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      I’m not thrilled to still be living with my mother at 21, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

      I grab the lunch that she’s packed for me and see the sticky note that she’s left. I’m sure that she means for it to be positive, but I only read the words with dripping condescension. ‘Maybe you should walk to work this morning. It’ll help you burn some calories! Love, Mom!’ I know that she means well, or at least I hope she does, but sometimes her actions don’t come off in the best light.

      I crumple up the sticky note and toss it in the garbage before peeking inside the bag to see what she’s packed. I’ve asked her a dozen times to stop packing a lunch for me, but she does it anyway. She says that it’s her way of showing me that she cares, but I think she has an ulterior motive. It’s also her way of keeping track of what I eat.

      Carrots, brown rice, and some grilled chicken. Oh, and another sticky note. I grab this one and throw it in the garbage with its twin without even reading it. Mom’s been trying to encourage me for years to lose weight, but at some point, she’s got to wake up and realize that it’s not as easy for me as it is for her. I could eat nothing but kale shakes for a year and never get down to her petite size 4.

      When I get to work the first thing I see is Hunter flipping through a magazine that I left for him from yesterday’s mail. “Good morning,” I greet him with a smile. “Did you see the marketing article I denoted for you?”

      As Hunter’s Office Manager and de facto marketing guru, I was always looking for ways to increase the profitability and sales of his mechanic shop. He only pays me to answer the phone, track his finances, and make sure that everybody in the shop got paid every two weeks, but I had enough free time to research other ways to improve the place.

      His dark blue eyes flick up from the glossy paper before him and send my stomach churning when they meet mine. “I’m gonna be honest, honey, I didn’t understand a word of what I read in that article. I get advertising, but they lost me with terms like ROI and A/B testing and PPC online ads. I’ve got one job and this,” he emphasizes his point by slapping the magazine with his free hand, “ain’t it, sweetheart.”

      The terms of his endearment used to make my heart flip over when I started working for Hunter, but now they’re just commonplace. He’s twice my age and he’s never made a move on me. I’m sure he’s got more important things on his mind and he’s got a type that’s blonder and tinier than I am. But sometimes it’s nice to think that a man who’s 6’5” and covered in tattoos would push me up against the door of the office and kiss me good and hard, and maybe a little bit more.

      I clear my throat to get rid of those thoughts before Hunter can read them on my face. “That’s what I’m here for. Give me a couple hundred dollars a month to play with and in a few months I can build up this business into—” but the frown on his face tells me that he’s already crunching the numbers in his head and he doesn’t like what they’re adding up to. “Or not…”

      “Laura.” My name comes out of his mouth like a warning and a shiver runs down my spine. “I just don’t know where we’ll cut the costs.”

      If we hadn’t had this talk half a dozen times before, I would try to convince him that this would bring more money into the business. The adage ‘you have to spend money to make money’ is actually true in this case. Instead, I just sigh and nod my head at him.

      I change the subject instead. I don’t want to dwell on something that’s just going to upset the both of us. “So what’d you do last night? Did you hit the bars?” On more than one occasion he’s come into work with a raging hangover. He’ll work in moody silence, but you can always tell that he’s under the weather. “I know you’re a party animal, Hunter,” I say to coax him back into his usual playful mood.

      “Not last night,” he grins, “but maybe tonight. You should come sometime. I think you’d enjoy it.” Hunter follows me to the office as I contemplate this new invitation.

      Even though he’s twice my age, I know that he can party harder than most of the twenty-one-year-olds that I know. I’m sure that he’d drink me under the table. “I don’t think that’d be wise. You’re my boss and all.” Besides that, if I get a little alcohol in me, I don’t know what’ll happen next.

      He takes a seat in one of the waiting area chairs. “Who cares? Aren’t you HR? Who are you going to report it to?” Hunter’s never been one for rules. Exhibit A: calling me pet names at work.

      “The bar scene also isn’t, well, my scene,” I add this last part uncomfortably while looking down at myself, hoping that he’ll take the hint. “I’m not exactly the kind of girl who goes out to bars and gets looked at or talked to by the other guys. Not sure that’s the environment for me.”

      This time I avoid making eye contact with Hunter. He’s always been a nice guy, but I don’t need him trying to father me right now and tell me why I’m beautiful no matter what size I am.

      But he doesn’t do that, not exactly. “What are you talking about, baby girl?” He raises an eyebrow. “You’re gorgeous. Take it from a guy who knows a stunning woman when he sees her.”

      I feel my mouth dry up instantly. He’s got to just be saying that to make me feel better. And, if I’m being honest with myself, it’s working! “Oh, um, Hunter.”

      He jumps to his feet and sends me a wink and a smile. “I’ll talk to you later, hot stuff.” Then he turns around and leaves the room, as though nothing ever happened.

      My heart is doing pitter-patter-y things and I’m certain I’ve just dreamed up this entire scenario, but if I haven’t, then what just happened?
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      I’m knee-deep in my day when Hunter comes to me with a customer. Usually, I’m the first face that people see, but somehow this gentleman managed to come through the back alley with his car and find the owner of the company instead.

      “Hey, Laura,” Hunter gruffly nods towards the guy, “he’ll be with you for about an hour or so. We’re doing some repairs on his car. I’ll get you all the info here in a little bit. The guys are doing an inspection right now to determine the full extent of the damage. Guess he got into a little fender bender.”

      The guy in question is only a couple inches shorter than Hunter but dressed far more professionally. Where Hunter wears cut-off sleeves and dark gray mechanic pants, this gentleman has on a button-up shirt that’s tucked into slacks. “Well take your time, sir,” the man says after a second or two, waving Hunter off. “If I’d have known the receptionist was so sexy, I’d have come in sooner.”

      Hunter glares at the man and then looks at me. “Watch yourself. We don’t tolerate sexual harassment here.”

      “I’m Andrew,” he introduces himself to me as he steps up to my desk, “and what might your name be, beautiful?”

      I open my mouth to tell Hunter that it’s fine, but if I wasn’t mistaken, there’s the telltale sign of steam coming out of his ears. I suddenly feel as if I’m living in a strange new world. This man that I have known for over a year has now called me gorgeous and is looking mighty possessive over little old me.

      “Hey, dipshit.” Hunter steps forward to meet Andrew at my desk and taps him hard on the shoulder. “Take your seat over there,” he points towards the chairs at the other end of the office, “and leave my Office Manager alone, or you can find yourself a new mechanic.”

      Andrew looks from
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