into settling down.

As she gazed around the table, her heart warmed at the sight of her family and friends laughing and enjoying each other’s company. Maybe she was worrying too much. Dropping her guard for a moment, she relaxed. “Well, today went better than I expected.”

Graduation was a simple step, but that hadn’t stopped her from imagining every scenario that might’ve gone wrong: getting her heel caught in her gown, tripping as she crossed the stage, and then of course, falling down the steps as she exited the stage. Because she seemed to always go to the worst-case scenario. But none of that had occurred.

Those had been irrational fears, and she knew that.

“See, you were worried over nothing,” Spencer commented, as he sat back nonchalantly in his chair. “I told you everything would go smoothly. Next up, nuptials. We got this!”

“Spence!” Harley shot him an exhausted glare, dropping her head into her hands. So much for letting her guard down. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

“Said what? Someone want to clue me in?” Spencer wrinkled his face up in confusion.

Zane calmly explained, “Bro, you just jinxed the wedding.”

“I did what? How?” Spencer asked, clearly confused. “What are you talking about?”

“Dear, you never talk about how smoothly things are going to go before they happen,” Mrs. Wilson gently scolded her son.

“Ma, you don’t really believe that, do you?”

Mrs. Wilson nodded towards Harley. “It’s not me you need to worry about.”

“Babe.” Spencer rapped on the wooden table a few times, appearing to knock on wood as if he were trying to appease her, but it was too late. “It’s fine. No one pays attention to me, anyway. I’m sure the universe didn’t hear me. It’s not like it ever listened before.”

She sighed, not convinced nor amused at his comedic tone. Harley didn’t often show her superstitious side and was a bit ashamed for letting her unfounded fears get the best of her today.

Spencer grabbed her hand and smiled convincingly. “You’ll see, babe.”

Zane made a panicked motion with his hand across his throat, warning his cousin to stop.

Lily also made wild hand gestures, trying to be helpful, but she just looked like she was swatting at bugs.

Harley tried to smile, but it came out as more of a grimace. Her knee started bouncing under the table, and Spencer put a gentle hand on her leg, drawing her attention to her involuntary movements. Her nerves were taking over, and she knew Spencer hadn’t meant to jinx anything, but good intentions didn’t make her feel any better. And maybe she was ridiculous for being superstitious. It was not as though she had ever relied on the universe to give her what she wanted. She was the type of girl who fought for what she had.

With a conscious effort, Harley crossed her legs to stop them bouncing. Spencer leaned over and lightly kissed her cheek. He whispered in her ear, “You know it’s all going to be okay, right?”

She nodded. “I’m sure I’m just being silly.”

“No, not at all. If you’re worried, then I’m worried. Just tell me what I have to do to make it all okay.”

His eyes were soft and caring. And that was why she loved him. He knew that he had messed up, and he was trying anything he could to fix it, even if he didn’t understand what he’d done.

Her body warmed at his concern. Harley softened her voice and said, “No, I think you’re right and I’m worrying for nothing.” She looked around at her family and friends. Could Spencer be right? With this group supporting her, maybe she was worrying too much. She’d managed two extra years of school to earn her master’s degree, while working two jobs and keeping her relationship strong; she could manage a small wedding, right?

But her stomach tossed in disagreement, as she eyed the food on her plate. Managing a smile, she said, “And luckily you guys are only a phone call away.”

“Right. Absolutely, dear,” Mrs. Wilson replied, her tone suspicious and her expression squirrelly. “And we are always willing to help.”

“See? We’re good. Besides, I think everything is set. Right?” Spencer said, and looked to Harley for a response.

She shook her head, forcing to keep the smile on her face. Men. She didn’t want to scold him further for jinxing things, but he’d just done it again.

“Har, what’s gotten into you?” Lily questioned.

Harley sighed, as Spencer answered, “On our way here, a black cat crossed our path.”

“Oh.” Lily nodded, seeming to understand the connotation. “And then there was the thing at the bookstore.”

Lily knew all about her secret superstitious side. It was something she didn’t show everyone. Normally she only allowed folks to see her strong and in-control side.

“The bookstore?” he asked.

Harley threw Lily a cautious glance, as her friend began to speak. “She and Betty were goofing around with the Magic Eight Balls—you know, the toys that are supposed to tell your fate? Well, Betty asked it about the wedding—”

“Against my protest. I mean, who tempts fate like that
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