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  “Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.” Proverbs 31:30

For my sweet babies, El and Lin, I pray you grow up to be women after God’s own heart, whatever that looks like.

And for every woman who has ever wrestled with biblical womanhood, may we all be reminded that our identity is found only in Jesus Christ.








  
  Content Warning


This is a heartwarming Christian romance. To help you feel safe before diving in, please note that the book touches on topics such as parental abandonment, a beloved side character’s infertility, and family drama. The tone, however, remains mostly light. You can expect clean language, and swoony moments were written with a younger audience in mind, promising a wholesome and God-honoring reading experience for all. 
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Robyn Lahey


The first call you get when you turn thirty should feel special, but the sight of Mom flashing on my screen has my freshly threaded brows pulling together on instinct.
Most only children would be thrilled if their mom stayed up until midnight to wish them a happy birthday. Not me. Every year, her obsession with my life tightens its grip, turning our conversations into full-blown interrogations. I almost let it go to voicemail, but knowing her, she’d just call again—probably twice.
With a sigh, I grab my phone off my office desk and swipe to answer, dragging in the deep breath I’ll need to survive this.
“Happy Birthday, my dearest!” she chirps, her voice so bright you’d think she just woke from the most refreshing power nap.
“Thanks, Mom.” I try to sound upbeat, but knowing what’s coming, my shoulders are already tensing.
“The big 3-0, huh? Any exciting plans?”
“The usual—girls’ night with Charlie and Pearl tomorrow.”
“I’m surprised they still make time for girls’ nights now that they have families of their own.”
It stings every time she says things like this, as if our friendship should’ve ended the moment wedding rings slipped onto their fingers. I never once imagined us drifting apart.
“Enzo and Zane are great with the kiddos,” I reply, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible. “They practically push their wives out the door on Fridays.” And it’s true, my best friends really hit the jackpot with their husbands.
“They are great men. I pray every day for you to find a husband like that.” And there it is. Right on cue, in under sixty seconds. “You deserve someone like that too.”
I know my mom means well—somewhere beneath all the judgment about how I live my life. But the way she refuses to respect my choices, pestering me no matter how many times I explain it to her, has put a strain on our relationship. We were never best friends, so to speak, but at least we used to have a bond. Now? Most days, I debate letting her calls go straight to voicemail and replying with a well-placed emoji when absolutely necessary.
At least that way, I get a moment to breathe, say a quick prayer, and ask the Holy Spirit to help me stay calm and to not let it get under my skin. Even though I’m confident in my decisions, it still hurts that the one person who’s supposed to love me unconditionally can’t seem to be on my side. I try not to dwell on it, but it’s hard to ignore when she always brings it up on all our calls.
“I’m just focusing on my career right now, Mom. I don’t have time for anything else,” I say, repeating the same line I always do. It never works, but hey, tradition is tradition.
I switch to speaker, already bracing myself for the speech she’s convinced will finally change my mind. Spoiler alert: it won’t.
“At your age, I was raising you, building a beautiful life, watching you grow up.” Her voice is thick with nostalgia. “I just hope you don’t wait too long to find that kind of happiness.”
Why do people insist on romanticizing the past—especially when there was nothing particularly good about it? In my mom’s memory, my childhood was all sunshine and sweet moments, as if the struggles we went through never happened.
Maybe she healed faster than I did. 
Or maybe she has convinced herself it wasn’t that bad after all these years. I really don’t know, but stranger things have happened.
I wish I could say the same. For me, recalling my childhood brings nothing but sadness.
“I really am happy, Mom! Would you just believe me already?”
Single women should get a Nobel Prize for constantly having to reassure people they’re actually content. I’ve never once wanted to change my single status, and my mom isn’t the only one who doubts that. At least with the church ladies, it’s easier to dodge their probing questions than it is with her.
“You could be happier, Robs. Are you really telling me you don’t want what your friends have? Be honest. Doesn’t seeing them leave your apartment to start their own families make you want to do the same?”
I’ve been accused of being brutally honest, and if this were anyone other than my mom—who’s convinced I secretly long for marriage—I might actually tell her how I feel about my friends’ growing families. But I won’t. It feels like a waste of vulnerability when all she really wants is for me to admit what she believes.
So instead, I say, “It’s perfectly normal to be genuinely happy for someone without wanting what they have.”
I exhale slowly, my gaze fixed on the harsh, buzzing fluorescent lights above. They never tell my body when it’s time to call it a day. The gray walls do nothing to soften the light, only amplifying its sterile brightness. I try to keep the desk in my office tidy, because I know that without a semblance of order, I wouldn’t be productive.
My computer is still open, spreadsheets blinking back at me like they’re waiting for me to create yet another report. Above it, a calendar hangs, its dates punctuated with deadlines that never seem to end. It’s this calendar—always glaring at me—that’s responsible for my sleepless nights. Every day, it reminds me of the goal I’m working toward, whispering that I can rest when I’m dead.
This office exists solely for one thing: productivity. There’s no room for anything personal, nothing to distract me from the work. And, truth be told, I don’t want anyone else to see beyond that. No one needs to know my business—not here, and especially not now. 
“It’s in a woman’s nature to want these things, Robs. Don’t keep denying yourself that, because—” Her words are abruptly cut off by the incoming video call. It’s like a divine intervention—a lifeline sent straight from God, faithful to provide an escape in every trial. And in this moment, that escape is Pearl and Charlie. The perfect excuse to abandon my mom and jump into a much more enjoyable conversation.
“I gotta go, Mom. Charlie and Pearl are calling me,” I say, trying to mask the sudden rush of excitement that bubbles up inside me.
“Aww, those sweet girls. It’s nice they remembered. I hope you appreciate their thoughtfulness, especially with how busy they are with young kids.”
Her words stir something in my chest that I hate—the faintest crack where doubt could slip through if I let it. But I quickly remind myself that I’m not on borrowed time with my friends. Mom doesn’t fully understand how tight-knit my girlfriends and I are. She didn’t have real, lasting friendships until her late forties, and I know how much having her small village means to her now.
But I do know I’m blessed, and I don’t think I take my friends for granted. After a brief goodbye to Mom, I eagerly join the video call.
“Happy birthday to you!” they sing, totally off-key, but if Charlie were doing a solo, it wouldn’t be half bad. I laugh heartily, the sound ringing through the room, bright and unrestrained.
“Thank you, guys! I’m older and wiser.”
“My wish is that you don’t start your next birthday in your office,” Pearl teases, her voice warm with that sisterly and motherly tone that makes me feel both loved and cared for. “It’s way past midnight; I can’t imagine your brain is still working this late.”
“I was just about to leave when Mom called. It wasn’t too bad,” I say quickly, dodging the next question. I’m not in the mood to rehash the whole conversation. Charlie and Pearl would do anything to help my mom and me get along better. Neither of them have mothers of their own, and they have this deep desire for my mom and me to be closer. The few times they’ve met her, they’ve liked her, but they know how she can make the hairs on the back of my neck stand up every time we talk. They’ve walked with me through it the best they can.
“Let me grab my stuff,” I mutter more to myself than to them.
“Look what I have!” Charlie beams, holding up a piece of pie for us to see. “I’m gonna make a wish for you since you probably didn’t make one. You can make yours tomorrow!”
Charlie is the youngest of us, four years behind Pearl and me, but we became fast friends when we met just over four years ago. Pearl and I, on the other hand, have been inseparable for almost a decade now.
“Easy,” I grin. “Wish that I become regional manager by the end of the year, and I’ll make the same wish.”
I grab my bag, the leather strap cold in my hand as I sling it over my shoulder. My heels click steadily against the sleek hardwood floor, each step echoing in the empty building. The only sound in the hallway is the hum of the air conditioner fighting the summer heat and the occasional flicker from machines still plugged in.
I pass by Lucien’s office, and my heart sinks. I tighten my grip on the bag’s strap. 
His light is on. 
Of course, he’s still here. He always seems to stay as late as I do, probably working on the same project, waiting for the perfect moment to swoop in and steal the regional manager position I’ve been aiming for since my junior year of college. Everyone seemed to agree it was mine—until he showed up. 
I’ve worked too hard for that promotion, and I’m still working for it. 
I won’t hand it over to just anyone—least of all Lucien.
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Lucien Monet


“You could at least be honest with me and admit you’re moonlighting as the janitor, because I know True Source doesn’t pay overtime,” Chris says the moment I step into our shared apartment.
He’s sprawled across the couch, a mountain of muscle from all the hours he spends at the gym, his bulky legs propped up on the coffee table—which, by some miracle, hasn’t collapsed under his weight. He’s watching whatever they call football over here—a sport that, despite its name, barely involves using a foot. The game is pure brutality, and how anyone actually enjoys playing it is beyond me.
I drop my laptop bag onto the kitchen island with a dull thud and head straight for the fridge. Inside, it’s the usual mix between my prepped meals and Chris’s suspicious-looking takeout containers. We have very different definitions of “good food,” and since moving here, I’ve been experimenting a lot with cooking meals that are not only edible but also healthy. Honestly, without the internet, I’d still be lost trying to figure out how to make anything from scratch in this country.
“Callaway left us no choice when he dropped yet another project on us,” I say, pulling out a glass container of zucchini pasta I made yesterday. The dinner I had earlier is a distant memory, and no midnight snack is going to cut it. “On top of the ones we were already drowning in.”
Graham Callaway—the VP of the finance department—might as well be the owner of the company with the way everyone practically worships him. True Source is an international manufacturer of eco-friendly bottled water, with factories across the U.S. and Europe. When I moved here from France, I’d never even heard of them, but in America, they practically own the market, supplying both local grocery stores and upscale retailers.
Chris barely glances away from the TV, smirking. “You expect me to believe your whole team was still grinding away past midnight?”
I shrug. “Robyn was there,” I say it like it’s nothing—because it is nothing. We were in our separate offices, working in silence, pretending the other didn’t exist. Business as usual.
Chris’s smirk deepens. “Ahh, your crush.” He lifts his eyebrows in that smug, all-knowing way that makes me wish I’d kept my mouth shut.
I yank open a drawer and grab a fork with more force than necessary. “She is not my crush,” I lie, stabbing at my pasta.
Chris sits up, gripping the remote like it’s a mic. “She’s everyone’s crush. But you, my friend, are the only one who’s got her worked up enough to actively dislike you.” He leans back, stretching out like a man thoroughly entertained. “Maybe you two should share an office. A little forced proximity might be just what you need to figure out whatever your deal is.”
I scoff, jabbing my fork into the pasta again. Sharing an office with Robyn? Yeah, that would end great.
I know I’m just another guy who’s never seen a beauty like Robyn in all my thirty-four years of life. But there’s something else about her that pulls me in. And it’s not just the perfectly symmetrical face—though, admittedly, that doesn’t hurt. It’s the way she works harder than anyone else, always prepared, always carrying herself with a quiet strength that commands respect. Unlike the rest of the team, she never complains about the workload. There is so much about her to admire.
“I really don’t know why she dislikes me so much. All I’ve ever been is nice to her.” It’s a genuine mystery. I’ve heard from the guys in other departments—including Chris, who, as the IT manager, has somehow gathered intelligence on everyone—that they’ve all tried to get her attention. Some even asked her out. She turned them all down, but at least she’s friendly with them. But me? I don’t even get a polite nod in the hallway or one of those measured smiles she gives everyone else. And it’s not like I ever gave her a reason to be wary—I’ve never so much as hinted that I find her painfully attractive.
I’m the one always coming to her rescue when Mr. Callaway dumps another mountain of work on her desk. Even tonight, I stayed late to help with a project she was supposed to handle alone. But does she appreciate it? Never. I’d think Americans were ungrateful if the rest of the team hadn’t thrown a dozen “thank yous” my way before leaving.
Chris peels his attention away from the TV again, turning toward me with a look that tells me he’s about to say something ridiculous. “Maybe she likes you. The whole office swoons over your French accent. You’ve got that mysterious European thing going on.”
I snort, twirling my fork through my food. People here never let me forget I have an accent. If only they knew that when I went back to France after four years of college here, everyone insisted I had an American accent when I spoke English.
“She doesn’t like me, and we both know it.” Robyn doesn’t exactly hide her disdain for me. It’s practically common knowledge at this point. People have somehow picked up on the way my mere presence seems to put her on edge, and I can’t help but wonder what theories they’ve cooked up to explain it, because frankly, I’d love to know too.
Chris lifts his hands in mock surrender, a chuckle escaping him. “Just wanted to see if I could catch a glimmer of hope on your face. Bummer you didn’t fall for it.” A sly gleam lights up his eyes as his brows wiggle with mischief. “I know plenty of guys with more suave than you who’ve tried to get her attention… but, well, she didn’t want to date them either.” He lets the words hang, then throws in a playful wink—because of course, he’s talking about himself.
I shake my head, laughing despite myself. The thought of my best friend having even a fleeting interest in the same woman I’ve been unable to stop noticing since the day I walked into True Source bothers me a little. But Chris is Chris; he somehow feels like an old friend, even though I’ve only known him a couple of years. He reminds me of my cousins back home. They are always teasing, always around, and somehow making life seem a little less complicated than it actually is.
I shift my focus to the apartment, taking in the space around me. It’s a nice condo, not too fancy for Boston, but it fits us. The location’s a win, we don’t have to wrestle with the nightmare of traffic every morning. And when the weather’s right, I can either bike or walk to the office, which is a bonus. The open-concept living room makes the space feel bigger, though I can never shake the feeling we need more seating. We don’t entertain much, but the single couch and the island chairs don’t exactly make it feel inviting.
What I love most is the huge window that overlooks the city—another perk of being on the seventh floor. The first, obviously, being the daily workout I get from climbing the stairs. I only take the elevator when I’m running late.
The walls are decorated with a mix of cheap prints that Chris brought. Stuff that screams dorm room, but he’s pretty attached to them. A few thrifted art pieces I picked up help balance things out and add a bit of character to the modern condo. As for the countertops, the clutter’s all ours. Somehow, flat surfaces always seem to tempt us to leave something lying around.
Chris notices me zoning out. “Hey, shut your brain off for a minute.”
“Just thinking about… how much we suck at picking out furniture.”
He chuckles. “You’re right. And I’ve monopolized this couch because you’re never here anymore. But hey, we do need at least one more for you. Want to look online and order something?”
Part of me recoils at the thought. Online shopping here is always a gamble. Things look great in the pictures, then show up looking like they were made from the leftovers of a junkyard. Trying to judge quality from a website has proved to be impossible for me. Sure, returning stuff is super easy in the States, which is why I always put it off. Then the return window closes, and my hard-earned money ends up down the drain.
I glance at the clock in our kitchen, realizing how late it’s getting. “It’s already pretty late. I should probably hit the sack after the day I’ve had.”
Chris shrugs, unconcerned. “Alright, we’ll get to it eventually.”
Maybe we will. Or maybe we won’t. Knowing us, we’ll probably forget this conversation even happened.
For the past two years, I’ve completely abandoned everything I know about work-life balance. And while it’s no way to live, it’s the reality I’m stuck in. It’s either this or watch Robyn carry the weight of our entire department on her own. She’s the only one willing to shoulder the load, and though she may never appreciate it, I can’t stand by and watch her burn out while everyone else gets to rest easy.
I just pray that, one day, we can be friends. Because even with the minimum interaction we have, we still work great together. Our skills complement each other perfectly. I wonder how much better it could be if there wasn’t any tension between us.
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Robyn Lahey


“Definitely hibiscus, honey or some other sweetener, lime juice,” I murmur, eyes still closed as I let the flavors settle on my tongue. I can almost see them in my mind—the floral tang of hibiscus, the sweet kick, the zesty burst of lime. “This is the most refreshing drink.” 
“Ditto,” Pearl agrees, already sipping happily from her glass.
Charlie eyes me over the rim of her own glass, her phone in one hand. “How do you do that?” She’s probably already Googling the ingredients for Agua Fresca.
From the moment Javier—the server at La Fiesta who’s practically family after all these years of us coming here almost every Friday—mentioned they’d be adding a new drink to the menu, I knew I had to try it. I’m the type of person who tries everything at least once. As long as it’s non-alcoholic, I don’t care what’s in it. If someone made it with the intent of being consumed, I’m sold.
I shrug. “I just concentrate on every flavor, and somehow, they all jump out at me.” It’s something I’ve always done. I don’t remember a time when I wasn’t dissecting flavors, trying to figure out what ingredient—or chemical—heightened the flavor or threw it off completely. For me, it’s never as simple as something tasting good or bad—there’s always a why, and I have to find it.
Pearl grins, stirring her drink with her straw. “It’s her superpower. She can’t explain it.”
She would know. She’s the one who first made me realize this was my thing. Before she pointed it out, I assumed everyone noticed the faintest hint of nutmeg in a sauce or how garlic lingers on the back of your tongue.
“If you don’t get that promotion, Robyn, you’re already set for life with that superpower.” The earnestness in Charlie’s brown eyes tells me she’s not even joking.
I blink. “How does figuring out what’s in a dish set someone for life?”
Charlie and Pearl exchange a look before saying in unison, “How does it not?”
I snort. “You two are ridiculous.”
“You could have your own cooking show,” Charlie adds.
“Technically, she already has one,” Pearl teases.
I shake my head. “My short videos are not a show, and it’s just a hobby.”
Charlie harrumphs. “Girl, you got monetized a month after starting. That’s not a hobby, that’s content creation.” Disbelief laces her tone. “Hobbies don’t bring in passive income.”
She’s not wrong. Six months ago, I started posting short videos of me making easy, nutritious, yet delicious meals—mostly recreating my favorite restaurant dishes at home. Just playing with ingredients, finding better versions of what I loved. What started as a hobby, a way to de-stress from work, has turned into a steady source of income.
Sure, editing my videos and cutting down hours of footage into 20-second clips is a pain. Filming only my hands to stay anonymous is even harder than it looks. And let’s not talk about how impossible it is to find the perfect audio that matches the vibe. But hearing from people who love my content, who are actually making my recipes at home, is pretty amazing and worth all the effort.
“Yep.” Pearl smirks. “Charlie knows, her hobby is breaking her bank account, not helping it.”
Charlie laughs, unbothered. After all, her book obsession is what led her straight to Enzo. And now that he built her bookshelves, she’s on a mission to fill it with more paperbacks than it can probably handle.
“I don’t think Enzo realized how much this hobby was going to cost us when he surprised me with my dream bookshelves.”
I nod. “I can imagine.” Self-help books and podcasts are my weaknesses.
A comfortable silence settles over us as we finish the last of our food. We mostly ordered a big plate of nachos to share, piling on different sides. This is exactly how I love spending my Fridays. I almost always make sure my work is wrapped up—or even push through extra on the weekend—just to keep this little tradition going. It started with Pearl and me, and now Charlie’s as much a part of it as this delicious cheese is to these nachos.
“So, thirty,” Pearl says. She just turned thirty a few months ago, so she’s speaking like she’s officially welcoming me to the club. “It’s huge, isn’t it?”
“It is,” I nod. “I almost feel accomplished just by hitting thirty, you know?”
“Well, that’s because your only goal for reaching thirty was to remain single, and you’ve done just that.”
That wasn’t a clever segue into her trap.
I glance at Charlie, because the way she suddenly sits up a little taller tells me she’s been waiting for this conversation too.
It didn’t take me long to realize Charlie and Pearl would be inseparable. They’re just so alike. Charlie’s the more rebellious rule-breaker, while Pearl plays things a little safer, but at their core, they’re kindred spirits. And then there’s me—the proof that opposites really do attract.
I don’t mind it, though. In fact, I kind of love it. I can’t imagine getting along with someone who’s exactly like me. I’m not sure what that says about me.
“And you, along with everyone else I know, are hoping that goal doesn’t carry into the next decade,” I say dryly.
Their faces instantly morph into matching, exaggerated horrified expressions—exactly the reaction I was hoping for. Funny enough, despite Pearl’s golden waves and striking green eyes and Charlie’s glowing brown skin and waist-length braids, they somehow manage to mirror each other perfectly in this moment.
They never pressure me outright, but my best friends are hopeless romantics. Even when they try to be subtle, it’s as clear as day that they want for me what they have. But that’s one of the biggest differences between us. They’ve always been the marriage-and-family types, while I... I’m still not sure I’ll ever be ready for that.
“I’m not saying make a social media announcement that you’re looking for a guy.” Pearl leans forward, her brows lifting. “But maybe… just be open to dating. The next time a guy asks you out and you have the basic things in common with him, don’t turn him down. Go on the date.”
I exhale sharply, my stomach tightening at the thought. “I don’t think it’s dating that scares me. It’s the whole marriage thing. The for better or for worse part.” I shift in my seat, antsy about admitting it. “And is there really a point in dating if I’m still set on not wanting to marry?” Then, for their sake, I tack on quickly, “...just yet.”
Charlie scrunches her nose. “You’re right. I went on so many dates with zero intention to commit, and I truly do not recommend.”
Pearl, however, looks like she’s floating on a cloud. “But marriage... marriage is beautiful,” she says dreamily, her voice going soft like she’s already lost in a memory. No doubt she’s thinking about her two years with Zane. They really are an incredible couple—anyone can see it in the way they love, respect each other, and somehow manage to thrive with two kids under two. “You almost have to experience it yourself to believe it.”
I huff out a laugh. “You, of all people, believed that even before you got married.” I tilt my head at her, because if anyone was ever ready for marriage at eighteen, it was Pearl. The right guy just took his time getting to her—not from her lack of trying.
I fiddle with the condensation on my glass. “I think I need to get to the point where the thought of living with a man—of him being the leader in our family unit—brings me peace, not anxiety.”
The second the words are out, it feels like I’ve peeled back a layer of my heart I’ve kept carefully hidden. Even with my best friends, my safe place, I’d rather keep running from the real reason I’m not excited about the prospect of marriage.
Pearl’s expression softens. “Unlike your mom, we don’t think you’re missing out on life just because you’re single. Anyone would be blessed to be in your shoes. But if fear—not faith—is what’s keeping you from even considering marriage… well, isn’t that the opposite of trusting God with your future? It’d be different if you felt called to singleness for His purpose and His glory.”
Pearl’s words settle in my heart, and almost instantly, 2 Timothy 1:7 comes to mind: God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power, love, and a sound mind.
“It could be the fear of marrying the wrong person. Now that I know how much a godly man can bless your life... I can’t imagine the life sentence of being married to someone who’s detrimental.”
I’m the least touchy one in our group, but for a split second, I almost want to stand up and hug Charlie. She says it like she gets it.
“That’s exactly it.” My nude-colored nails tap against the table, the soft click oddly satisfying. “I’d rather be single for the rest of my life than be trapped with someone who’ll mess me up.”
More than my dad already did.
I keep that part to myself. I don’t want to end up like my mom, all because of a man.
The memories creep in, tugging at me like a rip current I never saw coming. My body goes rigid, and I force my focus back to the conversation. I won’t let this spiral happen. Not now.
“That’s so valid, Robs.” Pearl’s voice is reassuring “But don’t you think this is something we should be praying for? For God to bring the right man into your life. Someone who will complement you in the best way possible. He’s able to close doors to all the wrong ones.”
“Please, Robyn.” Charlie’s big brown eyes stare at me, wide with hope. “You’ve always been the one to push us past our fears. I know you have enough faith in God. Just let us pray for that? For Him to bring the right person into your life and deliver you from that fear?”
Faith in God? I’ve got that in spades. Faith in men? That’s a different story.
They’re both staring at me, waiting for some kind of answer, and I suddenly realize I’m cornered. If I say no, I’m practically signing up for more husband-related conversations for the foreseeable future. If I say yes, they’ll somehow see every guy that approaches me as an answer to their prayers. I can’t figure out which is worse.
I blink, my eyes flicking between them. “You two are seriously asking permission to pray for my future husband?”
They both nod earnestly, their heads bobbing so vigorously.
A slow grin tugs at my lips. “Fine. On one condition.”
“Anything,” Charlie says instantly.
“You pray for my promotion every time you pray for my husband.” Even saying my husband feels ridiculous, but I have to get out of this conversation somehow. Right now, the only thing at the forefront of my mind is the regional manager position, and making sure it doesn’t end up in Lucien’s lap.
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Lucien Monet


My steps slow as I approach Robyn’s office. No sound comes from inside meaning she’s alone. We all agreed to meet first thing in the morning, which usually means 7:30 a.m for Robyn and me and 9:00 for the rest of the team. I pause for a second, catching my reflection in the hallway window. My suit jacket is crisp, my shirt perfectly in place. It’s the put-together look I always go for. Laptop in one hand, coffee in the other. Normal and expected. But then my fingers itch to run through my hair one last time, wrestling with the curls that refuse to behave. 
Why am I even trying this hard? It’s Robyn. She wouldn’t notice if I walked in with a mustard stain on my tie. That thought makes my shoulders sag. Why do I even bother trying to impress someone who clearly doesn’t like me?
I take a breath and straighten my posture. It’s always the same with us—this odd, underlying tension that never seems to go away. 
Maybe I should turn back, wait for the others to show up. Less awkward that way. Less… whatever this is. But no. Robyn and I have been carrying this project for weeks. It only makes sense that we get a head start.
I mumble a quick prayer under my breath before stepping up to her doorway. 
She’s sitting up straight, her focus all on the screen in front of her. She doesn’t even notice me at first. I stand there for a few seconds, watching her in the quiet. She’s wearing her signature gray pantsuit, a look so sharp it’s intimidating. Her pixie-cut blonde hair is neat as always, the kind of style that seems effortless on her. Very few people could actually pull off that short of a cut, but it looks perfect on Robyn. I can’t picture her with longer hair, or even tied back.
There’s something about the way she’s sitting—stiff, tapping her nails against the desk in a slow, rhythmic pattern, her shoulders a bit tense—that seems off. Robyn is usually the picture of confidence, always poised and in control, but right now she looks… unsettled.
I hesitate in the doorway, feeling like an intruder, but I can’t seem to move. As short as she is with me, as many times as she’s made it clear I’m not her favorite person, I still find myself drawn in. The most beautiful woman to ever walk this earth—yet she never uses it to her advantage. She doesn’t flirt, doesn’t fawn, doesn’t seem to care what anyone thinks. And maybe that’s what makes her so ridiculously captivating.
I knock lightly against the doorframe.
Her head snaps up, and for a split second, I catch something flicker across her face. Disappointment? But just as quickly, it’s gone, replaced by the neutral, guarded expression she always gives me. I shouldn’t let it sting. By now, I should be used to it.
She doesn’t bother with pleasantries. “I’m finding errors in my report,” she says, hammering a few keys. “You should probably come back later when the team is here. I’m trying to fix it now.”
Her words aren’t exactly unkind, but they’re still a gentle shove out the door.
Except, I’m not leaving. Not when we’ve both poured sleepless nights into this project.
“I can show you my report,” I offer. “Might help if we compare numbers. I didn’t see any errors in mine.”
She finally looks up, her sharp blue eyes flicking to mine. Not with the warm, “Oh good, you’re here to save the day” look I was hoping for. No, this one is more like mild irritation, and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.
“Can I have a look?” she asks, hesitating like she thinks I might say no.
As if I could ever refuse her anything.
“Of course.” I step inside, setting my laptop on her desk and pulling up the production report, along with the billings since January. Then, before I can second-guess it, I slide the laptop toward her, making sure it’s angled so we can both see.
Robyn gestures for me to sit across from her, and I do.
“What time did you pull your data?” she asks, scanning the report.
“I’ve been updating the spreadsheet every couple of hours, so it stays current with the latest numbers.”
Her lips press together, the same frustrated expression she gets when things don’t go according to plan. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that,” she mutters under her breath, rubbing her temple. “There must be time discrepancies in mine.”
She exhales, long and slow, before muttering, “My formulas are all messed up. I don’t think I have time to redo the report before the presentation.”
I lean back slightly, watching her as she stares down the numbers like they personally wronged her.
“I can send you my report,” I suggest. “You can use it for the presentation. It doesn’t have any fancy visualizations, but maybe you can tweak what you had before and just plug in my numbers.” 
She looks up abruptly, brows pinching like I just suggested we set the office on fire. “I’m not going to steal your report and present it.” Then, with a sigh, she adds, “Fine, you win. You can present the project.”
I blink. “It’s not stealing. We’re a team, and Mr. Callaway gave you the project.” And what does she even mean by you win? I promise Robyn speaks in riddles sometimes, and I may be bilingual, but not that bilingual—I don’t usually catch the unspoken words and undertones like a native.
She huffs. “Right, it was my project, yet you did the entire thing too.”
I tip my head, watching her carefully. “I would’ve loved to collaborate with you more, but…” I let my words drift off, knowing she gets what I mean. “Still,” I add, “aren’t you glad we both worked on it? Now we’ve got a solid report, and the best graphs for the presentation.”
Her gaze shifts from the screen to me. “I guess so. But I don’t feel like it’s fair if I present it alone. I’ll focus on the charts and graphs, and you can present the numbers.”
I nod, tamping down my surprise. I expected her to take the offer and run. “If that’s what you want, I’m in.” I flash her a grin, hoping she’ll catch on to the fact that we actually do make a good team.
She doesn’t smile back. Instead, she shuts me out completely, refocusing on her computer like I ceased to exist.
For the next thirty minutes, silence fills the room, aside from the clack of her typing and the occasional sighs that slip out.
I consider leaving, but I’ll just be back in a few minutes when Lisa, Brian, and Chloe arrive. So, I settle into my seat, switch my phone to silent mode, and start scrolling. It’s my go-to mindless escape. My thumb stops on a video on making the perfect lemon tart. The ideal distraction from this painfully awkward silence.
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Sweat trickles down my face, and even with the AC blasting on high, the July heat presses against my skin like a second layer. This is exactly why I stick to minimal makeup in the summer. Waterproof formulas may not melt off, but they still smudge, no matter what the packaging claims. 
I keep an extra set of workout clothes in my car because I never know when I’ll need to clear my head at the gym while everyone else heads home. I wouldn’t call myself a gym junkie, but I am absolutely addicted to the endorphin rush after running three to five miles on the treadmill. I’d rather run outside, but in this heat? No, thank you.
My favorite thing about our company’s gym—aside from the fact that it’s free—is that it’s never crowded. Even now, there are maybe three guys lifting weights in the corner. Maybe the morning crowd is bigger. Not that I’d know. This is the only time of day I ever come here.
I increase my speed, pushing myself to the point where my brain can only focus on keeping up—not on anything else that happened today. It’s not like the presentation didn’t go well. It did. Our VP liked it. Actually, he more than liked it. He appreciated how Lucien and I presented together. And I don’t think he would’ve been half as impressed with my solo presentation. I’ve never seen him so interested, so engaged. He’s a numbers guy, and it was the real-time data that won him over, not the color-coded dashboards I spent nights perfecting.
That’s what impresses my team. But not the big guy.
And when I saw him shake Lucien’s hand, something in me cracked.
I’ve been in the corporate world long enough to know that men prefer working with other men. I’ve seen it time and time again. But up until Lucien arrived, my job felt secure. Climbing the career ladder felt straightforward but now, it feels like there’s someone else reaching for the same rung. I’ve commanded rooms before, held my own in meetings. But next to Lucien—for the first time—I feel… inadequate.
Not because I can’t do my job.
But because, somehow, in just a few short months, he’s managed to win over the VP in a way I never have.
I tighten my grip on the treadmill handles, forcing my spiraling thoughts to a halt. I exhale a shaky breath, whispering a prayer.
God, I need Your reassurance. The position I’ve prayed for. The one I’ve worked so hard for. I need to know it’s still mine. Help me trust that You see my effort. That You’ll bless the work I’ve poured into this. That You’re still on my side.
The treadmill jolts under my feet, snapping me out of my thoughts. My chest tightens, and my breathing turns ragged. Okay. Too much. I slow it down and adjust the incline, switching to a walk. My day isn’t over yet, and I can’t afford to exhaust myself.
I hop off the treadmill, wiping my face with a towel, and take a moment to catch my breath. My legs feel like jelly, but the tension in my chest is still very much intact. I clean my station with disinfectant wipes and when I’m done, I sling my gym bag over my shoulder and head for the locker room. The blast of cool air is a welcome change from the heat simmering under my skin.
Straight to the showers. Cold water. That’s the plan. Maybe it’ll rinse away the stress still weighing on me.
Just as I start humming under the water, a voice cuts through the air.
“Do you think he’ll call me?”
I pause mid-rinse.
“He’d be a fool not to,” another woman says, her voice immediately familiar. Billie from HR. “You gave him all the signs!”
Oh no. This is one of those conversations I really shouldn’t be overhearing.
“I don’t know…” the first woman sighs. “I feel like I’ve been trying to get him to see me as more than just a colleague for a while now, and I just don’t think he sees me that way.”
“I think he’s sweet on you. Maybe he just needed you to give him your number—and now he’ll know what to do with it.”
I close my eyes. Lord, let them leave before I have to step out of this stall and make awkward eye contact.
“He’s French. He’s sweet on everybody.”
I roll my eyes. Of course, they’re talking about Lucien. Half the women in this building practically swoon whenever he walks by, and I’m willing to bet it has very little to do with his personality and everything to do with his charming accent.
If I’m being completely honest, I wish he’d get wrapped up in some whirlwind romance. A serious one that would keep him too busy to keep creeping into my projects.
The conversation continues, but I’ve officially reached my discomfort limit. Time to make my exit. I wrap my towel tightly around me, exhale, and step out of the stall.
The woman crushing on Lucien is Natalie from Marketing. She’s still new, and we’ve never spoken before, but she’s beautiful and, based on her position, smart too. Lucien would be annoying and blind not to call her.
Both women glance at me, their faces flashing with panic. Yep. They’re definitely wondering how much I heard. I flash a reassuring smile.
They hurry out, and I sigh in relief. I hope they won’t assume I’ll run off to tell Lucien about their conversation. First of all, he and I are not friends. We work in the same department, sure, but we never discuss our personal lives. Second, girl code matters to me. I’d never intentionally embarrass another woman. Natalie’s secret is safe with me.
Once I’m all dressed, I head back to my office to reassure myself that I can do what Lucien did with his report. I need to practice for next quarter—this project could land on my desk again. But more than that, I need to believe that my future isn’t slipping through my fingers.
I sit down, pull up the reports, and hover my fingers over the keyboard, studying his formulas. His numbers were spot on. And now that I’m looking at mine, I can see exactly where he did things differently.
This is going to take forever.
I square my shoulders, crack my knuckles, and dive in.
Someone materializes in my office, and for the second time today, I’m not expecting him.
Lucien is standing in the doorway, looking as crisp as he did this morning. Does he have a stylist or something? The man dresses nicely every single day. Forgive the stereotype, but he does give off nerd vibes when he’s talking about his numbers but somehow, his style and the way he carries himself are always over the top. The cut of his suit alone is enough to make anyone—but me, obviously—stop and take a second look.
And okay, fine. I can almost see what someone like Natalie must see in him. Tall, always put together, and flashing that wide, easy smile to anyone who will look at him.
Not me, though. I don’t appreciate guys who collect admirers like trophies. They are usually begging to be fought over, and I refuse to feed anyone’s ego.
But, of course, what Natalie doesn’t see is his tendency to one-up people. Or more specifically, to one-up me. And grease his way into Mr. Callaway’s favor while he’s at it. If she never has to work in the same department as him, their relationship might actually stand a chance.
Lucien stands there for a moment, his awful smirk lingering at the corner of his lips. It unsettles me.
No way. Be sweet on everyone else, but not me. Those smiles have never worked on me—not now, not ever.
“Need something?” I ask, since he’s just standing there, staring expectantly, like we had post-work plans I forgot about.
“I just wanted to say today was really great. Maybe we should work together on more projects. We might not have to spend entire nights at the office if we did that.”
He’s practically dangling permission in front of me to let him take over all my projects. 
I shrug. “I don’t mind putting in extra hours here.” No way am I letting him think I don’t see right through him.
“Hmmm, well, okay. But if you ever need help with anything, just let me know. I love playing around with different formulas to get the report to work for me.”
Oh, he’s bragging now. I should’ve known he saw how impressed Callaway was with him today.
“It was a small oversight on my part, Lucien.” Don’t let it go to your head. I almost say out loud. “I could have figured it out on my own if I had more time,” I add defensively, not about to let him think I need him swooping in to save me every time. “I appreciate what you did, but maybe it’s best if we work on different projects so we can make overall progress as a team.” There’s no shortage of work in our department.
His expression shifts, the corners of his mouth falling slightly. Is he trying to get pity from me? Seriously? He’s been subtly sabotaging me since he joined my team.
“Hey, if I overstepped, I’m sorry,” he says, sounding sincere? “I just knew with the deadline Callaway gave you, it didn’t make sense to be working alone. I really only wanted to help.”
I exhale, my shoulders losing some of their tension. Is it possible he wasn’t completely being a showoff?
“I know,” I reply, softer this time. “And thanks for that. Your help really made a difference today.”
“Alright,” he says, his face lighter now. “I’m leaving. Have a good night.”
He turns to go but pauses just long enough
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