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Courtney’s hands were sticky with tape and sugar dust from the powdered donuts she’d been arranging. The living room looked like a party had exploded halfway, strings of fairy lights draped over the couch in loose coils, paper plates stacked on the coffee table, and a small mountain of pastel balloons still trapped in a net bag in the corner.

Controlled chaos, she told herself. It’s not messy. It’s just... mid-process.

She stepped back, checking the clock again. 

Three hours.

Three hours until Morgan came bouncing through the front door, backpack dragging, smelling like crayons and pencil shavings, asking for a snack like it was any other day. Morgan, the little 9 year old, had completely forgotten that her own birthday was today. 

Courtney couldn’t blame the poor kid as she was buried to the neck under spelling tests and math drills the whole week. It was an exhausting time for Morgan, but also a blessing in disguise, giving her dad and babysitter ample time to surprise her. 

The moment she enters the home, she would be hit by the sight of streamers and cake and everyone who loved her crammed into one glowing room.

Perfect.

As long as she didn’t show up early, which was highly unlikely to begin with. An earthquake is more likely than that. 

Courtney bit her lip. The only hole in the plan was that Morgan’s dad, Mr. Johnson, or as he wanted her to call him, Bradley. He wasn’t scheduled to be anywhere else. Which was fine. She had a checklist. She had a plan. And she had...

The front door clicked open.

Bradley’s voice carried in before she saw him. “Hope you didn’t save all the heavy work for me.”

She smiled despite herself. “As if you’ll break sweat doing anything here.” 

“Hey, are you calling me lazy?” he frowned with a smile. 

“What? No. I’m simply stating that the PE Teacher who used to train me is much too fit to be sweating by doing anything here.” She gestured to the room. “See any tasks that can possibly make you sweat?” 

“I’m pretty sure I will sweat if I was to do the right ones.” He stepped into the living room, a tall, solid figure in a navy T-shirt and jeans, the kind that made her brain skip for a second before catching up. Right ones? He had said that as he looked at her. Was she the right one? Was he going to do her? If so, how and in what position... Courtney shook her head. This was not happening, not now, not again. 

“You’re early,” she composed herself before speaking. 

“Good,” he said, eyes scanning the half-finished decorations. “Means I can make sure you don’t break your neck on a chair trying to hang those lights.”

“I wasn’t going to, but hey, when has me reassuring you about my body ever stopped you from doing as you please to it,” She stopped because, yeah, she just said it. 

Both of them stared at each other. His eyes wide, hers wider. She could see a grin forming in his face, one he was trying desperately to hide. She was the same, only instead of grin, it was something else. 

“I was referring to our past, as in you coaching me in high school,” She clarified as if anyone else was present in the room. He nodded before she added, “Like a dick... tator.” Stop it, she told herself. 

“How about we get busy,” He said, and they did. 

They fell into step easily. He untangled the fairy lights, as she arranged the snack table, swapping the positions of cupcakes and pretzels three times before deciding she’d nailed it. She wondered if he’d nailed any one... anything yet. Even her thoughts were making her blush. 

She’d been like this back in high school too, but didn’t want to make things awkward. Now that she was no longer his student, but an intern at his company, working part time as a nanny to his kid, this was clearly the time to be awkward, whether intentionally or not. 

Somewhere between setting out the juice boxes and testing the string light plugs, Bradley leaned against the doorway, arms crossed.

“You still remember the school gym?” he asked.

Courtney glanced over her shoulder. “Pretty sure it smelled like rubber forever. Why?” 

“That day, in the competition, you did the perfect somersault.” His smile tilted. Here we go again. “Second prize, though. If only the judges weren’t so blind.”

“To quote Elsa from Frozen, Let it go... Let it go. That was, what, four years ago?” She hoped he didn’t still see her as just another schoolgirl with a great body, athletically, of course. Did he? Or did he see her as his future wif... secretary?

“Still a crime.” He shook his head. “You stuck the landing. I should know, I trained you. I’ve been training you forever. First as a student, then as an intern. Who knows, I may even train you as my secretary one day. No one knows how capable you are, like I do.” My secretary, not a secretary, but MY. Courtney wondered if she was going to be his personal secretary one day, dealing with his office work, while having a hand in his housework too. “God knows you had the talent and skills for it, and you still do. I can’t say the same for the moronic judges,” he continued. As upset as she had been to not win the first prize, he felt worse, he still did. But all that was water under the bridge, she was on her way to be his secretary, that was big news to her. “I wonder how many of those judges needed an assistant, or maybe even a guide dog to help them to their seats.”

Heat crawled up her neck before she could stop it. Something about him being so passionate about any topic regarding her, turned her on. So she joined in. “I wonder if there is any statute of limitations on such a vicious crime?” She chuckled weakly, hoping it hid how she felt. The way he said trained you made it sound like more than drills in a dusty gym. 

As he kept talking, moving from her high school days, to now, her work as his intern, Courtney busied herself with folding napkins, but her chest felt too warm, her hands too quick as she enjoyed his attention, his praise.

Bradley didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he did. Either way, she needed a break before her knees gave out.

“Lights are all yours,” she said lightly, tossing him the spare pack of hooks. “I’m taking a quick shower before I smell like popcorn grease.”

He caught the hooks easily. “Go. I’ve got the boxes.”

She didn’t doubt it. He moved the heavier things without making it look like work, shoulders flexing as he shifted the stacked chairs and dragged the balloon nets into place.

“Just so you know,” he said, stopping her halfway. “I’m not praising you like this just because I feel like it. I’m doing this because, and I know I should wait but... your internship is about to end and you are pretty much in the top 3 to get the job.” He smiled, she smiled back. 

“I’m getting the job?”

“Not only that, you get to choose which position you want. I mean you already are trying for an assistant manager, but if you want, you can also try for other positions like the general manager, and maybe even my... a secretary,” he paused before adding “If you want to, that is.” She smiled, he nodded as if that was the answer. “Go ahead now. Don’t let me stop you from a much needed shower. You’ve earned it. And the stench is getting unbearable.” She poked her tongue at him, trying to match his humor, before rushing up. Before the realization dawned upon her.  

The bathroom in the guest room steamed up fast, the sound of running water almost drowning out her heartbeats. Courtney pressed her palms to the tile, eyes closed for a second, letting the spray clear her head. She told herself it was just the hot water that made her skin hum. Just the relief of being clean after running around all morning. 

Oh, and the fact that she had the choice to go from a sitter to a secretary. And her first reaction to this news was to stick her tongue out as a child at her boss. What was she thinking? What did he think? RELAX! It's not like he was complaining. If anything he was pleased, proud even. He wanted this to happen. But, what if she wasn’t up to the task, to the expectations?

Courtney sighed. She stood with her forehead resting against the tile, letting the water trace down her shoulders, taking some of the stress with it. Compared to her overthinking brain, the shower’s hot spray felt like a rescue.  She could almost pretend she wasn’t on a deadline, wasn’t orchestrating a surprise party in a half-decorated living room, wasn’t... thinking about the way Bradley’s voice had gone warm when he’d mentioned training her forever. 

She blew out a breath. Focus.

The doorbell rang.

She didn’t move at first, her brain took too long to catch up, to decide if she’d really heard it. No one should be here except Morgan, or her friends, and it was way too early for either.

Her shower was almost done anyway. She twisted the knob off and stepped onto the mat, grabbing for the towel. As she dabbed at her hair, she drifted to the foggy bathroom window and swiped a clear circle with her palm.

A white van was just pulling away from the curb. Another delivery? But all deliveries were complete. She counted all the candles, hats, and all decorations, in her head before coming to the same conclusion. Did someone parcel something?

She stared at the van for a second, trying to place it. Then it slowed, made a wide U-turn, and the logo slid into view.

Her stomach dropped. Delivery service. This one in particular only came if someone shopped at its place, its online
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