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OCTOBER 2025

The city feels warmer than it did last year—high 60s, with a gentle breeze coming off the water. I curl up in my oversized hoodie and rest my head on his shoulder as we sit on our familiar West Side Highway bench, gazing at the high-rises before us. This has become our Sunday tradition: a long walk after dinner, grabbing a healthy dessert from the local bodega, and watching the sunset.

"Should we move to Hoboken?" I look up at him.

He glances down, the corners of his eyes crinkling into that familiar, gentle gaze. Gentle. That's how I described him to my mom when I first told her about him. I met someone. He's attractive, successful, steady...and gentle. But not in a soft way, it's the strongest kind of gentle.

He tucks a strand of my long brown hair behind my ear. "Abigail, we are not moving to Hoboken. I love you, but we aren't going to become Jersey people."

I laugh. "Fine."

I snuggle a little closer, tucking myself against his warmth as I look out at the water. We sit in comfortable silence—New York City, always chaotic and messy and draining, somehow feels as beautiful as a Malibu cliffside from this spot. That's one of the best things about us: I usually can't stand silence, I could talk to a wall. But with him, it doesn't feel scary. It feels safe.

As the sky transforms into sharp oranges and reds, the ring on my left finger glistens in the evening light. I glance down, subtly moving my finger so the light catches its almond shape just right. We've been engaged for almost half a year, and I still feel as giddy as I did the day he asked. Praise God it's you. This is perfect, you are perfect.

He leans in closer, his mouth near my ear. "We've seen some good sunsets, haven't we, Abs?"

"Mhmm," I reply, letting the sun wash over my face.

He plants a long kiss on my forehead.

"I love you, Abigail. And if you want to move to Hoboken, we can move to Hoboken."

I laugh and shake my head. As if. We're barely city people, the mountains or the beach feel more like home to us. I close my eyes, and we sit in silence as the sky darkens around us.

This really is what I've been waiting for all these years, I think to myself.

I could live anywhere—even New Jersey—with you.
 JANUARY 2nd, 2020 - 7:00pm

Holy SHIT. I'm doing it. I'm moving to LA!

Right now, I'm on the plane, and I usually hate journaling, but I'm going to do it because 1) this feels important to document, and 2) the Delta Wi-Fi is $20. Not a chance.

I would say I can't believe I just bought a one-way ticket to California without ever visiting the state, but honestly, I can. This feels so on brand for me: dream job, dream city (I think?), dream life. Ahhhh!

Okay, I'm super nervous, but I want to get down a bunch of thoughts to calm my brain. I also want to be able to look back on this someday when I'm older—like 30 and married or something—and think, Hell yeah, Abby. Way to go for it.

So, two weeks ago, I graduated early from UVA, and last week, I applied for my dream job. Well, calling it my dream job might be a stretch. It's a sports tech startup in sales, and I've never done sales before. But I convinced them I could? So maybe I'll actually be good at this. Plus, I get to travel the country for half the year, going to conferences, and apparently everyone in the LA office is around my age. Who cares? It's in California and pays decently, like $50K base!

Also, I have no idea what I'll do about a car. That's a later issue.

I land in an hour, and it's crazy because LA is three hours behind DC. So, I guess it will be sunny when I get there? I have no idea, actually. Reminder: I've never been before. Also, I just realized I have zero friends there. Yikes.

I saw this thing on Pinterest that if you write down what you're thankful for in advance, it comes true. I guess it's like praying, but something about writing it down makes it more powerful.

So, thank you, God, in advance:

- For incredible friends
- That I crush it at my job and make the most sales a sports startup tech team has ever seen
- That I never feel lonely
- That my apartment is cozy and my roommates are normal
- That I fall in love and meet the perfect guy, and we gallivant around California, surfing the coast into the sunset

Okay, this is a lengthy journal entry for a first-time journalist. Maybe I'll get better at this. Either way, I'm so excited for the journey ahead, and I can't wait to read this back. Abby, I'm so proud of you! At 22 years old, about to land in CALIFORNIA (!), this is your prime.

P.S. The sunset has been stunning as I fly from east to west, and it feels like a dream. I'm a hoe for a sunset.



JANUARY 5th, 2020 - 5:00AM

The sound of my alarm pierces the quiet at 5:01 a.m. My eyes snap open as I leap out of bed, flick on the lights, and rush to the window to fling open the blinds. I've always been a morning person and rarely hit snooze for more than five minutes, but today I'm especially quick to get started. It's my first day at my new job, my first Monday as an adult, and my first day as an employee at Momentum in LA. Swoon.

I gaze into the pitch black outside, confused why I expected to see the ocean at this hour, especially in the dead of winter. I cup my hands around the window and squint. Ah! There's a faint outline of palm trees in front of what I assume is the ocean. A gentle breeze rustles through the trees, creating a soft, moaning sound that drifts in through the glass. Adventure time.

I've already mapped everything out the night before. If I leave at 7:30 a.m., I'll arrive at the office by 8:25—already factoring in 20 minutes of traffic. I need an hour to get ready, and my outfit is laid out on my bed, so that leaves me with... one hour.

I pull my dark wavy hair into a bun, frowning at the mirror across from my bed. I despise my short hair. Whoever convinced me to chop my long, thick locks that I'd sported for 21 glorious years into a bob should be charged with a crime. It barely fits into a bun without falling out and highlights my lack of cheekbones. I examine my reflection—I'm still 15 pounds heavier than I'd hoped to be, and at my modest 5'4" frame, every bit shows. The classic post-collegiate weight gain I promised myself I wouldn't add after my senior year field hockey season. But I do have two things going for me: the gift of olive skin and light green eyes. Things could always be worse.

I slip on a sweatshirt over my leggings and lace up my running shoes. Wait—how cold is it? I check my Garmin. 53 degrees? In January? I smile. I think I'm going to love it here.

The new apartment is quiet except for the gentle hum of my roommate Mary's noise machine seeping from her bedroom door. I met her briefly the day I moved in, along with my other roommate Lucy. Both are Pepperdine graduates a few years older than me—a "friend-of-a-friend-of-a-friend" situation. They seem normal enough, clean like me, and show no interest in being friends outside our tiny living space. A disappointing contrast to the years I spent with my best friends. I guess this is part of being an adult.

I grab my Volkswagen keys from the metal hook by the front door and head to the back driveway. A cold gust of wind hits my face, a reminder that 53 degrees next to the ocean still feels chilly, it's just a different kind of cold.

The neighborhood is equally quiet—not eerie, just serene. The rustling of palm trees, the wind's gentle moan, and the distant crash of waves create a calming backdrop. Ocean Park is intriguing so far...unexpected. It's Los Angeles yes, yet it feels nothing like a city. A long strip of dive bars and shops, the beach, volleyball courts, and some mid-sized beach houses and apartments that cost a fortune yet offer nothing in return. It's gritty, simple, and I'm pretty sure I could explore the whole neighborhood in a week.

My new car is a cute, shiny black Passat, a significant upgrade from the 2007 Toyota Highlander I drove for eight years. When I bought (well, my parents bought) it on Sunday, I asked just two questions:

"Can it off-road in the mountains?"

"No."

"Well, can it fit a surfboard?"

"Yes."

"Perfect."

My apartment is just 0.3 miles from the beach. I can't believe my luck with this spot, having never visited California before arriving three days ago. I didn't even know what Santa Monica was when I signed the lease. It could have been anywhere within a 70-mile radius, and somehow I landed in the perfect location. I've dreamed of living near the ocean for as long as I can remember; my parents called me their little mermaid when I was younger. Apparently, I could swim before I could walk.

I turn onto the PCH, cranking up the song playing through the Bluetooth speaker. My favorite genre seems to change daily—sometimes rap, sometimes pop. Today, it's rock. After about ten minutes of driving, I keep my eyes peeled for a place to pull over. Cars line the left-hand side of the highway, trucks with surfboards piled in the back and vans with battered lawn chairs on top. I spot two guys around my age standing by the road, half in wetsuits, scanning the waves. The first sign of life I've seen all morning, and a pretty attractive one at that.

A wooden sign marks a parking lot at the light ahead: "Will Rogers Beach." I glance at the time on my dashboard. 5:30 a.m. already? No other option. I turn into the empty lot and park closest to the ocean. The sun is starting to break through now, soft pink clouds floating above the Malibu mountains to my right. I turn off my car and step onto the concrete above the sand, taking a deep breath. This is incredible.

I fix my unruly bun one last time, attempting to tuck the shorter strands back into my hair tie, stretch overhead for good measure, and begin running toward the Malibu mountains along the beach path. Everything is quiet except for the sound of my breathing. For the past few years, I've been running without headphones. I never stop listening to music; I have it playing every hour of the day—unless I'm running. It's my only time to process anxiety, compartmentalizing it into organized boxes.

My steady breath paces alongside my steps as I begin to process my thoughts. Okay, anxiety audit for today: Work. Do I like my outfit? "Sporty casual" is the strangest description ever. What a weird statement in my welcome packet. I wish I knew a girl in the office to ask what she wears.

What do I say when I walk in? "Hello, I'm Abby"? Or should I go with Abigail? That feels more professional.

I know everyone is around my age; are they already friends? Do they get lunch together?

I pick up my pace a little. I need to hit three miles in the next 16 minutes to stay on schedule.

I'm the last sales member to join the team. That's why my interview process was so quick. I think Dan mentioned we have nine people on the team hired in 2019? So I'll be the tenth. It's only the second year of the company, so it makes sense they had some salespeople before. What if everyone is already super close? I really am the new girl.

The extra weight slows me down, and I push harder to compensate. Damn it. I really need to lose this. Get it together, Abby.

I glance at my watch again. 6 a.m. I need to turn around; I can't be late on my first day.

I notice a rundown restaurant across the highway on my right. Perfect landmark. I'll reach it and turn back. As I get closer, I stop. It's a diner. Not a new one, but an old wooden structure, half-standing, with a swing and porch, complete with two rocking chairs like those at Cracker Barrel. It's surrounded by flowers and potted plants, with a picturesque mountain backdrop that looks like a computer wallpaper. I can't quite describe what it feels like to slow dance to jazz music, but seeing this diner evokes the same feeling—peaceful, pure, romantic.

I pause and smile. This is perfect. I'm going to go there with someone special someday.

I turn around and start running back to my car, giving my mind its final pre-allocated minutes of anxiety.

I wonder what the other girls on the team are like. I think Dan said there are two others? It makes sense; sports feels male-dominated by nature. I'm competitive, but never with other girls. I hope they're nice. I also hope there are cute guys on my team. Wait, what if I sit next to some hot guy and we fall in love? I should have done some Instagram stalking beforehand, but maybe it's for the best. I didn't really date in college, I didn't have time. Maybe I should start. Am I behind on relationships?

As I near my car, I do what I always do. I box up any remaining anxiety and tuck it back in its place at the back of my mind—right next to the box labeled "Lola," the one I refuse to open today or any day I need to function. Then, I spend the last three minutes praying as I sprint the final stretch. What I can be anxious about, I figure I can pray about. Faith wasn't a part of my life until a few years ago, but now I pray all the time. I reach my car, sweaty and breathless, the cold air tickling the back of my neck as my sweatshirt clings to me. I check my watch. 6:15 a.m. Right on schedule.

Win the morning, win the day.







































JANUARY 5TH, 2020- 8:35AM

Our office is on the 20th floor of a large building in El Segundo. I steal a final glance at my reflection in the elevator's polished metal doors. My dark wash jeans and thin blue cashmere sweater with light blue Low-Dunks feel safe enough for "sporty casual." Good enough.

I scowl at my dark hair. After attempting to straighten it, it now looks flat and short, barely grazing my collarbones.

Taking a deep breath, I step out as the elevator doors open. A quick wave of anxiety washes over me, but I remind myself of the text my dad sent this morning:

"Abby, they picked you for this job for a reason: you can do it. You are confident, a light, and a joy to those around you. I'm praying for you today. I'm so proud of you."

I respond with something like, "I love you, pray for me, and I'll be faking it until I make it." I remind myself—this is where I shine. I thrive in new situations, I just need to get out of my own head.

Dan had instructed me to take a right and walk straight to the end of the hallway in his email last week. I pass doors with various gold plates marking different companies—a law firm, a chiropractor, a recognizable beauty brand, and a couple of tech companies—until I finally arrive at my destination: "Momentum."

I straighten my shoulders, hug my shoulder bag a little closer to my torso, and open the door. I enter a modest lobby with a conference room to my left, a desk to my right, and a large wall-sized window that showcases the stunning Santa Monica Mountains, where my apartment is tucked away. The walls are adorned with sports posters and glass-framed memorabilia from tennis, football, and basketball. As an avid sports fan, I can't help but marvel at the sight—it's even better than I imagined.

"Hi, are you Abigail?"

A blonde woman with striking bleach-blonde hair and an orange spray tan greets me from behind the front desk. Her long red nails click against the keyboard as she stands, revealing a low-cut white tank top paired with a leather jacket. It's hard to gauge her age, maybe 35? Her makeup is expertly applied, revealing a beauty that clearly flourishes in her prime.

"Hi, yes!" I reply, my face breaking into a big smile. Without thinking, I extend my hand. "I go by Abby. It's great to meet you." Well. I guess I'm sticking with Abby.

"I'm Becky," she says, returning my smile. Her wrists jingle with thick gold bangles as she shakes my hand. I quickly note the absence of a wedding ring. Hmm, maybe she's younger than I thought.

She steps out from behind the desk and comes to meet me where I stand, wearing black leather pants and knee-high brown riding boots. Ugh. Maybe "sporty casual" is fancier than I anticipated. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and shift my weight.

Becky breaks my overthinking. "Let me introduce you to your team. Come with me," she says, leading me down a narrow hallway lined with more sports posters.

"Have you lived in LA for a while?" I ask, walking a few steps behind her.

"Oh my gosh, forever," Becky says. "Like 14 years at this point?"

Okay, so she's definitely upper 30s.

"I came out here after college," she says, "and just never moved. It's the best place in the world."

We near the end of the hallway and walk into a huge open-floor workspace. There are no cubicles, just clusters of 60 or so desks organized by department. An industrial kitchen sits to our left, with a large brown table in the middle lined with bar stools. A shelved bar with an assortment of top-shelf whiskey, tequila, vodka, and wine lines the wall. Similar windows to the one in the lobby silhouette the walls, the same mountains shining through the glass.

I do a quick scan of the room. To the right, there's a group of a dozen or so guys, all looking to be around their mid-20s, working off monitors and wearing large headphones as they type on their MacBooks. I notice all of them wear hoodies and athletic shorts, most in baseball caps as well. Nobody looks up from their desks.

Behind them is another cluster of guys around my age. I spot a few girls sprinkled throughout the room, but it looks to be less than five total. I'd always been around guy friends due to sports and co-ed private school, so the situation didn't necessarily intimidate me, but I wasn't expecting the ratio to be this bleak. Oh well, as long as the girls were cool, that's all I needed. Quality over quantity.

The flow of the room repeats, the same demographic of young guys who seem intensely engrossed in whatever they are working on.

Becky maneuvers us through the room towards the back left corner. We pass a guy and a girl in glasses laughing loudly at their desks. The guy looks my way. He's tall and lanky with dark brown hair and is wearing a head-to-toe bright green supreme tracksuit with a backwards black hat on. A big smile crosses his face as he steps from his desk to greet me.

"Yoooo!" He says enthusiastically, stretching out the "O" sound.

I recognize him instantly—Stew Romano, the guy that hosts all the sports conferences. Micro-influencer status, verified on Instagram, and the face of our industry's biggest events. I've spent the past year scrolling through his videos, watching him interview pro athletes and glide down red carpets at the Super Bowl and the Masters. In my mind, he's living the dream: stylish, charming, surrounded by famous faces.

"Hi!" I respond brightly, trying to mask the fact that I'm slightly starstruck. "I'm Abby!" I extend my hand.

He pulls me into a hug. "I'm a hugger! We're so amped to have you!" he says, grinning.

His vibe is infectious, and I immediately love it. Stew always came off as the friendliest guy in his videos, but you never know what someone's really like until you meet them. I'd heard enough horror stories about people being fake in this city to brace myself for the worst.

"I'm pumped to be here," I say, letting my genuine excitement show.

"Where are you from?" he asks, adjusting the cap perched jauntily on his head, which reads "Momentum." Mental note: definitely need to snag some of that merch.

"DC," I reply.

His eyes widen in surprise. "What! No way. I'm also from DC!"

I tilt my head, surprised. "What part?" I always figured he was a West Coast guy—he has a vibe that's so different from our buttoned-up DC crowd. I do a quick scan of his bold outfit. It's wild, but he's better looking than I expected.

I swear, everyone in this city is above-average good-looking.

"Bethesda," he responds.

I roll my eyes, keeping the smile on my face. "Bethesda is not DC," I emphasize, playfully stressing the "not."

Stew bursts into laughter, a genuine, hearty sound. "Okay, okay! Where are you from then, Arlington, Virginia?"

"Nope. Georgetown. Actual DC."

He smiles again and shrugs. "Alright, fair enough. Most people on this coast have no clue what counts as DC."

"The only time you get called out on it is if you actually meet a DMV local," I joke, feeling more at ease. "But honestly, I thought you were from California or something."

Stew grins. "Nah, I just have a healthy obsession with streetwear and Erewhon. But I'll take the compliment."

I smile to play along with the bit, but... What the hell is Erewhon?

Becky interrupts our conversation. "Okay, I need to take Abby over to the sales pit to meet her team, and get back to my desk before the boss man sees I left his superbowl signed football unsupervised again." She says, rolling her eyes—but there's something almost protective in the way she says it, like she actually cares about that football more than she lets on. Stew nods and salutes her, giving me one last smile.

"I'll catch ya later Abby!"

"Bye Stew!" I say back. I like him. I think we will be good friends.

We make our way to the far back corner of the office, where a lively group of about ten people are engrossed in their work. Half are animatedly chatting on calls, while the other half type away furiously at their keyboards. In the very back, I spot an empty chair by the window, offering a stunning view of California's beauty. I assume that's mine, and I can't think of a better spot to make my first sales call.

"Hey Dan?" Becky calls out, raising her voice above the buzz of conversation. "Abigail Rhode is here."

A few heads turn my way. The group consists of eight men and two women. One of the girls, seated directly across from what I assume is my chair, catches my eye. She has long, curly blonde hair and, from this distance, looks petite. Sporting stylish glasses, she's confidently engaged in a video call, her expressions lively. As she glances up and offers me a warm smile and a little wave, I instinctively wave back. I immediately love her vibe. She seems kind.

An incredibly attractive man stands up—he must be at least 6'5". Dan. We've spoken twice on the phone during my interviews, but I'd only seen his LinkedIn profile. He walks over to Becky and me, his smile broad yet slightly intimidating. His sandy blonde hair, tanned skin, and dazzling white teeth are striking. In my mind, I had pictured him as older, being the VP of sales, but he looks like he's in his late twenties or early thirties. And wow, he is good looking.

"Hi Abigail, I'm Dan. Welcome!" he says, that same polished smile lingering on his chiseled features.

"Hi Dan!" I reply, "I'm Abby!" I hope I sound confident, but it's unclear.

"Great to meet you," Dan says in an enthusiastic yet calm tone. "Excited to have the tenth chair filled."

I nod, my chest tightening slightly as I fidget with my necklace. My chair. My job. This is what I'll be getting paid to do. The nerves of my first day are creeping in, but I quickly remind myself—save it for tomorrow's run. You're fine. Just breathe.

For the next five minutes, we cover the basics. We chat about how my move has been, my new place, and how I like it so far. I let him know the move has been good, but chaotic. I live in Santa Monica. And I love this place so far.

Dan shows me the ropes: how to power on my computer, how the monitor and headset work. Things they absolutely should have taught me at UVA yet somehow failed to in my four years of education.

Finally, he leads me to a poster on the wall that reads, "Job Isn't Finished."

"I look at this every day," he says. "It reminds our team that the job is never truly done. We're in advertising sales for sports conferences, and it's a grind. People don't just need to sponsor us; they want to. Even when you hit your goals, the job isn't finished until the conference season wraps up. If you start slacking, well, your job is finished." His intense mentality is a bit intimidating, but I'm used to that from my sports background. Challenge accepted.

Finally, Dan walks me over to the other woman on the team, who is sitting at the far right corner next to his desk. A long-haired, dirty blonde woman is intensely typing away at something. When she looks up, I notice her natural beauty—refreshingly bare compared to Becky's heavily made-up face. She appears to be in her late 20s or perhaps early 30s. She offers me a half-hearted smile and stands up.

"Hi, I'm Caroline," she says, extending her hand. Her voice is deep and mellow, complementing her laid-back demeanor. I can't help but notice the large wedding ring on her left hand; it's the first I've seen all day. Good to see this whole city isn't relationship avoidant.

I learned that she is the Director of Activation (whatever that means) and is part of our team under Dan. She also attended UVA and moved to LA last year for this role. She met her husband, Keith, on the lacrosse team in college, and they've been together for ten years. Goals.

"My poor husband Keith never wanted to move here," she says, and for just a second, something flickers across her face—guilt, maybe, or exhaustion. "But when the opportunity came up, it was a no-brainer."

I nod in acknowledgment, wondering if she misses home more than she lets on.

As we walk back to my desk, Dan clears his throat.

"Team, this is Abby." All eyes turn to me. "Abby, why don't you share a little about yourself and maybe a fun fact?"

I gulp, suddenly aware of nine pairs of eyes on me, which feels more like fifty in the silence of the office. Taking a deep breath, I force a smile and remind myself what I texted my dad this morning: Fake It Till You Make It.

"Hi everyone!" I wave, my voice coming out higher than usual. "I'm Abigail, but you can call me Abby. I just moved here from DC last week. Fun fact: the first time I set foot in this state was just two days ago! I graduated from UVA, where I played field hockey." I ramble on, the words tumbling out faster than I intend. "I've never done sales before, but I'm really excited to be here. My parents always preached that I was a full-time student-athlete so you don't need to work during college, so I really have no idea what I'm doing. I honestly don't know why Dan took a chance on me with no experience, not even an internship," I blurt out, "but I'm glad he did because I can talk to a wall! So, sales seems like a good fit. Also, I'm a bit nervous right now. I feel like I'm rambling. What was the question again, Dan?"

A few teammates chuckle, and I tuck my hair behind my ear, trying to slow my breathing. I tend to overtalk, especially when I'm anxious, but I hope it came off as endearing rather than awkward.

Dan laughs. "No worries, I like your energy. The question was to share a fun fact about you." I quickly make eye contact with Caroline. Arms crossed, blank expression on her face, with a hint of annoyance and boredom.

Yikes. Slow down your energy.

Ugh... fun fact. What's a fun fact? I never know what to say. I mentally note to keep a list of fun facts handy for next time. I fidget with my short hair, tucking it behind my ear so the short strands are out of my face.

"Umm..." I say, glancing at the wall above me hoping for inspiration. Come on, think. "Okay, it's not exactly a fun fact, but I've run three marathons? Does that count?"

I immediately feel a rush of insecurity. I don't look like a runner right now, or even an athlete. The team won't believe that's true, even though I did in fact run three and placed in my age group in all of them.

One of the guys on the team smirks, a short skinny ginger, and says "Abbey Road is a hard-ooo" loudly. The team laughs again. I blush and laugh as well, he isn't wrong.

"Ooo-kay" I say back, rolling my eyes with a smile on my face and drawing out the "o" in a similar way. I like the nickname and The Beatles reference, basic but creative. He smiles back, an approving sign that yes, I can keep up with the banter.

The rest of the morning unfolds in a lively atmosphere filled with laughter and small talk as I dive into my welcome packet. I learn that the friendly blonde sitting across from me is named Taylor. She's from North Carolina, played soccer at Wake Forest, and moved to California just a few months before I did.

"I'm so thankful we have another girl on this team," she says quietly across our desks. "Can we please get lunch today and every day?"

I can't help but laugh and respond in a similarly hushed tone, "Uh, yes!"

Craig, the guy who teased me earlier, turns out to be a local Californian and is also my age. He's even more talkative than I am, cracking jokes and playfully teasing everyone around him. It only takes a few minutes for us to launch into a friendly debate about the differences between the West Coast and East Coast.

"Yeah, we might be workaholic-alcoholics in D.C., but at least we all have jobs," I say.

"What a flex. I'm hearing everyone is super ugly and sad?" Craig replies matter-of-factly. I laugh. True.

In contrast to the mellow vibe of the office, my team is loud, chatty, and welcoming. The guys intermittently argue about the deals they're working on, alternating between repetitive cold calls and prospecting. As I glance at the clock around 11 a.m., I realize that the hardest part is behind me—I did it. I walked into a new office in a new city, and I'm finding my social flow state.

Throughout the day, every time I encounter someone new I make it a point to extend my hand and introduce myself. Same big smile and series of questions: "Where are you from? How long have you been here? Any recommendations for me? I just moved to Santa Monica."

I remind myself that I need to work on being less socially anxious. I have always been above-average comfortable in new situations with new people. I mean, my field hockey senior superlative was "Most Likely to Make New Friends." Yeah, I might be insecure and tend to overthink, but nobody would ever know it.

Taylor slacks me around 11:45—I learn slack is like texting but for adults and about work.

"In-N-Out For Lunch?"

Ugh, I promised myself I'd eat healthy as I started off this new job, but screw it. I wasn't going to say no to lunch with my new work friend, plus I'd never had In-N-Out. This is the season of firsts, my diet starts tomorrow.

"Yep, let me run to my car and grab my wallet, and then I'm ready!" I slack back. I grab my Volkswagen keys.

As I turn from my desk, I notice a figure sitting solo at the desks just behind the sales pit. His back is turned to the chaotic energy of the sales team, focused intently on the screen before him. He's wearing a dark blue flannel that effortlessly blends ruggedness with an understated style, a baseball cap perched nonchalantly atop his head, casting a slight shadow over his features. His feet, comfortably encased in a pair of sleek 9060 New Balances, are propped casually, one leg extended with an unbothered ease that suggests he's perfectly content in his own world.

With a subtle motion, he adjusts the cap, and for a moment, he leans back, a hint of a smirk playing at the corners of his lips.

"Hi!" I say, walking up behind him to the empty space next to him. "I'm Abby!" I say in the peppy tone I haven't broken from all day.

The individual slowly looks up, and I'm suddenly struck by the most vivid green eyes I've ever seen—almost identical to my own in color, sparkling with a depth that feels both familiar and completely foreign.

For a heartbeat, he holds my gaze before turning back to his computer, fingers dancing over the keys in a rhythm both focused and casual. I realize I haven't taken a breath since I introduced myself.

"Hey," he says, his voice deep and effortlessly nonchalant.

"Sorry, what's your name?" I manage to ask. Did he just say his name? I might have missed it.

He continues typing for a few seconds before looking back at me.

"Jack."

"Are you on the sales team?" I ask, smiling to lighten whatever this is between us.

He stares back, expression flat. No smile. Nothing.

"No."

Good chat, I think, the non-existent warmth evaporating into awkward silence. I offer a smaller smile and mutter the obligatory "Good to meet you."

Guess not every interaction is a win.








































SEPTEMBER 1ST, 2020- 8:00pm

Okay I haven't written in this thing since my first ever journal entry and that is on me. Life has been life-ing.

So... a lot has changed.

Let's see. A national pandemic broke out 2 months ago and the entire world has shut down. So that's pretty wild. I'm so thankful I moved here in January. If it had been like even 2 months later, this wouldn't have happened and I'd be stuck in DC during a pandemic. Cannot imagine a worse place to be right now.

It's been a really weird but good 6 months, as good as it can be. Surprisingly Momentum didn't furlough our team, we are still selling stuff in hopes events come back in 2021. Fully remote, obviously. Most of my calls are just building relationships right now, but sales is really fun. Before all this shit went down I made 2 sales, broke the sales record for the team so far. Had to refund it, but still, I proved myself as a competitor. Also, have a pretty good work from the beach situation going.

My roommates both moved out at the end of March and went back home to OC, so I'm an empty nester for now. I think this girl I met through Taylor named Carly may move in next month. As the biggest extrovert I know, living alone has been hard. But our quarantine crew is solid. The whole sales team is pretty close, at least virtually, and Taylor and I work from our cars or down at the beach most days. I see Stew like twice a week. It's funny how much of a celebrity he was in my mind when I first met him, and now he is legitimately my best friend alongside Taylor. He's so dramatic sometimes but I love that kid and we bond over missing our families in the DMV.

I surf almost every day. I'm getting pretty good.

Also, I met a boy! Like I have a boyfriend. (Crazy) We met in Malibu at Third Point back in March right before the world shut down. Some kids from church were going surfing Sunday evening and I went with them. His name is Leo. He's from Palos Verdes, a SoCal boy, and is really cute and we have similar faith and both like to be outdoors. So it makes sense. So that's made the loneliness better for sure. We have been on some good adventures, like camping/ hiking the coast and getting takeout since we can't eat indoors anywhere. And Leo lives like 2 blocks from me, so I get to see him everyday.

Mom asked me recently if I'm just dating him because it's convenient. I'm pretty sure I like him. I have no clue how to feel but I like spending time with him and I am attracted to him and he is in love with me, so no complaints here. Am I in love? I don't know. I'm 23, and this is my first relationship so who knows. But it's safe and steady and I'm happy. And the fact we met through church friends is a green flag.

Also, I love California. I have become a complete beach bum haha. I'm calling it "Homeless Chic", because half my showers are just jumping in the ocean and calling it a day. But yeah, big bum vibes in Ocean Park. I also never thought I'd say this, but I'm almost too tan. Lol.

God's been good. I miss my family. Sis is still in and out of the hospital but the cancer seems to be gone so that's an answer to prayers. I feel pretty guilty for leaving her, but I'm getting better at not thinking about it every second of every day. The trick is keeping busy—surfing, work calls, Leo. If I slow down too much, the guilt creeps in like fog, so I just... don't slow down. She wants me here. She told me that when I got on the flight. I have to believe that. And with COVID, I couldn't even see her or mom and dad right now anyway, so what's the point of torturing myself?

I miss going into an office and meeting new people. And everyone keeps telling me I haven't "actually experienced LA." But whatever, this is working and I'm going with it.

Anxiety has been pretty bad day to day. We're managing it. I'm getting worse at putting it in its appropriate boxes—I think being in a relationship is making me feel more and talk more. So I'll figure out a new hack for that.

Also, getting older is realizing 50k a year is nothing haha. I had no idea how expensive life is. Mom and dad are helping me out a bunch but I kind of hate it. I'll figure it out.

I'll try to journal more and slow my brain down. PS, Happy 23rd birthday!! It was last week.

January 20th, 2021- 11:00 AM

The air is crisp in the Palisades—not quite chilly like an East Coast February, but a gentle breeze off the Topanga mountains definitely makes its presence felt. I slow my breathing as I near the end of the hill, my car coming into view. It's so quiet up here, I think, glancing around at the hills surrounding me. I've tackled this run at least thirty times, but the view never gets old.

My mind wanders to the checklist of anxieties I sorted through on my run today. Returning to the office next week, Christmas in DC—how I couldn't stay at home, how much sicker Lola was than I realized, and that argument that resulted with my parents that they hadn't told me how bad her health was. Leo and the gift he gave me.

I wince a little.

The silver necklace he gave to me has been gathering dust on my shelf since I unboxed it.

"Do you like it?" he'd asked, beaming with pride. We had a picnic at our spot in Malibu, perfectly timed with the sunset, right over the surf break where we first met. His warm brown eyes sparkled with affection.

"Like it? Love it," I replied, forcing a smile that felt more like a grimace.

It was a tiny "M" with a cross pendant—dainty and elegant, really. But it was silver, and I never wear silver. It wasn't just the metal that was off, though; I couldn't quite figure out what left me feeling... well, bleh.

Am I just new to dating? Is "safe" how you know something is right? Or is it that I'm not really excited about Leo, and maybe this isn't the right thing for me?

As I reach my car and unlock the door, I swear to myself to leave those thoughts behind until tomorrow. I have a fantastic Saturday ahead, as I remind myself that worrying never adds a second to anyone's life. And Leo is gone this weekend anyways.

As I settle into the driver's seat, my phone buzzes—it's a FaceTime from Stew.

"Sup, Abs?" Stew's face fills the screen of my iPhone.

"What's good, Stewbaby?" I reply, settling into the driver's seat as my breath continues to slow down.

He squints at me through the screen, mid-chew of a bowl of cereal, dressed in his Aviator Nation sweatsuit and a bright red hat. "You look terrible. What are you doing?"

I laugh. "Alright, brat, I just got back from a run. But thanks for the pep talk."

I glance in the car mirror, adjusting a stray hair in my high ponytail. I've definitely looked worse. My skin still holds onto a bit of that late-summer tan, and my eyes look bright despite the workout flush. My hair is finally back to its long length. It's probably the absence of makeup that's throwing him off. Loser.

Stew continues to crunch loudly on his cereal, the FaceTime call connecting to my car's speaker, amplifying the sound.

I sigh loudly. "Could you chew any louder?"

"Bro, chill. I'm carb-loading before I down a thousand beers today," he quips.

"Okay, fair." I say back. "I should probably join you on that." I won't be carb loading of course, but it's a nice thought. I'll grab a Sweetgreen salad on my way home.

"I'm stoked for today, though. Thinking you and Tay can swing by around one? The roof is basically set up, and I think C-Rod and Davis will be over around then too." He's still munching, completely unfazed by my critique. "I've got, like, a mountain of beer here. If you could bring some seltzers, that would be electric."

"10-4," I reply, making a mental note to add that to my grocery list. "And not to play the part of a parole officer here, but just confirming you checked everyone's vaccination status?"

Stew rolls his eyes dramatically. "Abby, chill. Yes, we're all going back to the office next week, and it was a requirement. That's why it's an office-only party, okay?"

I nod, satisfied, even as I can't help but think about how typical Stew this is—always full of energy and a little reckless, but weirdly responsible when it counts. That's part of his charm.

"Valid. Okay lemme text Taylor and we will plan to be there around 1-ish."

"1pm on the DOT." He says, as he moves from his place on the couch and walks towards his kitchen. I hear him reach in the fridge and loudly crack open a beer, EDM music playing from the roof in the background.

I haven't seen any of my coworkers, minus Stew and Taylor, and two of my sales teammates Colin and Tim a few times for socially distanced beach days. Oh, and my hot boss Dan on the street in Manhattan beach in November. But that was an unexpected run in and an awkward one due his lack of shirt.

I'm excited to see everyone. How long has it been... 9 months?

"We will get there promptly at 1pm, seltzers in hand, ready to booze." I reply, fastening my seatbelt and starting my car.

"Lovely."

"Send pics of your fit!" I say in a sing-songy voice. "Later, Stew!"

"Later, G" He says back, hanging up.

As I drive back to Ocean Park, music blaring from my speaker, I ignore any lingering thoughts of anxiety and start visualizing my day ahead. The sun illuminates the ocean as I coast along the PCH, waves dancing on the shore.

I pull up to the apartment around 11:30 am. From my parking spot I hear a 2009 Katy Perry song blasting from the bedroom next to me. I make a mental note to myself to be more grateful, I love living with a friend again.

Carly moved in October. She was one of Taylor's oldest friends from North Carolina, and it was a roommate match in heaven. It had only been a couple of months, but she already felt like a sister. We also looked pretty identical—light eyes, same height and long dark hair, minus the fact she had curves and I was flat as a board.

The next hour is a classic Abby scramble. Give me a fully open and relaxing morning, and somehow I am always running late to any non-work related event.

As the clock ticks closer to 12:30, I stand in front of my mirror, eyeing over my outfit—black denim mini skirt, cropped green sweater, white converse, and gold hoops. I twist the locks of hair near my face into its appropriate beachy curl. I don't hate or love it, mostly it's exciting to get ready for something again.

My bedroom door swings open, and Carly steps into the room, her expression lighting up. "Sister! you look good!" she exclaims, leaning against the doorframe with an approving nod.

I grin, appreciative of the compliment. "Thanks queen!" I reply, glancing down at my outfit. Always the biggest hype woman.

"Seriously, you're going to turn heads today. I mean, no Leo in town, but attention is always fun you know." Carly says, a playful smirk on her lips.

"No downside in looking hot." I say with a chuckle. It's true.

Carly and I chat for the next few minutes—she's planning on going to Newport Beach this afternoon so she can actually dine inside. I listen and nod along to her rant about how liberal LA is, though I notice she's fidgeting with her keys more than usual. She gets anxious when she feels out of place, even if she'd never admit it. I blow her a kiss goodbye, saying "Thrive with the conservatives honey!" as she leaves for the day. I pull out my phone to text Taylor.

Me: So stoked for today! Just finished getting ready-what's your timeline?

My phone buzzes with Taylor's reply.

Taylor: Dude I have NO CLUE what to wear. Like can I look slutty around coworkers? Can't wait to see you!

I sent back a selfie.

Me: I mean I'm wearing a mini skirt + crop top in January??? So also slightly whore-ish.

Me: Also I think it's just like the younger Momentum crew right? Like people we'd be friends with haha, sales and marketing?

Taylor: Wait so apparently Stew said he invited the entire LA office Lmao. So I have no clue.

I crinkle my nose. Stew invited the entire office and didn't tell me? This changes things a bit.

Me: Lmao what. As in like our boss Dan might be there?

Taylor: Evidently he IS going to be there hahaha.

Me: Omg. So, I should change lol.

Taylor: Nah, you always look classy. Your version of slutty is not actually slutty.

She's not wrong. If there is one thing my southern mother taught me, it's how to dress with class. Regardless, I'm hard on myself and this is my reintroduction to my coworkers. And my first time seeing anyone "in the wild" outside of the office.

I glance back at my reflection and tug my mini skirt down a bit. It's short. But It's not that short, and it's true—zero downside in looking hot. My phone buzzes again.

Taylor: Truly no clue what to wear.

Me: You are literally my most stunning friend. Everything looks good. Throw something on and come hither, it's already 1pm!

Taylor laughs at my message. I glance in the mirror once more, adjusting my earrings and plastering a smile on my face. I have a loving boyfriend, I have two incredible work best friends, and we are about to host the first and best party of 2021. I need to be more thankful.

An hour later, Taylor and I find ourselves on Stew's roof. The temperature hovers in the low 60s, with a refreshing ocean breeze sweeping in. The four-story house is nestled in prime Santa Monica, right off Main Street and surrounded by a lively strip of restaurants and the lush park leading to the water. His place is unreal, passed down through his friend group of U of A grads over the years. Now, Stew and his three friends rent a mansion for a fraction of what I pay for my shoebox apartment. Lucky son of a bitch.

He nailed the roof set up—2 beer pong tables, at least five coolers filled with drinks, a DJ set in the corner, and string lights on the railings. The tops of the palm trees rustle below us, and the balcony provides a perfect view of both Venice and Santa Monica, showcasing the outskirts of my running spot off the PCH. The winter sun beats on our faces and makes the 60 degree day feel more like a summer morning.

As I sip my Corona Light, I listen to Stew and our coworker Davis recount their escapades of skinny dipping last summer, getting escorted off Hermosa Beach. Daytime skinny dipping amid a full beach ban? Bold move during peak quarantine. Taylor and I can't help but one-up them with our own tale of losing our car keys while surfing in Porto. We missed five hours of meetings and had to explain to Dan that we thought the day was off for Cinco de Mayo.

"I literally said, 'Wait, Cinco de Mayo isn't a national holiday?'" I say with a laugh, "And Dan was just like, 'Abby... No?'"

"I think Dan questioned his decision to hire women at that moment," Taylor chimes in snickering. "But he couldn't say anything rude because Abby was so earnest about it. He was just so shocked." Stew and Davis shake their heads in disbelief.

"Oh, to be a hot girl," Davis jokes, rolling his eyes.

"Whoa there. Hot girls who are topping the sales leaderboard, thank you very much," I shoot back. It's true; Taylor and I are currently number one and two.

"How fascinating that two hot girls are leading in sales in this male-dominated sports industry. Crazy," Stew quips, finishing off his beer with a loud gulp.

Taylor and I exchange amused glances, and I can't help but admire her—absolutely stunning with her long, curly white-blonde hair and bright blue eyes, petite frame in low-rise jeans. Standing no taller than 5 feet, though she insists we're eye level. She's a mere 90 pounds but somehow manages to eat three times as much as I do. Laid-back yet full of enthusiasm, she's one of the best listeners I know. And always slightly high. She takes a hit from her weed pen and nudges me. "Beer pong before someone claims the table?"

"Say less," I reply.

As the hour passes, people start trickling in while Taylor and I dominate Stew and Davis at pong. By now, most of the sales team has arrived, along with a few from marketing and a sizable crew from social media. I greet everyone with the same big hug, my conversations unfolding in a familiar rhythm:

"Oh my gosh, it's so good to see you in person again!"

"How was your Christmas?"

"Mine was great, back in DC."

"It was so weird—I couldn't stay home, so I crashed with friends."

"Why?"

"Nothing serious, just my parents are strict about quarantine, haha."

Not entirely a lie, but I'd rather keep Lola's health concerns to myself today. This is a happy occasion, and I intend to keep it that way. The thought of her latest hospital stay tries to surface, but I shove it down into its designated mental box labeled "Deal With Later." I'm good at that now—compartmentalizing. It's the only way I can function three thousand miles away while she's... I take another sip of my beer and refocus on the conversation in front of me.

An hour later, feeling tipsy off beer and giddy off human interaction, Taylor and I finally end our winning streak to two of our teammates after an intense overtime game. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a familiar 6'5" Greek god of a man walking in, flanked by two others.

"Holy shit, Dan is here!" I whisper, hitting Taylor on the shoulder.

"See! I told you he'd come," she whispers back.

"Can we, like, drink in front of him?"

"Abby. He's 29." She says, rolling her eyes. "Yes. Just don't do anything weird."

I giggle and salute her with my beer, then wave at Dan as the companions he's with come into view. It's Michael, who runs our videography team at Momentum, and Jack.

Jack. We barely spoke more than a few sentences after our initial meeting, minus the obligatory "What's good" when we overlapped in the kitchen grabbing coffee. I didn't really notice him much in my two months before the world shut down. He would come into work, throw on his pair of Beats, and slide out in silence at the end of the work day without a word. One time I ran into him on a walk outside the office. I was on the phone with my mom, getting an update on Lola's surgery.

"Mom, I'm frustrated you aren't honest with me." I remember saying in an exasperated tone, anger bubbling in my voice. "I'm not in high school anymore, I can handle bad news, and it frustrates me when I hear about this second hand from my cousin." And right when I was about to say something I'd regret out of deep irritation fueled by sadness, I rounded the corner and bumped straight into Jack.

"Oh hey, what's up." My tone changed immediately, painting my signature smile on my face. He tilted his chin up in acknowledgement, not saying a word. To be fair, my phone was still glued to my ear.

Had he heard anything? I never could be sure, but I hoped not.

Reality breaks my recollection of the interaction as Dan walks over and pulls Taylor and I both into a massive bear hug, alcohol reeking off his breath. "My little sales buddies!" he says in a jovial, slurred voice, a massive smile aligning his face. "How the heck are you both!"

I quickly make eye contact with Taylor mid group hug, as both of our eyes are wide in shock. Is this the same Dan who never smiled once at work? Who just last week kept me up until 1am editing a one-pager sales proposal because it was MLA Format Edition 7 and not edition 8? Who had never, not even once, cracked even a hint of approachability in the workplace?

"What the fuck." she mouths to me, a smile creeping on her face.

"No idea." I mouth back, trying hard to hold back a laugh.

Dan finally breaks apart our group hug, patting the top of our heads in appreciation, and stumbles over to our other sales teammates shouting "Sales squad! What is UP!"

Taylor and I double down in laughter, as I say "So I will need to process that one later."

The following hours are a blur of drinking games and tequila shots and lighthearted banter. I had demanded the aux earlier on, a classic Abby move, as my perfectly curated playlist of electronic beats matches the energy seamlessly. I'm mid debate discussing the ideal athlete conference lineup when I hear Stew yelling my name across the rooftop.

"Rhode—pick up this damn facetime or hang it up. Our music and therefore vibes have evaporated into nothingness." He shouts.

"Sooooo sorry!!!" I yell back.

"I am ruining the vibes, excuse me boys." I say to my teammates and scurry across to grab my phone, the facetime ring blaring through the speaker. I turn my phone upwards. It's Leo.

"Stew, get on aux. Don't play anything weird." I yell over my shoulder, grabbing my phone and walking towards the backside of the roof.

"It's MY house!" He yells back.

I pick up the facetime mid laugh as I find myself in a quiet corner on the backside of the roof, the side that directly faces the Santa Monica mountains. Leo's tan face fills the screen, his hair wet from the ocean, wetsuit still zipped up. I answer it with a chipper "Hi babe!", forcing myself to exude as much sobriety as possible. He doesn't like when I drink too much without him, which has grown to be an increasingly relevant problem with social distance lifting and bars reopening.

Leo dives right into a story about his day in the water, the familiar rhythm of his voice coming through the speaker. I nod along, smiling at the right moments, but impatience flickers through me. He hasn't asked me once how my day is, and I know it's because he doesn't actually want to know. It would make him jealous and things are easier if he doesn't have to worry about me. But he does love me, is kind and loyal and I have no clue what else I need. I zone out, thinking back to our first months of dating, our road trip to Arizona, how light and happy and excited I felt...

"Are you even listening?" Leo suddenly asks, his brow furrowing slightly, a hint of annoyance creeping into his tone. The shift is subtle, but it pierces through the screen. I force a grin, brushing it off. "Of course! Just thinking about how much fun you're having without me" I reply in a teasing way, but the words feel forced, the energy sitting heavy in the air between us. I can sense his frustration, the way his enthusiasm dims just a touch as he ruffles his hair, and I realize I'm not the only one feeling the strain.

For a moment, the screen seems to pulsate with unspoken tension, our connection fraying at the edges. I try to shake it off, mustering an enthusiastic "But I wish you were here."

Leo smiles. "Me too, Babe. I'll see you Sunday right?"

I nod. "For sure. Can't wait."

"Love you, Abs." He says.

"Love you too." I say back.

As my screen turns dark, I stuff it in my back mini skirt pocket and prop my elbows on the railing, my dark hair blowing softly behind me. I look out at the view in front of me. Dusk begins to peek through the palm trees, its soft golden hues filling the air around me. I breathe in the air, enjoying the brief moment of solitude and quiet before I re-enter the mix of people just 20 feet away from me.

A voice jolts me from my reverie. "Lost in thought?"

I whip around to see a tall figure—baseball cap casting shadows over dark features, the late sunlight catching his eyes. He's wearing a heavy flannel over a white tee and dark jeans, white Nikes peeking out beneath the hem. Casual, comfortable, like he could hit a Venice coffee shop or disappear into the trails without changing a thing.

"You caught me, I'm in my element." I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear, leaning against the railing with my back to the mountains, aiming for nonchalance even though my pulse has picked up.

"I didn't know your element involved solo sunsets," he says, walking over to prop his elbows on the railing beside me. "Or anything solo, for that matter."

"Great to see you too, Jack," I say. "Glad you know me so well from our ten-second interaction over a year ago when you completely ignored me." Sheesh. The liquid courage is real right now.

He tilts his head, taking a leisurely sip from his beer. "I ignored you?" A glint of gold from a bracelet on his wrist catches my eye before his flannel shifts back into place.

"Yeah, like my first day at work? Totally ignored me." The golden light casts a warm glow over us. I cringe at myself—I sound so whiny.

Jack shrugs, still looking at the mountains. "Sorry, doesn't sound like me."

I snicker, the sound mingling with the soft rustle of leaves. "Okay, okay. Just confirming you have a talent for making a first impression."

He turns from the mountains to look at me, and I realize I've been staring. Our eyes lock for a moment and everything else fades, just like it did a year ago. Does he really not remember meeting me? Did I fabricate the tension of that encounter? I shake the thought away, focusing on the banter and the fact that he's actually talking to me.

"Well, I must have made some impression," I say, attempting to shift the conversation. "If you think I don't enjoy solo moments."

He glances at me. "You just never shut up when we were in the office."

I feign shock, mouth agape. "Ouch!"

Jack chuckles. "Sorry, my bad. But it's true."

I nudge him lightly with my shoulder. "Fake extrovert. I'm nailing this, right?" I look forward again, feeling his gaze linger, and take a sip of my beer. The sun dips lower, casting a soft golden hue directly on my face.

"So how's the year been?" he asks, his attention fixed on me now.

I shift a bit, mirroring his relaxed posture. "Pretty good. Still loving Santa Monica. It was nice to be home for a while, but I've mostly been here." A flash of Lola's face crosses my mind—pale, thinner than last time I saw her—but I push it into one of those mental boxes I've gotten so good at building. Not now. Not here.

I glance at him again and our eyes meet, that same sense of strange familiarity hanging between us.

"Are you from here?" he asks, breaking the moment.

The question catches me off-guard. "Nah, DC. So pretty far away. I moved out to Ocean Park the week I started at Momentum. You?"

I don't know why I assumed he knew I was from DC. He was just a few feet away on my first day, didn't he hear my introduction? I guess his beats could have been on, but still. I realize I don't know a thing about him either.

"Boulder," Jack says, turning his attention back to the view. "But I moved out here three years ago for this job."

I raise my eyebrows, intrigued. "So you are an actual OG." It's true. He must have been one of the first few employees. Impressive.

He says nothing.

"Are you just like, really into sports conferences?" I ask in a sarcastic tone.

He laughs. "Super long on them. My life dream."

I chuckle back. "No, but really. Why'd you want to work here?"

He shifts back on his heels, leaning over the railing, and the flannel blows in the wind, lifting slightly to reveal the fitted shirt underneath. I don't think I realized how tall he was until he stood next to me—even hunched over, he's still hovering a few inches above me. Jack pauses for a beat.

"Uh... my dad's friends with the Pines," he says, referring to our CEO. There's a subtle discomfort in his voice, a shift in his posture. "He helped me get an internship back in college. I was tied up with lacrosse all the time, so I didn't intern until my senior year."

Before I can tease him about being a sports-tech Nepo baby, he changes the subject. "So, did I actually just interrupt your introverted moment with nature?" His tone is calm and even, though there's a flicker of amusement in the corners of his mouth.

"Ha. No." I place my empty beer on the railing. "I was FaceTiming my boyfriend and then taking a few moments of peace before Stew inevitably yells at me to play music again."

Jack eyes me with curiosity. "DC guy?"

"No, he's from here. PV area, pretty close to our office." I shrug, letting the flow of the conversation settle in. "We met in March, right before the pandemic. Great timing, huh?"

"How'd you meet?" he asks, leaning in slightly.

"Surfing, through mutual friends."

He doesn't say anything, just watches me with that expectant look, urging me to continue.

"Through church friends," I add. "It was at a church surfing event."

Jack's eyebrows crinkle. "Church? You're religious?" His surprise is evident.

"Yeah, don't sound too shocked," I reply with a soft smile, feeling both exposed and comforted by his interest. "It's a big part of my life—faith, and all that."

He nods slowly, his expression unreadable. "Interesting." There's a long pause, the air between us charged with unspoken words, the sunset painting the sky with warm colors. We stand there for a moment, just taking it in.

"What about you?" I ask, trying to keep the conversation going. "Dating anyone?"

I cringe at myself again. Maybe beer does make me overly direct.

For the first time his face brightens, a tangible light filling his features. "Yeah, I've been with a girlfriend for about a year now. Her name's Blake."

A strange, indescribable emotion stirs in me—not jealousy, not disappointment, just the realization that any connection I thought I felt a year ago was, confirmed, entirely in my head. But I keep my face neutral.

For the next few minutes, I ask about Blake, and Jack seems more than happy to talk about her—she's 28, three years older than him, from Chicago, a former collegiate athlete like us, works in entertainment. They met at one of our conferences in Massachusetts where she was hosting a panel. She's a West Coast skeptic, he tells me, and hates it here. I ask how they handle the long distance, and Jack says it's tough but manageable, especially with everyone working remotely this past year.

It's clear how alive he looks talking about her, his whole demeanor softening.

"I actually think you'd like her," he adds. "She's outgoing, very similar to you. Also won't shut up." He laughs, the warmth in his voice palpable.

"Do you love her?" I blurt out, instantly regretting it. What a personal question to ask, especially this soon in a conversation. No wonder he probably thinks I can't stop talking.

Jack doesn't seem bothered, though. He rubs his chin thoughtfully. "I do," he says, matter-of-fact. "I haven't stopped thinking about her since the first time I saw her. It's been a year, and I'm like... dumb into her."

Dumb into her. I don't think I've ever been dumb into anyone. And certainly not Leo. Maybe it grows for people, different for everyone.

I'm afraid he might ask if I love Leo, so I nod quickly and change the topic before my thoughts can get any more tangled.

"Do you live around here?" I say, glancing back at the fading sunlight over the mountains.

"I did for my first two years," Jack replies, "but now I'm in Manhattan Beach. Honestly, though, I loved it over here. Some of the best running spots in the city." He points toward the PCH, toward my spot. "You should check out Palisades Canyon if you're new around here. If you take the turn up from Will Rogers—there's a hidden spot by a gas station near this sick old Diner. Everyone goes to the village, but the canyon is way quieter."

I suddenly turn to him, interrupting. "Wait, I was just there this morning. Off of Sunset? Near Topanga?"

He tilts his head, studying me intently. "Yeah? You've been?"

"Yeah," I laugh. "I go almost every day."

"Wild," he says, shaking his head. "That's super local of you, Ab."

A shiver runs down my spine. Ab. Nobody's ever called me that before. I can't decide if I love it or hate it, but there's something bold about it, especially coming from a guy who'd barely acknowledged my existence until recently. I think I love it.

The light fades further as the last slivers of the sun disappear, and Jack stands up, gathering our empty beers. He stretches, pushing himself off the railing.

"By the way," he says, voice softening, "I like the green sweater over the blue one."

"Wait, what?" I glance at him, confused.

Jack steps towards me slightly, lowering his voice to just above a whisper. "The green. You wore a blue sweater your first day in office."

I stare at him, our gazes locking.

"Your eyes always go crazy, but the green brings it out." He says.

My mind starts connecting the dots. Jack remembers the color I wore? Wait, does this mean he remembers our first interaction? Obviously enough to remember that I wore a blue sweater. He starts carrying the beers and making his way back to the crowd of our coworkers.

"So you do remember meeting me" I shout after him.

Jack turns around, a smirk on his face. He shrugs in mock confusion and waves a beer, dismissing the comment. And I swear, it could be in my mind, but his expression looks nearly identical to when he described being dumb in love.

July 8th, 2021- 4:00pm

The sun streams through the window of my hotel room, casting a warm glow across the space. It's tiny, a true shoebox, but the view of the Hudson River and the Brooklyn Bridge makes it feel a little less cramped. I stretch and yawn, still feeling the lingering fatigue from my redeye flight—arrived at JFK this morning, grabbed a taxi straight to the hotel in FiDi, checked in, failed a half-hearted attempt to nap, downed a hotel coffee, and headed straight to the hairdresser.

Sleep was out of the question. My mind's been buzzing nonstop—my first Momentum conference, a red carpet event on top of that, and my first time staying in a hotel for work. There's something about New York City that makes me feel a mixture of anxious and energized. I can't tell if I like it yet.

I glance over at the king-sized bed, my outfit for tonight laying on the crisp comforter.

Well, this trip is certainly not going the way I expected.

Work conferences don't usually allow plus ones, but since Momentum is sponsoring the Tribeca Film Festival, leadership threw in an extra ticket for staff. I'd invited Leo back in April—he wasn't interested at first, his typical and ongoing jealousy about seeing me surrounded by athletes and male coworkers. But after a couple weeks of persuasion, I managed to convince him to come, and we booked our flights. Five days later, I broke up with him.

The morning after I ended things with Leo, I went for a run. I kept it together for most of it, but in the last two minutes, I couldn't hold back—collapsed into my car, sobbing uncontrollably. I still don't know why I was so emotional, I didn't love him. Especially as my job started to take off, the more success I found, the less he liked me. I didn't tell anyone, not even my parents, about the breakup until a week later. I needed that time to process, to figure out how to feel and how to talk about things.

The following Sunday, Taylor and Carly were sitting in my living room, visibly shocked.

"Why didn't you tell us?" they both asked, wide-eyed.

"I don't know," I shrugged. "I just knew it needed to happen. It wasn't that big of a deal." I had said casually, hoping my voice matched the words.

They exchanged a glance, then looked back at me with a concerned yet understanding gaze. I didn't need to tell them—both friends knew I didn't want to talk about this any further. And just like that, the conversation ended.

It's only been a couple of months, but now that I'm here, in this quiet hotel room, I couldn't be more grateful for the breakup. I push Leo out of my mind and walk over to my mirror.

I'm still wearing my t-shirt and shorts. My hair is done from earlier, in a perfectly sleek, smooth high ponytail, courtesy of the SoHo Dry Bar. I tighten the hair band a little more, turning my profile to the side. My face looks thinner than normal, my traditionally non-existent cheek bones suddenly apparent. I'd admittedly eaten less after the breakup... job performance increased, calorie intake decreased. Not ideal, but better than the reverse.

And then there's Lola. The thought slips through before I can stop it—my sister, back home, getting thinner too but for reasons that have nothing to do with heartbreak and everything to do with her body turning against her. I squeeze my eyes shut, force the image away. Not now. I can't think about her now, can't let myself fall into that spiral of guilt and helplessness. There's nothing I can do from here anyway. I've gotten good at this—at compartmentalizing, at building walls around the things that would break me if I let them in. I'll call her tomorrow. After the conference. When I can actually be present.

I spend the next 20 minutes or so applying my makeup—keeping it light and sophisticated, emphasizing my eyes and utilizing bronzer to highlight my tan. I top things off with a soft pink lip gloss, blinking in the mirror. I'd browsed Pinterest all of last week to find the perfect makeup inspiration. I look with admiration at the reflection staring back at me. Not bad. Last step—the dress.

I slip on the ivory mini Reformation dress and a pair of gold cork-heeled sandals with a bow. It fits perfectly—I'd never loved a dress more. I'd texted my mom last week begrudgingly to see if she'd help me purchase something, which I felt horrible about, but I was more broke than normal and couldn't afford anything new. Adulting? Hard.

In Abby fashion, I made sure to give myself an extra few minutes of wiggle room to decompress and pray before heading down to meet Taylor. I hate being rushed, especially since my entire job and life has felt rushed and out of control over the last year or so.

I wrap up my prayer. The normal topics: peace, confidence, to be a loving friend and employee, gratitude towards my job, to crush tomorrow. And Lola. Please, God, let her be okay. Let the treatment work. Let me be enough of a sister even from across the country. I feel a buzz from my phone and flip it over, grateful for the interruption. It's a group text with the bosses, Caroline and Dan.

Dan: Happy first Momentum weekend. I wanted to shoot you a note—you've sold the most ads in conference history. That's not a small victory. Enjoy tonight, and let tomorrow be tomorrow. We're proud of you, Abs!

I smile at my phone, warmth flooding through me. I won't discredit the work I've done—the hundreds (that have felt like thousands) of cold calls to local companies, securing the Tribeca sponsorship, being the first sales rep to hit a million dollars sold—but I still struggle with imposter syndrome. I always could have done more, been less distracted with my personal life.

My phone buzzes again.

Caroline: Don't lose focus! Lots to do tomorrow.

My smile fades. Caroline was hard on me. I know she only does it because she wants to push me, but it was hard to get any sort of affirmation from her. Taylor once said she thought it was because Caroline saw herself in me—both Division 1 athletes at the same college, both moved from DC to LA, now working for the same company in a male dominated industry. Maybe Caroline's just protecting herself, building walls the same way I do. Maybe she's scared that if she lets herself be soft with me, she'll lose the edge that got her here. I agree, I guess. Who would have guessed when I started that Dan would be the more likely of the two to encourage me.

I send back an enthusiastic "Thanks team!" and walk back over to my hotel mirror. I do one final look over, apply another layer of gloss, and pat down any flyaways in my ponytail. I grab my matching gold bag, a fake Chanel I got off a Chinese wholesale site, and stare back appreciatively at the perfected version of myself in the reflection. Even if Caroline isn't proud of you, at least you still look good.


























 July 8th, 2021- 7:00pm

The flash of camera lights makes my vision blur as I step off the red carpet, the pulse of the evening thrumming in my chest. I'd always dreamed of something like this happening, having my photo taken at an event. And here I am—23 years old, on a carpet in New York City next to the water, and I've never felt more beautiful. My younger self would pass out.

I throw one last smile at the sea of lenses as Taylor gives my arm a reassuring squeeze and we move past the photographers.

"Ah!" She shouts over the roar of the crowd and the chaotic energy of the Tribeca Film Festival's step-and-repeat behind her. "That was SO fucking cool!" Her mid-length red dress fits her like a glove, her long blonde hair curled perfectly into Hollywood-style waves. Taylor's light features and bright dress complement my tan skin and dark hair perfectly. As per usual, our photos together were about to turn out perfect.

I return the squeeze, throwing in a little shimmy for good measure. "Dude. Unreal." The biggest smile spreads across my face. "We have the coolest job in the world."

The red carpet is a swirl of action—directors, athletes, and Momentum colleagues clustered together in various pockets, all dressed to the nines. I spot my CEO, Alan Pines, chatting with a Celtics player and Dan. Alan, 39 and freshly divorced from a B-list actress, looks every bit the part in his perfectly tailored suit, while the two men beside him match the energy in their own sharp ensembles. I can't help but admire Dan's Kith jacket—encapsulating the NYC street style, looks like it cost a small fortune. Well done, boss.

At the far end of the carpet, Stew is under the spotlight, a camera pointed straight at his face. His typical eccentric streetwear has been swapped for a crisp tan suit, a sharp contrast to his usual look. He's holding a microphone, already playing the role of interviewer with his signature flair. Whoever he's interviewing walks off and he notices us out of the corner of his eye.

"Squad!" he says enthusiastically. "Looking good!" Taylor runs up and gives him a huge bear hug.

"Abs," he says, looking me over approvingly before pulling me into a hug. I see his eyes scanning my dress, a subtle sign of attraction. "You have never looked more stunning."

I wrap Stew in a big hug, grinning from ear to ear. "Thanks, honey! You don't look half bad yourself."

We spend the next few minutes catching up, and I realize how much I've missed hanging out with Stew—Taylor and I hadn't seen him in weeks. Momentum's dynamic is a bit unique. Certain people, like Stew, are on the road for every single conference we host, racking up 20 weeks of travel in a row. Then there are the sales folks like Taylor and I, who only travel to weekends in the regions we cover. For me, that meant the Tri-state area: New York City, New Jersey, and Philly. The marketing team, like Jack, traveled to every weekend as well.

I've seen Jack a little here and there since our rooftop conversation. I don't really know what I expected when we returned to the office the following week. I made a few attempts to start conversations, and he engaged more than before—actually saying hi to me first, which was a surprise. But by February, things slipped back into the usual rhythm—Jack would come in, quietly sit at his desk just ten feet away, and slip out again at the end of the day without much more than a nod. When March came around, Jack hit the road again, and I hadn't seen him since aside from the occasional virtual meeting.

Stew interrupts my thoughts with a low whistle. "Sheeshhhhh."

I turn around, already knowing who caught his attention before I look.

Jack is wearing a white waffle-knit shirt, paired with cream pants, a matching jacket, and leather Cole Haan shoes. His dark hair is tousled, curly in an effortless way, and his tall frame cuts through the crowd, towering over the cameras. But Stew's reaction isn't to Jack's outfit, or even his presence.

It's to the woman at his side.

A drop-dead gorgeous caramel blonde is perched next to him, her hair flowing effortlessly around her shoulders, dressed in a sleek black dress that hugs her curves in all the right places. Her presence is magnetic, and the cameras are all over her. She walks beside Jack with the kind of poise that turns heads, her smile radiant and confident, as though she's completely at home in the spotlight. His arm is proudly around her waist as cameras flash around them. They look like supermodels together. I'm absolutely entranced.

"Don't get me wrong, Jack Dalton's a good looking dude. But how the hell did he pull that rocket," Stew says, shaking his head.

Taylor's face shows disbelief. "And like, has anyone ever even had a conversation with him? He is mute."

Stew nods along. "I've worked here for over 2 years and I also have never spoken a word to the kid," he responds. "But maybe I should if he's pulling baddies like that."

Taylor punches Stew's arm, followed by a "douchebag" comment.

"Abs, didn't I see you guys talking on my roof?" Stew asks me.

I shift my gaze from staring at Jack and his date. "Yeah, for like a hot sec actually." I say in a nonchalant voice. "He's actually pretty talkative when you get him going."

"Or you just talked his head off and he listened."

I roll my eyes at Stew and glance back at Jack. His entire focus is on the woman beside him, a look in his eyes that is impossible to miss. I'm standing twenty, maybe thirty feet away, surrounded by flashing cameras and the hum of celebrity chatter, but it's clear from here—Jack's gaze is locked on her, utterly absorbed, as if nothing else exists in the world. The adoration in his eyes is intense, almost desperate, like he's completely under her spell. Every tiny shift of her posture has him hanging on her every move, his expression soft and distant, like he's already dreaming of a future where it's just the two of them, and the rest of us are nothing but background noise.

Ah. So that's dumb love.

I watch as our CEO, Alan, strides over to Jack, giving him a firm handshake before pulling him into a side hug. Jack grins, patting Alan on the back with easy familiarity and nodding toward the woman at his side. She effortlessly tosses a lock of caramel hair over her shoulder, flashing the crowd a dazzling smile, her wrist extending gracefully as she shakes Alan's hand. Every move is calculated and poised, drawing every eye in the room. The men around us are clearly transfixed by her presence.

Didn't Jack once say I reminded him of her?

No, it was that we both couldn't shut up. That's what he said.

As they pose for a photo, I snap out of my trance and turn back to Taylor and Stew, who are lost in chatter about how many shots they're planning to take tonight. "Speaking of shots," I interject, "I need three. Shall we hit the afterparty, Miss Taylor?"

She grins and grabs my hand. "Absolutely, Abigail. Let the shots and questionable conversations with coworkers commence."

I laugh, giving Stew a thumbs-up. "Make us proud, Stewbaby."

The next hour feels like a whirlwind of magic—laughing, flirting, talking sports, Momentum, and everything in between, champagne in hand as waiters glide by with hors d'oeuvres and signature cocktails. The venue is perfect: floor-to-ceiling glass windows offering a stunning view of the Hudson River, art lining the walls, and diamond chandeliers sparkling overhead. The energy in the air is electric, and I'm buzzing with it. I thrive on this—on meeting new people, exchanging banter, diving into those quick, easy conversations. Leo hated that kind of thing. He hated making new friends, and hated being in groups. I spent so much of last year trying to make sure he didn't feel uncomfortable in any situation. A reminder to myself: Thank God he's not here right now.

As I wrap up my conversation with the young Tribeca director—a conversation that, honestly, could've been cut short twenty minutes ago—Alan, Dan, and Caroline approach us. I've never actually met Alan before; he's based in our NYC office, but I feel like I know him. Between our weekly company calls, interviews I've stalked online, and a good three days of Googling every fact about him before my Momentum interview, I've definitely done my homework.

"Hey, Abigail?" Alan says, interrupting my conversation with said director as Dan and Caroline follow a step behind.

I blink, suddenly aware of the amount of beverages I've consumed. My CEO knows my name?

"Hi, yes!" I reply, trying to mask my surprise with as much enthusiasm as possible. Play it cool.

"It's so good to finally meet you!" Alan says warmly, extending his hand. "I've heard incredible things from Dan and Caroline. You've been quite the buzz in our board meetings."

A wave of pride rushes through me. He's heard of me?

"Oh my gosh, thank you," I reply, surprised by the compliment. Dan beams at me with a proud smile, while Caroline gives me a quick once-over—her conservative pantsuit a stark contrast to my mini dress. She offers me a smile that's as cold as the New York winter, and I quickly glance back at Alan.

"I've really loved this job so far," I say, the words coming out with genuine appreciation. "And it's all thanks to these two—they've taught me everything I know about sales." Good answer, Abby.

Alan nods in appreciation. "Well, keep it up. We see a lot of long term potential in you here. If you ever need anything, please let me know."

I thank him and shake his hand again. Dan throws me a wink, and Caroline gives me another small smile.

Wow. This is the best night of my life. I'll need to write this down later.

The rogue director looks appreciatively, and creepily, at me as the three of them walk off. I make up an excuse to respectfully exit the conversation and grab another champagne off a passing server's plate.

I weave through the crowd, scanning the room for a familiar face. Where's Taylor? My ponytail swishes behind me as I keep my shoulders back and my chin high, confident, purposeful. A few older men glance at me from the corner of my eye—catching their gaze, I offer a polite smile. No chance, but I'll take the attention.

And then, I spot them: the black, skin-tight dress, her designer bag catching the light above. The stunning woman I saw earlier, and standing beside her is Jack. His focus is entirely on her. They're standing alone, Jack's arm casually propped on the cocktail table in front of him.

I should probably say hi. It's not like I don't know Jack, and we're friendly enough. Plus, I'm pretty sure he'd feel awkward if I just walked by. A little kindness on my part could go a long way.

I straighten my posture a little more, take a breath, and walk up to the couple with a smile.

"Hi, Jack!" I say, giving him a little wave.

His eyes shift from the woman beside him and meet mine. For a second, I forget where I am, who's standing beside him, and I have to remind myself to breathe. Girlfriend, Abby. Relax.

"Oh, hey, Ab." he says in his nonchalant voice, lifting his arm from the cocktail table.

Ab. Just Ab. Why does that simple, unexpected nickname make my fingers find my necklace charm, twisting it between my thumb and forefinger? It's always "Abs." Maybe it's the uncharacteristic casualness of it, like we're old friends. For someone who hardly ever speaks to me, who's so reserved and quiet, calling me by a nickname feels... personal. Confident, mostly.

I go in for a side hug, making sure to leave a couple of inches between us. As I do, I catch a faint scent of amber and musk—deep, warm, complex. The kind of fragrance that lingers, impossible to forget.

I shift my attention to the woman beside him, offering my hand. "Hi, I'm Abby."

She smiles, and up close, she's even more beautiful—effortlessly so. Her beauty doesn't seem like it's from makeup, but rather the kind of natural glow that makes you wonder if she even tries. Her pale blue eyes are striking against her flawless, symmetrical features. She's tall—at least 5'10" even without the heels—and her sleek, shiny hair falls in perfect waves, not a strand out of place.

"Oh my gosh, Abby!" she exclaims, pulling me into an unexpected hug. The warmth of her embrace is surprising, but what really hits me is the intoxicating scent that envelops us. She smells just as exquisite as Jack—elegant, refined. Baccarat. I'd recognize that fragrance anywhere. It's rich and luxurious, with a hint of floral sweetness that lingers long after she pulls away.

"I've heard so much about you," she continues, her voice bubbly and syrupy, as if every word were dipped in honey.

I blink, trying to suppress my confusion. How could that be? Jack and I have barely spoken, certainly not enough for him to mention me to anyone, let alone to her.

"Aw! I've heard so much about you too!" I say with a warm smile. I glance over at Jack, who looks slightly flushed, his expression a mix of discomfort and... is that embarrassment? He shifts on his feet, clearly caught off guard by her enthusiastic words.

"Seriously though, thanks for being so kind to my Jack," she says, her voice softening as she wraps a delicate arm around his neck, planting a playful kiss on his cheek. "I never hear him talk about coworkers, like, ever," she adds with a teasing grin. "And believe me, I talk his ear off about mine every single day."

I chuckle, feeling a little more at ease. "Trust me, I'm the same way." But my mind is racing. What had Jack told me about her? She hates the West Coast, and... wait, doesn't she live in Chicago?

"You live in Chicago, right?" I ask, hoping I'm right.

Her face lights up at the mention of her city. "Yes! I've been there for the past couple of years," she says in the same enthusiastic tone.

"Wow, that's awesome! What brought you there?" I ask, genuinely curious.

"I work in marketing," she replies smoothly, flipping a wave of caramel-colored hair over her shoulder. She takes a long sip from her martini, the glass glinting in the low light of the room. "Started my own brand a while back, and it actually took off. Now, our factory is based in Chicago."

I raise my eyebrows, impressed. "That's incredible." My gaze flicks to Jack—he's watching her with an expression that's hard to miss. Love—no, more like awe. It's clear that whatever she does, he thinks the world of her.

I look small standing next to them—two beautiful, sophisticated adults, so polished and composed. Her jewelry, her perfume, flawless dress... everything about her screams high-end, effortless elegance. And then there's me, in a dress my mom had to buy for me, Amazon shoes, and a knock-off designer bag. I suddenly feel painfully out of place, like a teenager playing dress-up next to a professional model. All the poise and confidence I felt a minute ago is out the door.

"What brand?" I ask, pulling myself out of my own head.

Blake leans in closer, her fingers interlaced on the cocktail table as she speaks, her voice low and excited. "It's called 508. It's a tequila brand I helped the Hadid family start."

My jaw literally drops. I point to the bar to our left, unable to contain my surprise. "Wait, like the 508? The one sitting at the bar right now? The one that was just photographed with Bella and Gigi on the cover of Vogue?"

She nods enthusiastically, her smile wide and contagious. "Eek, yes! That's the one!" Her excitement is almost palpable. "It's been a dream of mine for a while. I actually met the girls on a shoot back in 2019—right before the pandemic hit, you know?" She continues, her eyes lighting up as she recounts the story. "I was styling Bella for a carpet event, and I casually mentioned how I'd always wanted to start a tequila company. And it was crazy timing because—get this—Bella and Gigi had been talking about starting an alcohol brand of some sort for a while. I guess after modeling for so long, they wanted to branch out, do something new."

I nod, trying to process it all. This is insane.

"Fast forward to the pandemic," she goes on, her voice picking up speed. "We were all stuck at home, with nothing to do, and one day, I was with the girls in New York—super close to here actually—and we just thought, 'Why not?' Like, fuck it, let's do it. And just like that, 508 was born!" She laughs, clearly still in awe of how it all came together. But there's something else there too—a flicker of anxiety when she mentions the pandemic, a slight tightness around her eyes. Maybe even Blake isn't as effortlessly perfect as she seems.

I shake my head in amazement. "Wow. That is so cool," I say, genuinely impressed. I glance over at Jack, who's been quietly watching the exchange. "Jack mentioned you had a cool job, but geez... I had no idea you casually started a tequila brand with Gigi and Bella."

She giggles and looks over at Jack, who's still staring right at her. She gives him a little squeeze on his hand. "Well Jack, as you know, is like the most private, humble guy ever. So I'm not surprised by this."

I nod along, but honestly... I didn't know that. But clearly in his head, we are closer than I thought we were, so I'll tag along with the narrative.

"So JD told me you live in Ocean Park?" She says, turning back to me, her hands framing her face in that way that brings her a little closer to my eye level. JD. Good nickname for Jack Dalton. It suits him.

"Yeah!" I answer, still a little surprised Jack would share details like that with his girlfriend. "I do. Off Ocean and 2nd."

Blake laughs. "No idea what that means, and honestly, I hate California. So slow. But it does sound cool," she adds with a shrug.

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Jack suddenly becoming very interested in his drink. I remember him saying Blake couldn't stand California. It's clear their long-distance relationship has its challenges. All relationships do.

Just as I'm about to offer some diplomatic response, something about loving both the Midwest and West Coast, Blake grabs my arm, cutting me off.

"Ohmygosh, a photographer! We have to get a picture!" she says. Blake waves the photographer over to our table.

"Hi!" she greets him in her bubbly tone. "Can you take a photo of us?" I see Jack put his drink down, shifting slightly towards us.

Blake flashes him a quick smile. "Sorry, babe, just Abby and me. We've got enough photos already."

Jack raises his hands in mock surrender, but the brief flicker of annoyance across his face is unmistakable. Blake steps in front of the cocktail table, slipping her arm around my waist. I do the same, matching her pose. The scent of Baccarat perfume lingers in the air as her soft hair brushes against my shoulder, and I can feel the slight warmth of her body next to mine. The flash of the photographer's light snaps in our eyes as he takes a few shots of us.

He looks appreciatively at the screen in front of him and throws us a thumbs up. "All set."

"Those felt cute." I say to Blake, leaning my shoulder against hers in acknowledgement.

"Sooo cute. Was just thinking the same thing." She says giving my waist a quick squeeze.

We turn back toward the cocktail table, our conversation continuing effortlessly. Jack chimes in occasionally, nothing too significant, just a nod or a response when prompted by one of us. Talking with Blake is easy, warm, and natural. The more I speak with her, the more I find myself drawn to her. Any comparison to her feels like the highest compliment.

We're in the middle of discussing the contrasts between Chicago and LA when an older man—probably in his mid-thirties, impeccably dressed in a sharp, expensive suit—approaches the table, tapping Blake gently on the shoulder.

"Excuse me, are you Blake?" His voice is deep, refined, and carries a sophisticated edge.

Blake spins around, her hair catching the light as it sweeps behind her. Her back is turned from us as she responds, leaning against the table in a subdued, almost... sensual fashion.

"Yes, I am." She smiles, the change in her voice subtle but noticeable—a smoother, more relaxed contrast to the bubbly energy she had just moments before. "And you are?"

"Doc Ryder," he says with a confident smile. "I run editorial photography at Vogue. I saw you at the shoot last month but didn't get the chance to introduce myself."

He's standing too close to her now—just a fraction too much—but she doesn't seem to mind. In fact, Blake places a hand lightly on his shoulder, her posture inviting.

"Oh my goodness, Doc! Yes! What an unreal day," she says, her charm as magnetic as it had been on the red carpet.

Doc is... well, he's more than attractive. He's celebrity attractive. The kind of man who turns heads without even trying. And it's obvious from the way he looks at Blake that he's interested. As he should be. She's perfect.

"Need a drink?" he asks, moving a little closer, his gaze never leaving hers.

"Do I," she laughs, her eyes locking with him for just a beat too long. Blake turns to grab her designer bag from the chair, turning back towards us.

She leans in towards Jack and I and kisses me on both cheeks. "Honey, it was so lovely to meet you. I can already tell we're going to be great friends. Find me later."

Then, with the same effortless grace, she turns to Jack and gives him the same affectionate, borderline friendly kiss on his cheek.

"I'll be back, babe," she whispers with a wink, a playful edge to her voice. "Duty calls."

Blake flounces off, touching Doc's arm softly as they make their way to the bar, getting lost amongst the crowd in front of them.

I glance quickly at Jack. His face is a blank canvas, no trace of emotion—no irritation, no jealousy, no anger. Nothing. Just a stillness.

Maybe I'm just overly sensitive, too conditioned by Leo's fiery jealousy to know how to react. I mean, that little interaction would have sent him into a tailspin. Not just a tailspin—more like a week of non-stop fights, accusations, and demands for explanations. I wouldn't have dared to do something like that with Leo, not without making it clear who I was with first.

Jack doesn't show any signs of that. He lifts his glass, emptying it in one swift gulp, then places it back on the table with a firm thud. The sound hangs in the air between us, and we lapse into silence.

"Well, she's great," I say after a long pause, leaning on the small cocktail table, my eyes fixed on the empty glasses in front of us. I can feel his gaze on me.

Jack places both hands on the table and, with a languid ease, pushes it away. His body shifts back, balancing on his left heel as he reaches for the black straw in his glass. He chews the end of it thoughtfully as I look up—our eyes catching each other.

"Yeah, Blake's cool. I thought you two would get along."

I nod. "And like, super beautiful too," I add.

Jack chews the straw a bit longer, then with a casual flick of his wrist, places it on the table in front of his empty whiskey glass.

"Yeah, she's a beauty," he says, his tone nonchalant. He pauses. "Said the exact same thing about you earlier."

My brow furrows, genuine surprise creeping across my face. I tilt my head slightly, locking eyes with him again. "Said what?"

"That you're super beautiful." His lips twitch, barely a smile forming. "She saw you on the carpet talking to Stew. Think you're the first girl she's ever flagged in our entire relationship."

My fingers find my necklace charm again, twisting it. Flagged? What does that mean? Warmth creeps up my neck, and I quickly glance down at the table, trying not to look flustered. She flagged me? What does that even imply? I had no idea. If I'd known that earlier, maybe I would've been more confident, approached her differently.

It's infuriating that it takes someone else's acknowledgment for me to feel confident. Something to process on my run tomorrow.

"No way," I reply, shaking my head as I try to deflect the tension. "She's friends with celebrities."

Jack doesn't respond, his gaze still fixed on mine, running along my face, shifting ever so slightly from side to side, taking me in, staring right through me.

I fiddle with the dainty charm on my necklace, a nervous tick when I'm at a loss of what to do.

"Flag as in?" I ask carefully, as though I'm walking on the edge of something delicate.

Jack leans forward, his elbows resting on the table, invading the space between us. There's less than a foot between us now. His gold bracelet peeks out from the cuff of his blazer, the same one I noticed on the roof.

"Guess she sees what others see," he replies, his tone direct.

I try to decipher his expression, my brow furrowing as I look into his eyes. A shiver runs through me—there's something about his words, something underneath them, that enthralls me. What do others see?

I open my mouth to ask more, to probe deeper. "Wha—"

"First weekend on-site, yeah?" Jack cuts me off, his voice direct, a sudden shift in the conversation.

The abruptness catches me off guard. A younger me would've pushed, would've demanded an answer, but I sense Jack isn't one to offer up much easily. He moves slowly, carefully, saying less than I want him to. Something tells me I'll know everything eventually. Just... not right now.

I straighten up and adjust my posture, leaning forward just slightly to match his stance. I offer him a small, laid back smile. "Yeah, it's been insane so far. Like, so much fun."

"Sick, right?" Jack replies, his tone indifferent, like he's done this a million times.

"Is it always like this?" I ask, tilting my head, trying to change the subject. My ponytail sways slowly against my back as I shift.

I can't help but notice his gaze tracks the movement of my body, eyes dipping down to the delicate gold necklace that rests on my neck before slowly working its way back up to meet my eyes.

"Not always," he replies, his tone thoughtful. "The city's what really makes it incredible."

"Makes sense," I say. "So, are you a New York fan?"

Jack grins. "Massive fan. It's such a sexy city."

I smirk at his comment. The place is dripping with romance—a jazz melody hums through the crowded room, and the shimmering lights of the bridge spill across the water through the window. Yeah, sexy is about right.

"I mean being from the east coast, and going to UVA, it's always felt like the thing to do." I reply. "But this is my first trip here as an adult."

"And I like it here," I continue. "I get the appeal, but Ocean Park." I smile when I speak of my new home. "That's where it's at."

Jack nods in agreement. "Ocean Park is crazy cool. I hate that I moved from there."

I tilt my head. "Yeah, that's right. Why Manhattan Beach?"

I'm genuinely curious. It's slower over there, older. Most of the younger 20's beach dwellers find themselves between Venice and Brentwood. It makes sense with a significant other or family, but I don't know of many people who live in South Bay now.

Jack pauses, his demeanor switching back to his unreadable, stoic one. "I was living alone. Got sorta lonely deep pandemic." He says. "And like, I was spending all my time on the East Coast anyway, so rent didn't make sense. Dan had a room open," Jack says, tilting his head towards the direction of the crowd, "and was kinda a no brainer with the price point and company."

I furrow my brow. Then my eyes grow wide. "Dan?" I say in disbelief. "You live with Dan? Like... my boss Dan?"

He smirks. "Always forget he's a boss man." He says, chuckling. "But yeah, your Dan I guess."

My eyes stay wide. "He's like—old, Jack. And is like, so scary. I guess minus the one time I saw him on the roof hammered. He was nice then."

Jack actually laughs. "He's not old, Ab. He's not even 30."

The nickname again—my fingers twist the necklace charm. I shake my head. "Yeah but he seems old." I say. "And doesn't smile."

Jack shakes his head with a smirk on his face. "He's actually hilarious. And really thoughtful. He has to set boundaries and stuff with you guys, since everyone's so close in age," he says, crossing his arms across the table. "But he's my closest friend I have in LA. Like I said, I like to be alone. So it takes a lot for me to get to know people, and Dan's been... steady for me."

I smile. "That's sweet." I say sincerely, admiring Jack's vulnerability. "I'm glad you have him."

Jack nods back, says nothing.

I am painfully aware that unless I keep this conversation going, we will sit in silence for too long and eventually the conversation will end. And I don't want this conversation to end.

"Would you move here?" I ask.

Jack picks up the chewed-up straw from the table, twirling it between his fingers before slowly placing it back in his mouth, eyes narrowing in thought. He pauses for a solid ten seconds, like he's weighing the answer.

"Yeah. I'd move here," he says, the words deliberate. "It's just different. People here don't care. No one gives a shit about what anyone else is doing."

I consider this for a moment, then respond, "Yeah, but I feel like that's true of LA too."

He shakes his head. "Nah. I disagree. In LA, everyone's watching everyone. It's all a game."

I nod. He's not wrong.

"What about you?" Jack leans in. "Would your uh... religious surfer boyfriend be okay with a move to NYC?"

I shift in my seat, crossing one leg over the other, my gaze dropping to the empty glass in front of me. I was hoping this wouldn't come up tonight.

"Well," I shrug, doing my best to sound casual, "doesn't really matter anymore. We broke up."

Jack's eyes widen, then soften with concern. His voice drops to a quiet, sympathetic tone. "Sorry to hear that, Ab."

I wave him off, trying to sound as lighthearted as possible. "Nah, it's totally fine. Really."

He doesn't say anything, just watches me, his gaze searching, like he sees right through the walls I've built—the same ones I use to keep thoughts of Lola at bay, the same ones that let me function when everything feels like it's falling apart.

"Like actually." I ramble on. "It was the most amicable ending. All is good."

His eyes continue to study my face.

"Work get in the way or something?" he asks.

I glance around the room, feeling the weight of the moment. "Uhhh," I reply, my gaze drifting over the people, the glitz, the glam. I can walk into any work event and own it, but why does this topic make me feel so uncomfortable? I shift my legs. "No. I just don't think I was in love."

I cringe inwardly. I haven't admitted that to anyone before. Vulnerability tastes bitter on my tongue.

Jack keeps his gaze fixed on me.

"You actually made a comment on the roof," I say. "Something about being dumb in love."

His brow furrows slightly, and he nods slowly.

"Yeah, I've thought about that a lot since," I add. "Like, I wasn't dumb in love. At all."

His eyes flicker between mine, studying me. I know he feels the weight of what I just said. I can talk to anyone about surface-level stuff, share just enough to be open but not vulnerable. But matters of the heart? I'd rather avoid them altogether.

Then, his hand brushes mine—just the slightest touch, soft, brief, purposeful. "No one knows what it's supposed to feel like, Ab," Jack says quietly. "But if they don't consume your mind, day in and day out..." He looks away for a second, then back at me, his eyes tracing the line from my lips to my eyes. "You've got to be fucking obsessed."

The words land like a weight in my chest. The way he said that, the way he looked at me... Everything else disappears—the room fades, the noise goes quiet. How long have we been like this? Ten seconds? A minute? The silence stretches, pulling me with it.

I glance down. My pinky is resting on his. It's a small thing—barely a touch—but enough for both of us to notice.

"Hi, baby!" A voice calls from the left, cutting through the tension.

Blake reappears, drinks in hand, and Jack quickly pulls his hand away from mine. I force a smile, stepping back from the table, trying to appear casual while my pulse hammers in my throat. Jack turns his attention fully to Blake now, that same look of obsession I saw earlier lighting up his eyes. They're perfect together. She is perfect. It's fine. Calm down, Abby. You don't want him, you want what they have.

"No one knows what it's supposed to feel like, Ab," Jack says quietly, his hand brushing mine—just the slightest touch, soft, brief, purposeful. "But if they don't consume your mind, day in and day out..." He looks away for a second, then back at me. "You've got to be fucking obsessed."

The words land like a weight in my chest, and I forget how to swallow. The way he said that, the way he looked at me—everything else disappears. The room fades, the noise goes quiet. How long have we been like this? Ten seconds? A minute? The silence stretches, pulling me with it, and I can't make myself look away.

I glance down. My pinky is resting on his. It's a small thing—barely a touch—but enough for both of us to notice.

"Hi, baby!" A voice calls from the left, cutting through the tension.

Blake reappears, drinks in hand, and Jack quickly pulls his hand away from mine. I step back from the table, smoothing my dress even though it doesn't need smoothing, laughing at something that wasn't funny. Jack turns his attention fully to Blake now, that same look of obsession I saw earlier lighting up his face. They're perfect together. She is perfect—though I notice now how she interrupts him mid-sentence, how she doesn't ask him a single question about his day. It's fine. Calm down, Abby. You don't want him, you want what they have.

We exchange a few more words, and I slip into performance mode—charming, poised, not thinking of Jack as anything more than a coworker I barely know.

After a few minutes, I wave goodbye and head for the bar.

You're losing it, Abby. This is all in your head. He doesn't want you. He wants her. And you want what they have.

I muster a bright smile and walk up to Taylor and Stew. I can push this to the back of my mind—same way I push away the thought of Lola in that hospital bed, same way I've learned to compartmentalize everything that hurts. I'm in New York City. Have fun.

















July 11th, 2021- 4:42pm

Flights are lowkey great for forced journaling. I've already filled out like... nine pages in this thing? Let's go.

I'm just trying to write everything down so I don't forget it. Honestly, I can barely even remember what I did last week, so here we go.

Just wrapped up my first Momentum weekend and it was unreal. I know I tend to hype things up, but seriously—it was perfect. We kicked things off with the Tribeca Film Festival, then hosted our conference in Times Square the next day. I sold the most ad space out of any rep in Momentum history, and it was our most attended conference ever. I'm really bad at being proud of myself, but I'm actually super proud of this. Hell yeah.

The Tribeca Film Festival was amazing. I felt and looked like a celebrity. Taylor and I got to walk the red carpet, and then I was all over the after-party, meeting new people. I was actually... so confident.

I talked to Jack and his girlfriend for a while. Ugh. I'm so confused about him. I don't even know how to explain it—I know he feels some level of chemistry. But he's clearly in love with his girlfriend, and I can't do anything about it. I can't even talk about it because we're coworkers, and the whole girlfriend thing. I'm definitely just making up stories in my head. But it's weird because it's not in some cheater-y way, I know neither of us would ever cross a line. It's like... this weird deep soul connection. IDFK.

TBH by the end of the cocktail party I was feeling off. I kept noticing how he looked at Blake—who, by the way, is perfect. I stalked her on Instagram this morning, and wow. Verified, more followers than Stew, super connected, always on red carpets. No pics with Jack, though, so I didn't follow her. Which is for the best.

The end of the night was wild. We rented out this bar in the West Village, The Red Lion, had like 250 people there, and stayed until 4am. Did Taylor and I sing karaoke on stage with a live band? Yep, we did. Did I have a makeout session on the dance floor with some famous podcaster from Barstool? Yep. It was fun. I was bored, feeling hot, and he was into me. (He also came to the conference the next day and asked me out in front of half the company. I said no. Super awkward. But that's a story for another time.)

The conference itself was INSANE. We got Serena Williams on a panel and Luca Doncic too. We get big athletes at these events, but meeting them in person was unreal. Also, Serena complimented my eyes. I get that a lot, but hearing her say, "Damn, are those real?" and when I said yes, she goes, "I've met half a million people, and those are the best eyes I've ever seen." Soooo crazy.

Dan was super proud of me, and couldn't stop patting me on the back by the end of yesterday. Yes, he was drunk LOL. Caroline didn't say much, but she did Slack me: "Good weekend." (Big win, right?) I don't really get her. I know she's tough on me, and I kinda think she might be jealous? We both went to the same college and now work at the same company and have similar success. But she's way more intense than I am. I work hard, but I also know how to have fun. She barely takes a break from work, and I'm pretty sure she has no friends except her husband. And I am outperforming everyone on the team. Whatever. Dan is the one that matters, and Caroline is irrelevant. I'll keep being my respectful, outgoing self and she can figure it out.

Anyway, I'm heading back to LA now. So glad I don't live in NYC. The past few days were fun, but my run through FiDi yesterday was awful. Hot, humid, and just gross. I can't imagine taking the subway after a cross-country flight. Fuck no. I will never live there. Well, unless Jack and I fall in love and he wants to move there. Juuuust kidding.

The only buzzkill of this weekend was stuff with my sister. She's doing really bad again. Obviously mom didn't tell me—our house could burn to the ground and she wouldn't tell me. Dad thankfully called me, 'cause there was a small shot I needed to fly home mid-conference. Cancer is getting worse I guess. I keep asking them, do I need to come home and be with her? And they keep telling me they'd rather one out of two daughters be happy and thriving, and there is nothing I can do. It sucks.

I tried calling Lola yesterday morning before the conference, but she didn't pick up. I don't know if she's too tired or if she just doesn't want to talk to me. The thought sits in my stomach like a stone, but I can't let myself go there. Not now. Not when I'm finally doing something right. I shove it into the box labeled "Deal With Later" and close the lid.

I was gonna call Carly about Lola since she is back at our place in SM and not in my direct circle here, but felt like it wasn't worth it until I had more facts. It's stupid to involve anyone in the process. No point.

Anyways, I'm going to control what I can control in the meantime, and not get distracted. Tons to be thankful for, and feelings are just feelings. They pass. God is good, always has been and always will be.

Okay, I need to listen to music now. This has been too much thinking, and flights make me so emotional. Also I am paranoid that the guy behind me can read this.








July 20th, 2021- 11:22am

I grin as my team erupts into applause. Standing at the front of the conference room, ten other Account Executives and Dan, all watching me with pride. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Caroline furiously typing on her laptop, typical. Of course now's the perfect time for her to be buried in emails.

"Thanks for that recap of the NYC conference, Abs," Dan says with a smile, his tone warm. "You absolutely crushed it."

I smile and sit down, Taylor giving me a subtle nod of approval. I used to get nervous presenting in front of people, but after my quick 5-minute PowerPoint, I feel surprisingly accomplished and at ease.

"Guys, Abby's performance this weekend has set the bar high for the team and the company," Dan continues, his voice shifting to a more serious tone. "The ratio of opportunities pursued and closed is exactly what we need to aim for. And professionalism?" He dramatically reaches his arm up towards the ceiling to emphasize the highness of the bar. "That's the standard from here on out." He gestures to the sales leaderboard, where the company motto—Job isn't finished—is proudly displayed. "It's clear Abby worked until the very last second to get it done."

My face flushes. I quickly glance down at the blank screen in front of me, fingers finding the edge of my laptop to fidget with. Even though I love recognition, the center of attention for extended periods of time makes me uncomfortable—it always feels undeserved. I force another smile at Dan before quickly refocusing on my laptop.

The truth is, I didn't work that hard. Maybe that means I'm in the right place, but it didn't feel like actual work. I get paid to make friends and turn conferences into fun events—not exactly life-or-death stuff. I'm just enjoying the ride, even if it's a mix of hard work, charm, and luck.

Dan shifts gears, diving into the Charlotte sales forecast for the upcoming weekend, and my mind drifts for a moment as I glance through the glass wall of the conference room. I catch sight of the office buzzing with activity as the team returns from travel. It's nice to see everyone back in one place.

Through the glass, I spot Stew filming a TikTok, arm extended overhead as he talks to the camera. The social media team is editing clips from the weekend, their screens facing the conference room. But, as per usual, it's Jack that grabs my attention. He's sitting at his desk with a baseball cap pulled low over his dark hair, Beats on, wearing an oversized flannel over a white hoodie. One leg stretched out casually, his posture laid-back as always. He rolled in late this morning—an unexpected surprise.

My first thought: Gosh, he looks hot.

My second thought: I wish I'd looked better.

I'm still feeling the aftereffects of last weekend, even though it's been over a week. My hair's in a messy bun, but not the cute kind. I ran this morning and didn't feel like showering, so I skipped my usual routine—just a swipe of mascara to cover up the exhaustion. Yes, I changed my shirt, but I'm still in the Alo leggings I wore to run. I'm banking on my bronzed skin and casual vibe saving this look, but I know deep down it's not my best.

Blake would never wear something like this.

"Hi, Jack!" I had said earlier as I walked into my sales meeting, strolling past his desk with my half-sipped coffee. He looked up at me, but there was something different today—his usual energy seemed drained, something only someone who's studied him would notice. Instantly, I felt a shift, a gut feeling that something wasn't right. He muttered a quiet "What's good, Ab?" with a forced smile, and I had to rush off to the meeting.

I twirl the ring on my finger, wishing Jack could have heard all the praise Dan gave me. It's a shame that all the kudos were given in front of the sales team, not behind the glass of the conference room where I could have caught his attention.

I feel this nagging desire for him to see me as impressive, not out of arrogance, but because I want him to be proud of me. Maybe share the win with me. I remember texting my dad after the CEO congratulated me in the city—it's the same feeling. Maybe someone will compliment me again later, and it'll be in earshot of him.

I stare as Jack stretches his long arms above his head, leaning back in his chair with both hands behind his neck, cupping the back of his dark hair.

Dan shocks me out of my daydreaming as he ends the meeting with a loud clap. "Let's have a great week, team!"

We start to filter out of the room. As we walk back to our seats, Tim, one of my teammates, slaps me on the shoulder.

"Hell yeah, Abby!" he exclaims. "Look at you."

We're almost at our pod of seats, right within earshot of Jack.

"Thanks, Tim!" I reply, making sure my voice is a little louder than usual. "It was a team effort." I glance over as I walk back to my desk, hoping Jack heard me.

Disappointment flashes across my face. Damn it. Noise-canceling headphones on, what's new.

I steal another glance at his desk. Interesting. His computer is open, but he's not typing, not even looking at his phone. It's hard to tell from here, but something feels off. I can sense it.

Gosh, I'd kill to know what's going on in his mind.

I sigh and return to my laptop. Time to get back to work before the DC conference in two weeks. With just six weeks left until the homestretch, I'm focused on the grind. Then, two glorious weeks off in September. We call it Dark Days—a time when the entire company gets a complete break, no emails, no work. It's a luxury I'll learn to appreciate after a summer of travel and sales pressure.

Stew, Davis, and I are heading to San Francisco for a music festival during the first few days of Dark Days. After that, the guys are off to Joshua Tree, and I'm flying home to DC. It'll be fun, especially with their Maryland friends and their girlfriends. I wish Taylor was going, but she's heading south to see her family.

It's crazy how much of an East Coast presence our office has. Almost everyone's from the North, except for a few outliers. Like Jack.

For the next hour, I zone in on work, blocking everything around me. Headphones in, phone upside down—focus mode. The thought of Lola tries to creep in—Nashville, the hospital, the last time we talked—but I push it down, back into its box. Not now. I can't think about that now.

After getting through about 50 leads, I glance at the clock. Sheesh, it's already 1 PM? I realize I've been so dialed in I lost track of time. I flip my phone over.

A couple of texts from Taylor (even though she's sitting across from me—clearly not work-related), Stew in our festival group chat, my parents, and a message from an unknown number. Sent at 12:02.

303? What area code is that?

I open the message.

"Yo Ab. Jack here. Got your number from Dan. Free for a walk today?"

My breath catches. I set my phone down on the desk, fingers suddenly clumsy as I reach for my water bottle. Oh. My. Gosh.

I'm so glad our desks are back-to-back, because the way I'm fumbling with the cap right now would give me away completely.

My mind races. A walk? What's this about? How did he get my number from Dan? Holy shit—Jack texted me!

It hits me suddenly, how strange it is that we've never texted before, even though we technically have enough interaction to be on a texting basis. And considering how little Jack interacts with others, I'm probably one of the few he talks to in this office—aside from living with Dan.

I try to calm myself. Don't turn around, Abby. Don't be weird. He's just a friend. Chill.

"Yo!" I type. "What's good? Yeah, I'm in."

I hit send before I can overthink it.

Shit. He sent that at noon. I should suggest a time.

When works for you? I type, read it over twice, then hit send. Cool enough, I think.

I place my phone next to my computer, pretending to scroll through leads, but my left eye keeps darting back to the notification from the unknown number.

The next 10 minutes feel like an eternity. Finally, the screen lights up.

I jump to grab my phone, forgetting he could be sitting right behind me, watching. I swipe the message open.

"Now?"

I quickly flip to my calendar, his text still lingering on the screen. I scan the events. Meeting at 2 PM... plenty of time.

"Yep, let's do it," I type. "Running to the bathroom, will meet you downstairs in the courtyard."

I shut down my computer and quickly head for the back door—the one that avoids walking past him. Walking by Jack right now feels like the most awkward thing imaginable. What would I even do? Wink at him? Tap him on the shoulder? Yeah, no. Way too much.

I swing the bathroom door open and step inside, immediately making a beeline for the mirror. Not that anything will help—I just want a quick refresh before facing him in the daylight. My reflection catches me off guard. My hair's a mess, pulled into a lopsided, frizzy bun. I scrunch my nose in frustration and yank it out, flipping it over and running my fingers through it. My usual waves are more chaotic than I remembered. Greasy, too big, and not at all what I was going for. I try adding a little texture, but it just makes it worse. If I walk out of here with a new hairstyle, I'll look like I'm trying too hard.

I sigh, pulling it back into a tighter bun, leaving a few strands loose to frame my face. "He's just a friend," I murmur to myself, trying to calm the storm of nerves churning in my chest. "Chill."

A quick swipe of gloss, one last glance in the mirror, and I check my Garmin. Four minutes. Any longer, and it'll be weird.

I step into the elevator, and my stomach growls, reminding me I skipped lunch. At least I won't feel bloated.

When the elevator doors open, I cross the lobby with deliberate steps, wanting to appear confident even though everything about this moment feels anything but. As I approach the door, I spot him outside.

Jack leans against a planter, arms crossed, his flannel shirt shifting with the breeze. He looks so effortlessly cool, like he's always at ease. The sun hits my eyes as I open the door, and for a split second, everything slows—the afternoon light makes him almost glow, and I blink, wondering if I'm imagining it.

Wow. Jack. You're the most beautiful boy I've ever seen.

He straightens up as I approach, his face softening into a smile. "Hey, Ab," he says, his voice smooth and calm.

"Hey, Jack." My voice comes out surprisingly steady—way more relaxed than I expected. Funny how he intimidates me when he's not around, but standing just a foot away, everything feels unexpectedly calm. We exchange the usual small talk and start walking toward the parking lot exit.

"So, how've you been?" I ask, careful not to make it sound too personal. My eyes flick to the ground as I try to act casual.

Jack lets out a soft sigh before answering. "I've been alright."

I mirror his unhurried pace, raising an eyebrow. "Just alright?"

We walk in silence for a moment, the soft hum of traffic in the background. Jack nudges the crosswalk button with his elbow, then stands there, watching cars whiz by on the highway.

"Yeah. Just alright," he says, the hint of weariness in his voice.

I glance over at him, unsure what to say next. "Ha. Okay," I reply, half-teasing. "Nice."

Jack glances at me, and for a brief moment, we're closer than we've ever been—barely an inch between us. His eyes seem to linger, like he's weighing whether to say more. "How've you been?" he asks, his tone softer.

We cross the street, heading toward the Redondo neighborhood. I cross my arms over my chest, unsure of what to do with them. "I've been good," I reply. "Getting back into the swing of things after the New York trip."

 Jack stays quiet, his gaze on me, waiting for me to say more.

"So yeah. Good. Same old," I add, trying to brush it off and shift the focus from myself. We stroll past cookie-cutter houses and parked cars, palm trees lining the street.

"Have you actually been good?" Jack asks, his eyes meeting mine with a searching look.

I raise my brows, a laugh escaping me. "Um, yeah?" I chuckle softly. "I've been good."

Jack smirks, a playful glint in his eyes. "Fine."

 "Like, why wouldn't I be good?"

Jack shrugs, a nonchalant smile on his lips. "I don't know. Just checking. Everyone always says they're fine, but I like to double-check."

I tilt my head, considering his point. "Good point. I like that."

Pause.

 "Yeah, I'm actually good."

Jack nods, like I've passed some unspoken test.

"Okay," I say, nudging his arm playfully, wanting to break the slight tension. "How about you? How are you doing?"

Jack slows his pace slightly, and I match him. His hand brushes his chin, and I catch the softening in his expression as he looks ahead.

"I've been better," he admits quietly, his voice dropping into a more serious tone. "I think Blake might be cheating on me."

The words hit me like a punch, and it takes everything in me not to let my surprise show. My brain scrambles for a response. I'm not great with raw emotions from others, especially someone I care about. And apparently I care a lot about Jack.

"Wow," I say, my voice faltering just a little. "I... I'm shocked. Why do you think that?"

Jack stares down at the pavement, his steps measured and slow. "It's just... little things. The way she's been acting. Distant, secretive with her phone, and when we talk, it's like she's not really there. After Tribeca, things just feel off. Super tough to read. You ever get that feeling?" He glances at me, searching for understanding.

I nod slowly. I may not have experienced this exact thing, but I can imagine the hurt. I think about Leo, and how the end of things with him never felt this intense. If he had cheated on me, yeah, it would have been a blow to my ego, but with Jack and Blake? That's different. I can't even begin to imagine how much this would wreck him.

"You're probably right to feel that way," I say gently, my words soft but firm. "The gut's never wrong. Maybe you should talk to her about it?"

Jack stops, letting my words hang in the air for a moment. "I don't know, Ab. It feels like... it's already over. I just haven't pulled the trigger yet."

I glance at him, studying his expression. There's something guarded in his eyes, but I can see the pain beneath. I'm surprised by how open he's being with me. 

"Have you talked to anyone else about it?" I ask, my voice quieter than I intended.

Jack shakes his head. "Not really. Dan's not the guy for this kind of thing. I don't want to unload all of this on him. So, I guess... I'm telling you. Or like, i dunno. Asking what you would do."

I'm taken aback—flattered, even—that he trusts me enough to open up like this. I race through my thoughts and pause, considering my words carefully as we cross into the next cluster of houses.

"I guess... if you feel like she's not all in, and it's hurting you, then yeah, maybe it's time to talk to her." I take a breath, trying to keep my emotions in check. "You deserve someone who's going to make you feel safe and wanted. But if there's still a part of you that's holding on, maybe that conversation could clear things up."

Jack meets my eyes, a flicker of something softer in his gaze. He nods, grateful but uncertain. "Thanks, Ab," he says quietly. "I wasn't sure if you'd get it, but you did."

"Of course," I reply, my voice light but with an edge of sincerity. "Anytime."

We walk on, side by side, the weight of the conversation lingering. I replay my words in my mind, second-guessing myself. Did I give the right advice? Was I too blunt or not blunt enough? I just want him to be okay. I really do. But part of me wants him to find that peace... with me.

Jack's voice pulls me out of my thoughts. "So, what's up with Dark Days plans?"

The shift in topic catches me off guard, but I'm relieved. "Stew, Davis, and I are heading to the Bay Area," I reply, trying to relax. "Portola. It's a new EDM festival in SF."

Jack raises an eyebrow, a small smirk tugging at the corner of his lips. "Stew? Didn't realize you two were that close."

A small irritation stirs in me. Why wouldn't he know? I assumed Jack paid more attention to my life. Stew and I are best friends. It's not a secret, but maybe Jack hasn't been paying as much attention as I thought.

"Uh, yeah," I say, my tone sharper than I intend for it to be. "Very close."

Jack's eyes widen, and he raises his hands in mock surrender. "Okay, my bad. Didn't realize."

I roll my eyes, forcing a laugh to defuse the tension. "Yeah, well. Should be fun."

"How about you?" I ask, steering the conversation from myself.

Jack sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. "Well... that's the problem. Blake and I booked a trip to London." He shrugs, his eyes fixed ahead. "But I can't decide what to do."

I feel a jolt in my chest, a sudden wave of jealousy that I try to push down. Why does it bother me so much? It shouldn't.

"Ah," I reply, trying to keep my tone understanding but neutral. "That's tough."

Jack nods, his jaw tight. "Yeah. It's just... if I go, am I pretending everything's fine? Or if I don't, am I avoiding it?"

I nod, empathizing. He's stuck, and I get that.

"Well..." I say, trying to lighten the mood, "if you want to join us on a not-so-cool but still fun trip, we've got space in our car."

The corners of his mouth lift into a subtle smile, or a smirk. It's hard to tell. "Yeah?"

I nod, forcing a casual tone. "Yeah. You're welcome to come."

He falls silent for a moment, considering. Then, "Hmmm. I'll think about it."

I shrug, trying to play it cool. "Dope. Let me know."

We walk without speaking for a while, and I find myself shockingly comfortable with the silence. We finish our walk talking about work and joke about small annoyances in the office. It feels normal, easy. As we head back to the office together, I can't help but realize something: I barely know this guy. But somehow I already really want him to be happy, and really want that happiness to be with me.









































 August 10th, 2021- 6:30pm

"We should really do this more," I say to Taylor as we trek through the sand. The ocean breeze whips across our faces, and the icy water of the ocean tickles my bare feet. The sun has softened into a warm, golden glow. Ahead of us, the Santa Monica Ferris wheel gleams, its lights beginning to twinkle as the daylight fades.

"No, like, why don't we?" Taylor responds, her blonde hair tousled by the wind. "What a perfect way to end a Thursday."

I take a sip from my Yeti cup. A brilliant idea we started during Covid—half a bottle of wine in each tumbler, and we take it on a walk. Happy hour on the go. Physically and fiscally responsible, what could be better?

"I'm so stoked that the DC weekend is over," I say with a laugh. "That was brutal."

Taylor chuckles with me, knowingly. "What a disaster. And completely out of your control. I felt so bad when every speaker dropped. We were all sitting in the office on Friday getting those Slack updates like... what the fuck is going on?"

I shake my head. "Insane. I know it wasn't my fault, and sure, from a sales perspective, we got the revenue. But every single person I sold to? Pissed."

The truth is, I still feel responsible for the whole thing. Sales-wise, I crushed DC—better than I did in NYC. Sold everything there was to sell. But one of our speakers tested positive for Covid before the conference. Then, another four tested positive as well. Some of the athletes bailed to play it safe. In the end, it was a disaster, and my name was tied to it. I couldn't stop thinking of the whole weekend as a failure.

I had been vulnerable with my mom and dad. Lola was at my grandparents' place in Nashville, getting care at a better hospital, so I was able to stay home for the weekend. It was the first time I had seen them in so long, and when I hugged them, I just lost it. I started sobbing the moment I saw them through the glass doors of our row house. It had been the longest we'd ever been apart. After the Momentum weekend, the tears came again.

"Why do I care so much? I know it wasn't my fault. I crushed it, but the conference was a disaster." I could barely speak through the tears.

My parents just sat with me, holding me. "Sweetie," my dad said softly. "You worked so hard. Speak truth to yourself. We're proud of you, and we love you. And more than that, the Lord loves you. Don't put yourself down."

I nodded, wiping the tears off my face. These were small problems in the grand scheme of things, especially compared to what my sister was going through. Her health was a real issue, and she had enough to worry about. I needed to be less selfish in my suffering. The guilt of it—crying over a work conference while Lola fought for her life—sat heavy in my chest. But I couldn't let myself spiral. I boxed it up, labeled it "Later," and moved on. That's what I do. That's what I have to do.

I shake the memory from my mind, a light-hearted smile back on my face. As far as anybody knew, I wasn't that easily shaken by something out of my control.

"But yeah," I continue on, "It is what it is."

Taylor giggles. "We move and groove," she says, and we keep bobbing through the sand. Our sweatshirts cling to our bodies as the evening breeze cools the 80-degree day down into the 60s. I can't help but notice how the wind highlights her perfectly flat stomach, while it only seems to draw attention to the extra weight I wish I could erase. I cross my arms over my chest, shielding myself. Travel has taken its toll on me; I'll run twice tomorrow.

"So when do you guys leave for SF?" Taylor asks.

I step over a rocky patch, my feet sinking a little deeper into the water. "Not this Friday, but next. Can't believe we're driving."

Taylor shakes her head. "Dude, that's insane. And straight through? At least I've stopped and camped along the way, but that's one hell of a drive. You're not driving, right?"

"Hellllll no," I reply. "Stew's driving us. Please."

"It's just you two going?" Taylor asks, her tone teasing. "Aw, how romantic!"

I punch her lightly on the arm with my Yeti. "So romantic. But nah, Dave's meeting us there with some friends from Maryland."

I pause, then add, "And actually, Jack might come."

Taylor looks at me, her expression a mix of surprise and confusion.

"Jack... Dalton?" she asks.

I shrug and nod.

"What the hell?" Taylor says, clearly baffled. "That's... so random."

I laugh. "Yeah, super random." Little does she know, it's been spinning around in my head for days. We only spoke for five minutes over the DC weekend. He told me he's on a break with Blake, that London's canceled, and he might join us at Portola. I gave him a long hug that sent chills down my spine, told him he was more than welcome to join, and reminded him I'm always here for him. Later that night, he texted me: "Probs in. Will LYK." I replied with a simple "Yay!", and that was the last time we talked or texted.

"How did that happen?" Taylor asks, raising an eyebrow.

I tilt my head slightly, my ponytail sliding over my shoulder. "Well, I invited him."

She squints at me. "Why?"

I shrug. "He just went through a breakup. We took a random walk at work one day, and he told me he had this whole trip to London planned with Blake—"

"Who's Blake?" Taylor interrupts.

"His girlfriend. I met her at Tribeca."

Taylor's blue eyes are still narrow but she nods, signaling me to continue.

"They had this trip planned, but he ended things. I mentioned we were going, and I don't know\... I just felt like he doesn't have a lot of friends right now, and he's kind of lonely. I guess I get that breakups suck and stuff. Like mine... yeah wasn't that bad, but still. Don't want him to be stuck without a plan."

Taylor's face softens, as she gives me a sympathetic nudge. "That's so sweet of you. Only you would think of something like that."

I cringe a little at her words. It's not out of pity. If I'm being honest, I'd love to spend a weekend with him. He's been on my mind ever since that walk. Plus, I kind of told him to break up with his girlfriend. Don't feel that bad about it. A little, but not really.

"Yeah. Just trying to be inclusive," I say, a little too casually.

"Is he friends with Stew?" Taylor asks.

I shake my head. "Not at all. I haven't even asked him if he minds Jack driving with us. Honestly, I might just surprise him that day."

"Bitch," Taylor says lightheartedly.

I roll my eyes. "Hush, he won't mind. Less money on gas."

We approach the pier, our turning point, as the Santa Monica sky lights up with shades of orange and yellow. The colors are vibrant and beautiful, filling the air with warmth. I breathe it in, feeling euphoric. I never want to leave this place.

We turn onto the walking path, heading the two miles back to her car. I ask Taylor about her Dark Days trip, if she has any San Francisco recommendations, and how she's feeling about our last Momentum weekend. We talk, complain, and encourage each other until the sky darkens and our Yetis are empty.

The conversation shifts to boys. She tells me about a surfer she likes named Luca, someone she met through my ex, Leo. She asks if I mind since it's his friend. I reply honestly, "Not at all." I keep the focus on her, asking questions to distract from myself. And I never bring up Jack Dalton again.






























September 1st, 2021- 7:00am
My half-sipped black coffee warms my hands as I sit in the passenger seat of Stew's car, legs casually crossed. A deep house track pulses through the Lexus speakers, the volume just a touch too high for this early hour. But I don't mind. Of course, I was up at 5 a.m., squeezing in a quick run before packing for our SF adventure.
This morning's anxiety audit was brief but thorough. Did I pack everything? Snacks for the road. Medicine. Contacts. Two bikinis. Three festival outfits (one for backup). Pajamas, running shoes, makeup. A jacket, because apparently, the Bay Area is freezing this time of year. Oh, and damn, I'm so broke. Like, $90 left in my account. I've already paid for everything, but how am I supposed to eat? I don't want to ask Mom and Dad for money. And Jack... Jack is coming. Should I have told Stew he was coming less than 24 hours ago? He didn't seem upset, just... weirded out. I hope I look hot. I hope we get along. It's going to be a long drive. And—fuck! I'm so broke.
I glance at myself in the side mirror. My skin's already bronzed from this summer, and I applied a layer of fake tanned last night to top it off. No makeup needed, just a little mascara and blush. My eyes look greener than ever, and my hair is pulled up in a loose claw clip. I didn't want to look like I was trying too hard before a five-hour road trip.
Stew taps his fingers aggressively on the steering wheel, grooving along to the beat of the Lane 8 song—his humming way off-pitch. His outfit is more ridiculous than usual. He's wearing a neon red, zebra-print Louis Vuitton sweatsuit. When I opened the door earlier, I audibly gasped. "What the hell are you wearing?"
He laughed, his tone dripping with mock reassurance. “Abigail, Abigail. It's called 'Fash-unnn."
The thing is, he's a good-looking guy. If he just dropped the neon-colored matching sweatsuits, he might actually be hot. And judging by the D-list celebrities he pulls on the regular, a lot of women don't seem to mind his eccentric style.
Stew continues to drum on his wheel, transitioning from drumming his hands to knocking his metal coffee mug aggressively on the windowsill.
"STEWART. STOP," I exclaim.
"What?" He looks over at me in mock confusion, tapping a little louder. "You don't like my musical talents?” His humming escalates into an exaggerated serenade at full volume.
"NO!" I yell over the noise, laughing. “This is going to be... the LONGEST car ride.”
Stew rolls his eyes and reaches to turn the volume down to an acceptable volume. "Relax and drink your coffee, brat."
I roll my eyes.
So," he says, looking at me. “Before we get to the office, why is Jack coming with us again?"
I shift my coffee into my left hand, and prop my elbow against the window. We're about five minutes from the office, where I told Jack to meet us at 7:15 a.m. for pickup. It's a fair question. I called Stew around 8 p.m. last night and casually dropped the news-more telling than asking-that Jack would be joining us for Portola.
I take a sip from my coffee. “Well, he and his girlfriend-you remember the hot one from Tribeca?" I start.
Stew raises an eyebrow and whistles. “Oh, I remember her."
I roll my eyes and keep going. “So anyways, they broke up. And they had this whole trip to London planned, so I felt bad and invited him to come with us instead."
"Damn." Stew drags the word out. "That's rough."
I nod. "Yeah exactly, it sucks. But I've talked with him a decent amount and honestly, he's pretty chill. Like, super quiet, but still cool." I hope I sound as unfazed as I am trying to sound.
Stew laughs out loud. “Quiet? That guy has zero personality."
I shrug, feeling defensive. “He's just shy. Cut him some slack."
Stew dramatically rolls his eyes. "Cut him slack? Please."
I shoot him another look. "Stew. Be nice."
He raises his eyes in surprise. "Whoa! When am I never not nice?"
I roll my eyes back. I won't lie, that's completely true. Stew's the nicest guy ever. Never seen him be mean to anyone.
Stew continues. “But, like, does he even like house music?” He asks, looking genuinely concerned.
I snicker at the question. The funny thing is I know this has been troubling him more than the logistics of adding another passenger to our car "No idea. But he's always wearing Beats around the office, so I'm guessing he's into music." I reply.
Stew nods, impressed. "Yo, good point. Maybe he's a sneaky wook."
I squint my eyes, shaking my head. “A what?" Classic Stew term. We both laugh.
We're pulling up to the office now. I glance at my outfit, adjusting my necklace so it sits just right. I'm wearing a baby blue Champion sweatshirt, navy spandex shorts, crew socks, and New Balances. My little gold hoops are simple and cute, and my tanned legs are kind of the star of
the show. It's a sporty, 90s vibe-totally inspired by all those Princess Diana pics I keep seeing online. It's like I rolled out of bed-not that I woke up at 5am, ran, did a face mask, prayed, and got mentally ready to see Jack.
So chill. So cool.
As we pull into the parking lot, I see one car up front. A navy-blue vintage BMW convertible with smoke puffing out of the exhaust and with the rear lights on, still running. Of course. Of course he drives a vintage BMW. How Jack. The Colorado plates confirm it's his. I realize I've never even known what he drives. Makes sense, though. Fits his whole mysterious vibe. I've never seen anyone our age driving a car like that.
My heart skips a little at the thought of him being just a couple feet away.
"You gonna text him?" Stew asks, interrupting my crush on both the car and its driver.
"Yeah, I can, or can you just beep?” I say, my voice a little faster than usual and my face burning with the kind of heat that comes from trying (and failing) to play it cool. Stew doesn't immediately follow my suggestion, his eyes glued to his phone, ignoring me.
"Hey. Just beep twice, Stew," I say again, this time with a hint of impatience. My words come out in a rush. I feel awkward, all jittery and excited, like my attempts to act casual have completely unraveled.
I'm also nervous about the vibe I'm going to get from him. When we've talked one-on-one, he's lighter- easier to talk to. But when he's at the office, he barely says a word, and even then, he's got this moody thing going on. I get why Stew's surprised I invited him.
Stew groans and double-taps the horn, then hits the left-hand lock on the car door.
Jack steps out of the car slowly, effortlessly. A dark baseball cap sits low, curly dark hair spilling out from the sides. His usual flannel is replaced by a fitted gray T-shirt, tucked into dark gray joggers. Normally, that combo might look off, but on Jack it's cool, like something an actor would wear on a laid-back day off. He's wearing crew-neck socks and some '90s-style Nikes, paired with aviator Ray-Bans. And wow, I never noticed how built he is. His arms are huge, tanned, like he could've stepped out of a fitness magazine, or one of the athletes we work with.
I can't help but notice how much our outfits match. Crew socks, shades of blue, neutral fashion sneakers. Yeah, I'm no Blake, but the two of us would look perfect together.
He stretches, ignoring the Lexus in front of him, and pops open his trunk, grabbing a sleek leather duffle bag. He slams it shut and saunters over to our car like there's no rush at all.
Jack opens the passenger door and pops his head inside. “Yo” he says, his voice deep and relaxed.
I quickly turn around, hoping my face isn't as red as it feels. "Hi, Jack!" I say, trying to sound laid back and not like I'm about to melt from excitement.
He pulls off his sunglasses, and to my surprise, his face breaks into a big, sheepish grin. "Sup, Ab," he says, his green eyes glinting with something I can't quite place-mischief, maybe, or maybe it's just the sunlight catching them just right.
I feel my whole body warm at the sight of that smile, like it's somehow contagious. My lips tug into a natural, genuine smile in response, and before I even realize it, I'm grinning back at him. And yeah, I can't help but notice, his smile makes me smile, too.
Stew reaches back, fist raised in the air, and bumps it with Jack's. "Hey, man," Stew says in his usual, easy-going tone.
"What's good, Stew?" Jack replies, his voice warm, but there's an energy in it that's different than usual. It's more upbeat. "Thanks for the ride, man."
I turn back to the front, a soft smile still lingering on my face. I can read his energy. He's happy.
The car hums as Stew cranks the house music up to full volume, shaking the air around us. Two miles later, as we merge onto the 405, I glance at Jack in the backseat.
"Hey, Jack," I say, yelling over the music as I turn to the back seat. "Wanna sit in the front? I feel like I should've offered earlier." I turn around and glance at his perfect face. I will fully admit to myself, I just needed an excuse to turn back and talk to him.
Jack looks at me. "Like, right now?" Jack says over the music. "Like right as we just got onto the highway?"
Stew snorts from the driver's seat. "Uh, Abby?" He says with disbelief. “The car's already moving. No? We're on the road."
I shoot Stew a look, raising an eyebrow in mock offense. "Okay, so I was being nice?"
"I mean, an offer would've been super chill five minutes ago," Jack chimes in, matching Stew's sarcastic tone. "But yeah, no."
"The WORST timing," Stew agrees. "Just pulls onto the highway and offers to switch seats. What a crazy move."
"Wild," Jack adds, his tone dripping with amusement.
Stew shakes his head, steering with one hand while gesturing dramatically with the other. "Just pulled onto the 405 for a five-hour drive, and now you want me to swerve off to the side? Yeah, sure, I'll just pull a U-turn right here."
Jack laughs. I throw my hands up in mock defeat. "Okay, okay. Sorry for trying to do something thoughtful."
"Unbelievable," Jack teases, his grin wide and unmistakably smug.
I turn to meet his gaze, my own grin spreading despite myself. "The DRAMA. Never mind, the offer is permanently revoked."
"Whoa, whoa, whoa," Stew says defensively. "If my man Jack wants to sit in the front, he will be sitting in the front."
"Yeah, Ab, kinda wild move making these calls," Jack chimes in.
"I repeat," I say, flipping back toward the front, "this is going to be a long drive."
Both boys laugh. The banter is smooth, the vibes are good. This is nice. It's really nice. I'm happy they're getting along. I don't get boy-code, but I am protective over Jack, and I can tell Stew likes him.
For the next hour, I let them talk—where they're from, how long they've been at Momentum, the usual getting-to-know-you stuff. Turns out they both started within two weeks of each other and sat just three desks apart. Both O.G.s of the office.
"Wait, you guys never talked?" My confusion is genuine. "Wasn't there, like, less than 20 people in the office when you started?"
"Yeah, I guess? I dunno," Stew says, shrugging.
Jack pipes up from the back. "Office wasn't mandatory then, but I'm sure we spoke."
"Yeah, but, like, you never... hung out?"
Stew rolls his eyes at me. "I mean, maybe Abigail. Sure, we crossed paths. Chill."
I shake my head. "Men are so odd."
They both launch into a defensive argument—"Men aren't odd," "It's different," "What am I going to do, ask Jack to go on a coffee date?" Jack agrees, nodding along like this is some universal truth.
I roll my eyes. "Exactly. Odd."
As they keep chatting, something in my chest loosens. I'm not checking my phone every thirty seconds, not thinking about what photos I can post on my story. Just here. My elbow props on the window ledge, warm breeze rushing through my hair as the mid-morning sun hits my face. The Garmin on my wrist catches my eye: 9:58 AM. Time really does fly when you're this present. I smile to myself, watching the cars blur past us.
I let the conversation flow for a while, waiting for a natural lull, but honestly, that's been rare so far. Not really shocking for Stew, but for Jack? Yeah, that's a little surprising. I glance at him in the rearview mirror, wanting to talk with him more.
I shift in my seat and tilt my head slightly to the left. "So, are you an EDM fan?" I ask, keeping my tone casual.
In the rearview mirror, he rubs his chin. There's a pause.
"Sure," he says, voice flat.
I snicker. "Sure. Really selling it, huh?"
"Sure, he says," Stew chimes in, dripping with sarcasm. "Super convincing."
Jack leans forward, body shifting closer to us. "Yeah, I am. I guess." He shrugs. "I fuck with Elderbrook and Lane 8."
My eyebrows shoot up. Two of my favorites. "Loooooove both. Good answer."
Stew snorts—the sound he makes when he's secretly judging. "Classic," he says, shaking his head.
I shoot him an annoyed look. He's such a brat when it comes to music. And he was literally just playing Lane 8. But if something's even a little bit mainstream? He's got a comment about it.
"Okay, well, you obviously like music," I say, keeping things light. "I mean, you wear headphones literally all day."
Jack's already typing something out furiously on his iPhone. If he hears me, he makes no reaction. Classic, unbothered.
Finally, he sighs as his large frame sinks against the backrest. "Uh yesh. Fair assumption. But honestly, I'm not really listening to anything most of the time."
I blink. "Uh... what?"
His phone lights up right as I ask. He's re-engrossed, ignoring me completely. My fingers tap against my thigh. I'd totally forgotten I even had my phone with me—nothing's really mattered since we got in the car. But Jack's not paying attention at all, so I twist in my seat to face him. "Wait. Jack. Explain that one to me."
He glances up briefly, then sets his phone down on his lap with a thump. "Oh, sorry. Yeah, like... most of the time, I just want silence. Sometimes I'll throw on a meditation or whatever if I'm doing a quick thing at work."
"A quick what?" Stew asks.
"Meditation. I meditate a lot. Like, in the car, when I'm walking around, sometimes even at work. The headphones? They're mostly so people don't talk to me."
I tilt my head, processing. It's different, but kinda cool, actually. "That's... wild. I guess it's like me when I run or pray. I don't really meditate, but I get it. I need that time to just clear my head, you know?"
"Yeah, it's kind of the same vibe," Jack agrees, tone a little more relaxed now.
Stew snorts. "That's fucking weird, man."
I roll my eyes and hit him lightly on the arm. "Shut up, Stew." Turning to Jack, I soften my tone. "No, really. I think that's cool."
That same protectiveness is back, like I need to defend him from Stew's judgment.
 "I've tried to meditate before, but I can't focus for shit. And I hate the quiet—slowing down just messes with me. But like, when I run, it's kinda like my own version of meditation. And I pray too. I don't know. It's not the same, but it's still like, my thing." I say.
Jack's expression doesn't change. He's just staring at me, blankly.
"Nice," he finally says.
The air feels heavier now. My necklace suddenly needs adjusting. I tug at it, then smooth my hair behind my ear even though it doesn't need it.
"For sure," I murmur. Stew's still got that playful smirk on his face, but I know it's not mean-spirited. It's just Stew being Stew.
A few minutes later, we pass a big Whole Foods sign. It's got a jar of peanut butter on it, and, well... that's all it takes.
"So, like, you guys ever notice how there's, like, a trillion different types of peanut butter now? Like, creamy, chunky, organic, natural, non-GMO, gluten-free... it's like, just pick one. Why is it so deep?" I say, probably a little louder than I mean to.
There's a pause before Stew blinks at me, looking like I just dropped a weird little bombshell. A couple of seconds later, both of them burst into laughter.
"Is that your way of changing the subject?" Jack asks from behind me.
My face warms. I sink lower in my seat. "It was an intrusive thought. And we just passed a sign. Can't blame me."
"I mean, she's got a point." Stew's grinning. "Peanut butter is basically its own food group now."
"Exactly. It's a movement."
Jack leans forward between us. "Okay, what if we did a Food Draft? Pick your top three peanut butter foods."
My lips curl. "A Food Draft? I could get behind that."
"Alright, alright, alright!" Stew drums the steering wheel. "But we're taking it seriously. No half-baked picks."
Jack taps his chin, mock-serious. "Number one: Peanut butter and banana sandwiches. Classic combo. Creamy texture, sweet banana, almost healthy. I'm locking that in."
I lean back. "Damn, that's solid."
Stew shakes his head. "That's good, but—peanut butter chocolate chip cookies. You get the crunch, the soft inside, perfect peanut butter-to-chocolate ratio."
"Cookies are the easiest pick," Jack counters.
"Then what do you have in mind?"
Jack leans in. "Peanut butter and jelly on toast. But it has to be toasted. The crispy warmth with the gooey peanut butter and sweet jelly..."
"Oh, no. Toasted?" Stew groans. "That's getting too fancy for a classic PB&J."
I can't help laughing. "I get the toasted thing. It's kinda cozy, right?"
"Exactly. Cozy." Jack grins. "You get me, Abby."
Something warm spreads across my chest. The last few hours being around him—it's easy, fun. Like I've stumbled into something I didn't know I was missing.
"Alright, alright. Fine." Stew mock-surrenders. "Toasted PB&J is officially on the table. But cookies are still the real winner."
I pause for effect. "My turn. Peanut butter cups. You can't argue with the peanut butter-to-chocolate ratio. Reese's? That's the top pick, hands down."
Jack's eyes go wide. "Peanut butter cups? Okay, okay, Ab. Coming in strong with the heavy hitter."
"I had to. Gotta lock it in before someone else steals it."
"Alright, alright. Peanut butter cups are undeniably dope." Stew concedes.
I sit back and cross my arms. "Sometimes you just gotta go for the obvious pick."
Jack leans back, hands behind his head. "Alright. My second pick...prepare yourselves..." Stew drums the steering wheel in anticipation.
"Peanut butter and jelly on a bagel. The chewy texture with the sweetness of the jelly and the richness of the peanut butter. It's the breakfast version of a PB&J."
"HUGE peanut butter and jelly guy." I'm grinning now.
"Bagels? Okay, okay. We're talking about peanut butter, not a whole brunch situation."
I jump in. "Whoa whoa, Stew. That's a fairly standard breakfast option."
"Exactly." Jack shoots me an appreciative look.
"Alright, fine. The bagel is officially in the draft. But mark my words, cookies still win."
We don't stop debating until Stew spots a Starbucks sign and signals he's pulling off.
I make one last dig and Stew flicks—yes flicks—me. "I repeat, this is gonna be a loooooong drive with you two."
As we pull into the parking lot, my cheeks ache from smiling. I've never seen Jack this animated. Maybe he's comfortable around us. Maybe this is who he really is.
Either way, he's here with me and smiling. And him being happy makes me happy.











September 2nd, 2021- 3:00pm
The chaos of the festival rings through my ears like it's trying to live inside my skull.
Beats bump from the main stage, huge, steady, relentless, and I can feel the bass from the smaller tents in my ribcage, like my heart is trying to sync itself to whatever DJ is currently committing crimes against my nervous system. The ground is dry and dusty and every step kicks up this fine, dirty haze that hangs in the sunlight.
It's a sea of bodies.
Scantily dressed ravers wearing fishnet bodysuits, bandanas, glitter, chains, tiny sunglasses and tiny tops. Everyone is sweating and smiling and somehow... beautifully feral. Like we all agreed to pretend the outside world doesn't exist for one day.
I close my eyes and nod my head.
Neil Frances is playing my favorite song. Sunlight pours through the crowd in streaks, catching people's cheekbones and shoulder glitter like we're all dipped in gold dust. My bodysuit and mini leather skirt hug me tight, and my hot pink sunglasses make the whole world look like it's filtered through a fruity cocktail.
I lift my arms and sway. I forget, for a second, that I'm in a completely rattling situation in San Francisco with people I met basically yesterday.
Must be the five Red Bull vodkas.
My mind flashes back to the morning.
"If ANYONE gets lost at this festival—" Davis had yelled at 11 a.m., eyes bloodshot from partying the night before, rasp filling his voice. "You meet at this pole. Zero phone service in this whole place. Do NOT move from this pole."
His girlfriend Hannah nodded along, smiling and swaying to a far too early DJ bumping from the main stage, like she was starring in a commercial for a carefree life.
"HANNAH," Davis said, giving her the evil eye. "I am looking at you."
We all laughed, because Davis always talks like he's about to lead a battlefield charge, not attend a music festival in a field of fishnets.
Emma, one of Hannah's Maryland friends, grabbed my arm and did a little shimmy. "Reeeelax. Nobody is getting lost."
Then Stew looked at me, and I could practically hear the italics in his tone.
"Abby. Rhode. This goes for you too. No befriending strangers and getting lost."
I nodded in fake understanding, saluting him. "Yes. Yes sir."
Davis stared down the girls like we were toddlers about to sprint into traffic. "Ladies. Serious moment. Where do we meet if we get lost."
We all replied in similar tones. "The pole. Jeez. We got it."
"Loosen up," Emma added.
"Do they think we're children?" I said, laughing.
"I'm literally just a girl," Hannah said, continuing to dance.
We all laughed and headed into the crowd.
And yes, four hours later... surprise.
 I was at the pole.
I had no idea how long it had been. Time at festivals stretches and collapses in on itself, especially when everyone around you is on some kind of chemical adventure and you're just aggressively vibing. I don't do drugs, but the combination of sun, bass, and vodka had put me in a euphoric state where I felt both invincible and like I might cry because a song is too pretty.
At some point I ran to the bathroom and—because I cannot do anything normally—befriended two happy ravers in the girls' room. Of course I did.
When I came out, the pole looked wrong. Or maybe the crowd shifted. Or maybe the vodka shifted. My sense of time was basically a suggestion.
I'd tapped Stew and Jack before heading off—maybe thirty minutes ago? An hour?
"Wait here, boys," I had yelled over the music. "Running to the bathroom."
Jack leaned in. "Want me to go with you?"
He'd stayed close all day. Never more than a few feet. I'd noticed, but I wasn't going to overthink it—he hadn't met anyone else and had just gotten comfortable with Stew. I promised myself going into this weekend I was not going to do that thing where I create a whole romantic storyline out of proximity and vibes.
"Nah," I yelled. "I'm good! Just don't move!" And I gave his shoulder a small squeeze.
Stew heard me and nodded, head bobbing to the music. Jack glanced at me, apprehensive, protective, a little annoyed maybe, and shrugged.
And now... Now I was standing at the pole. Alone.
At first, I wasn't worried. Not really. I sipped on my Red Bull vodka and told myself they'd come back. It's not like Stew would just lose me. He's an anxious golden retriever of a person. He would never.
Another song passed. Then another. I stood on my tippy toes, scanning the crowd—bodies moving like waves, neon and glitter everywhere.
I checked my phone. Shit. Still zero bars.
The bass thrummed through my chest. My drink was getting warm in my hand, condensation slicking my palm. I scanned again—no Stew, no Jack, no Davis, no Hannah, no Maryland girls. Just strangers pressing in from all sides.
My throat tightened. I finished my drink in three gulps, the vodka burning on the way down, and checked my phone again like the act of checking would magically create service out of sheer desperation.
Nothing.
I scanned again. No Stew. No Jack. No Davis. No Hannah. No Maryland girls.
Another song passed. Okay. Now I was worried.
I see a trash can to my right, maybe sixty feet away, and I start walking toward it to toss my cup, because apparently when I'm anxious I become a Responsible Citizen who cares deeply about litter.
My head buzzes with panic and dopamine and bass.
As I strut to the trash can, I feel a strong, familiar arm grab me by the elbow.
Firm.Grounding.
"Ab," a deep male voice says, sharp and low. "Where the fuck have you been."
I turn around.
Jack.
Tall frame. He looks both relieved and pissed, which is honestly... a compelling combo.
"Jack!" I exclaim, pulling him into a hug before I even have a second to think.
He's so tall that both my arms wrap around his waist, and my cheek lands on his chest. I smell sweat and sunscreen and something clean underneath it. Jack's arms come around me instantly, tighter than expected. His hand slides up into my hair and rubs the back of my head, slow.
He pulls back.
"Where did you go," he says, annoyance in his voice, but there's a smile trying to break through it. "And why aren't you at the pole."
I shrug, a playful grin on my face. "Well... I was at the pole. And then I went to this trash can. And now… I am not at the pole!"
Jack rolls his eyes so hard it should count as cardio. "You've been gone for like an hour. An hour. You freaked me out.”
I feel something warm flood my chest.
He freaked out.
He cares.
"I made friends!" I exclaim, because I am apparently seven years old.
He pulls me back into a side hug, his strong arm wrapping around my waist like it belongs there. His voice drops lower, closer, a murmur I almost can't hear over the music. “You are insane. I'm glad you're safe."
I feel warmth flood my body immediately. My brain tries to log every detail like evidence: the weight of his arm. The heat of his hand through the fabric. The way his body is angled toward mine like he's guarding me from the crowd.
And then my body, which has never once been patient in its life, pulls away because I'm too tipsy to fully enjoy the moment without ruining it.
I do a little shimmy. "We are safe and we are back, baby!" I say, throwing my hands in the air, moving my hips right to left like I'm a main character.
He smirks, shaking his head and muttering "Insane", but I can't help but notice the look on his face. Almost enthralled. Like he's studying me, like I'm entertaining him in a way that's slightly dangerous.
Then I glance down at my Garmin.
3:52.
Oh my Gosh.
Fred.
I basically spent $400 to see Fred Again. That was the whole point. Everything else was just a bonus, a side quest, a cute detour. Fred Again was playing in a side tent at 4 p.m. and I would rather die than miss it.
"JACK," I exclaim, grabbing his arm. "It's 3:52."
He tilts his head. “Like... okay...?"
“NO,” I say, dragging him through the field toward the side tent on our left. "It's 3:52. Fred Again goes on in eight minutes. EIGHT. MINUTES."
Jack lets me drag him even though I am not physically capable of dragging a man that tall. He just lags slightly behind on purpose, like he's letting me feel powerful.
"Abby,” he says, exasperated but calm, voice loud over the music. "I told Stew and the crew I was coming to find you at the pole. They'll freak when we don't return."
I keep speed walking and flip around, still holding his hand for balance.
"Jack Dalton,” I announce dramatically, pointing at him like I'm in a courtroom. “I came here for literally one sole reason. And that was to see Fred Again. You are coming with me."
He shakes his head. "So dramatic."
"I am not dramatic," I lie, continuing to sprint.
"I don't even know who the hell that is," he calls after me.
I stop just enough to stare at him like he's said something criminal. “WHAT?”
He shrugs. "I don't know."
My mouth opens. “You don't know Fred Again?”
He shrugs again, and it's deeply offensive.
"I'm going to educate you,” I say, grabbing his arm again and continuing toward the Warehouse like it's a mission.
As we weave through the crowd, I give him a three-minute dramatic tangent of why Fred is the greatest human being alive. Highlights include: his Boiler Room set changed the direction of EDM, the blend of garage and house is unmatched, have you heard the Dermot remix, he plays stuff you'll know, he remixes everything, he makes you feel like you're floating and crying and dancing at the same time. A perfect sales pitch. It's almost like I work in sales.
Jack's only response is some version of, "This better be worth it."
We finally reach the Warehouse tent, panting.
And then I see it. The line. Outside. Long. Like a theme park ride. Like everyone in San Francisco had the same spiritual calling that I did.
"Ughhhhhh," I groan. "What will we do."
Jack stares at it for a beat. Just calm, assessing. Then he grabs my hand.
His hand is big and warm and steady, and suddenly I'm extremely aware of my own fingers inside his. "Follow me," he yells.
He guides us forward, gently pushing through folks near the front. Not rude, just confident. Like he's done this a hundred times. He gets to the security guard and leans in, whispers something I can't hear.
To my shock, the guard nods and lifts the barrier.
And Jack just... pulls me in.
My eyes fly open. “Jack-what-how-" I whisper, half laughing, half stunned.
He doesn't answer. Just smirks like, trust me.
As we enter the Warehouse, it's packed from head to toe, easily 500 people, maybe more. Heat hits us like a wave. Everyone's bodies are close, but everyone is weirdly polite, probably because of the Molly, and people shift aside as Jack guides us through.
He holds my hand tighter now. Not tight like panic. Tight like, I've got you.
The lights are buzzing around the space. A catchy, familiar electronic song plays on the speaker, like the room is warming up its lungs.
We finally stop mid-front, a perfect spot. And Jack still hasn't let go of my hand.
A huge smile spreads across my face. I'm high on happiness. I'm vibrating.
I lean my shoulder toward him so I'm close to his ear. "That was incredible," I yell. "What did you say to security?"
He turns slightly. The lights hit his face perfectly. "Better be worth it," he says, ignoring my question completely.
He stares into my eyes like he's challenging me. A playful, enticing mix.
I swallow. I laugh softly.
I lean closer, impulsive, and rest my left hand loosely on his chest as I speak into his ear. His shirt is damp from dancing. Warm under my palm. “Be careful,” I say. "Fred is magic. You might fall in love."
Jack doesn't move.
His hand is still wrapped around mine.
The room gets louder. The crowd starts hopping and hollering as the lights shift.
I pull back slightly, grin, and give his hand a squeeze. I wink playfully, letting my hand slide off his chest-
And then he leans down.
His mouth brushes the shell of my ear. Not an accident. Not a crowd bump. Deliberate. His voice is low enough that it feels like it belongs to me.
"In love with you?"
I forget how to breathe. My fingers go numb where they were just touching his chest, and I squeeze his hand—too hard probably—before letting go completely. The movement feels clumsy, disconnected, like my body's operating on a three-second delay.
He's still looking at me. Waiting.
The strobe lights flicker, illuminating his face in bursts—calm, almost curious, like he just asked me about the weather instead of detonating my entire nervous system.
Dermot starts playing. The soft melodic piano cuts through the chaos, and the entire Warehouse seems to exhale with it. Everyone's been waiting for this exact note.
Our eyes lock again, and I can feel the heat of his body even though there's still space between us. His knee brushes mine. His hand hovers near my waist, not quite touching, and I'm hyper-aware of every millimeter of air separating us.
This isn't in your head, I tell myself, even though I've been wondering for months if it is.
His gaze flicks down—just briefly—to my mouth, and something in my chest cracks open. I lean in without meaning to, my lips parting slightly like my body's answering a question I didn't know he asked.
The strobe flashes again, bright and blinding, and it snaps me back. I turn my face toward the stage, smiling so hard my cheeks ache, pretending I'm just reacting to the music. Pretending my pulse isn't hammering in my throat.
Jack stays close. Like nothing happened.
Fred comes on, and the room loses its mind.
For the next two and a half hours, it is just us. The best music in the world. We dance. We laugh. We scream lyrics into the air like we're trying to prove we're alive. Jack's arm finds my waist more than a few times-casual, protective, like he's anchoring me when the crowd gets too tight.
At one point I look up and he's already watching me. Not in a creepy way. In a... I can't look away way. And it makes me feel reckless.
As Angie comes on, my favorite song of all time, I turn toward him again.
It could be the drinks, it could be the lights, it could be the fact that I'm finally breathing, but Jack looks happier than I've ever seen him.
Maybe happier than he ever looked with Blake.
He throws his head back and laughs at something I say, and it's this unguarded sound that makes my chest ache.
Jack Dalton, I think, eyes crinkling. You thought you'd experienced dumb love. This is the right kind of love.
Fine. Maybe it's not love. Maybe it's the beginning of the kind of thing that ruins you in the best way.
When the set ends, we stumble out of the Warehouse into daylight, blinking so our eyes will adjust. The sunset starts creeping over the San Francisco hills, warm and pink and ridiculous, like the city is showing off.
We can't stop laughing.
"That was,” Jack says, breathless, “actually... INSANE.”
I laugh. "LIFE CHANGING."
We're euphoric, walking back toward the main stage like we're in a bubble. And then I spot a familiar face.
A tall, lanky brunette in the most insane cheetah print outfit imaginable—lime green fanny pack, hot pink shoes—sitting on the ground next to a pole.
Not just any pole. Our pole.
I double over, laughter exploding out of me. "Jack. JACK." I can't breathe. Tears spring to my eyes as I point thirty feet ahead, shaking. "Look."
Jack cackles and starts jogging. "STEWWW!" he yells. "STEWART!"
I shuffle behind him, dying.
Stew looks up with the most earnest, distraught face I've ever seen. He might have been crying—honestly unclear. His eyes are watery and he looks like someone who's survived a shipwreck. When he sees us, joy fills his face like a sunrise.
He starts running toward us.
"JACK! ABBY!" he screams. "MY LOST FRIENDS HAVE BEEN FOUND!"
We all collide in this ridiculous group hug, laughing so hard we can barely stand. Stew clutches us like we've returned from war.
Turns out he'd been there for three hours waiting for us. THREE HOURS.
I feel terrible and also it's the funniest thing that's ever happened.
"Where were you?" Stew demands, voice cracking like we've been missing for years. There's a glisten of a happy tear in his eyes. What a good friend he is.
"Listening to Fred Again," I say, still laughing, like it's the most normal explanation in the world.
Jack throws an arm around Stew's shoulders, pulling him in like a brother, like this is all just part of the day. But his eyes don't leave mine. Not for a second.
"I fell in love, dude," Jack says, shaking his head, half-laughing, like he's surprised by his own words.
To Stew. But looking straight at me.
And my stomach flips again, the exact same way it did in the Warehouse—sharp and unmistakable, like my body is reacting faster than my brain can catch up.
For a split second, my mind tries to intervene. Did he mean the music? The moment? The joke? Did I imagine the way his eyes softened?
But then he keeps looking at me. Still. Steady. Unrushed.
Am I in my head?






September 3rd, 2021- 11am 

These hills suck. What the hell.
I drag myself up another endless incline through Fisherman’s Wharf, calves screaming like they’ve been personally betrayed. The air is cold in that San Francisco way—breezy, smug, pretending it’s refreshing while it slices straight through you. The sun is out but doing absolutely nothing useful. Half a sun. A decoy sun. Southern California would never.
My head pounds with the dull, punitive throb of last night, a physical receipt reminding me that yes—yes, Abby—you absolutely did eat gas station hot dogs at 1 a.m. and drink like tomorrow didn’t exist. Every step feels like my brain is sloshing slightly out of rhythm.
Then a runner passes me.
Not even a good runner. Mid-forties, decent knees, probably has a Peloton he barely uses. He breezes by and chirps, way too cheerfully, “On your left!”
Something feral flashes through me.
Ugh.
I am in a bad mood.
By the time I reach the top of the hill I’m wheezing, hands on my knees, staring down at what can only be described as a vertical drop masquerading as a street. It looks illegal. It looks like something designed to punish sinners. My anxiety audit—supposed to be calm, reflective, grounding—has gone completely off the rails. This is too miserable to be introspective. This is survival.
I start carefully jogging downhill, gravity doing most of the work, trying to regain control. I speed up just enough to pass the man again—petty, yes, but necessary. As soon as I do, my brain betrays me and switches tracks.
Oh. Right. Yesterday.
So fun. Magical. Electric in a way that feels rare and dangerous. And now I feel disgusting. Puffy. Heavy. The hot dogs definitely didn’t help. How am I supposed to do another full day of this trip pretending I’m normal?
Still—despite everything—I feel a flicker of pride. I’m running. Hungover, miserable, but running.
Jack.
Oh, Jack.
The thought lands softly, then detonates. I can’t wait to see him this morning. The anticipation is immediate and embarrassing, like my body decided before my brain was consulted.
Anger pulses again. Sharp, sudden.
Because I’m confused.
We almost kissed yesterday. That wasn’t in my head. Was it? No. It wasn’t. I remember the pause. The closeness. The moment where the air changed. Don’t rewrite history just because you’re scared.
My mind jumps back to the curb outside 7-Eleven—Jack, Stew, and me, the three of us collapsed like stray cats at the end of the night. Neon lights buzzing. San Francisco smelling vaguely like sweat and fried food. We’re eating those revolting hot dogs straight out of their wrappers, laughing too loud, too tired to care.
The memory sharpens into a scene, unspooling against my will.
“So, Jack,” I say, impulsively, mouth full of hot dog, trying so hard to sound casual it hurts. I don’t know why I suddenly need to be breezy and detached. “Have you talked to Blake at all?”
The question hangs there, naked.
He pauses. Legs stretched out, mid-bite, eyebrow lifting just slightly. He doesn’t look shocked. Nothing I say seems to shock him.
“Uh…” He finishes the hot dog in one bite. “Yeah. I mean, we texted yesterday. In the car.”
Damn.
My brain flashes to earlier that day, me talking animatedly, trying to connect,  while he was glued to his phone, thumbs moving fast, attention elsewhere.
“Oh.” The word falls out of me, thin and useless.
I shift my legs, crossing one over the other, leaving the tiniest gap between us—just enough space to pretend I don’t care. I angle myself slightly closer to Stew instead. 
“How do you feel?” I ask. Casual. Curious. Definitely not invested.
He laughs.
Not a soft laugh. Mocking, almost. He takes a long gulp from his tall boy, crushes the hot dog wrapper in his fist like it personally offended him.
“Like shit,” he says. “I miss her so much.”
My heart drops, not dramatically, just heavily. Of course he misses her. Idiot. What did you expect? It’s been two weeks, Abby. Two. Weeks.
Earlier, the closeness, the almost-kiss, suddenly feels retroactively contaminated, like I imagined the whole thing. Like I stole meaning that wasn’t offered.
Stew leans forward, slaps Jack on the knee, trying to keep things light.
“Duuuuude,” he says, all golden retriever energy. “Let’s not stress over your babe of an ex.” He whistles. “ But damn. She was a total smoke show.”
I slap Stew’s leg. playful, sharp, too quick. I don’t know what else to do with my hands. Or my face. Or the feeling spreading in my chest.
“Stewart,” I say, forcing a laugh. “There are a lot of hot girls in this world.”
They both laugh. The moment dissolves into something easy, friendly, communal. A weird little camaraderie forms, like we’re all on the same side of something.
Except I’m not.
Back on the hill, my feet hit the pavement harder now. I finish the descent, lungs burning, legs shaky, mind buzzing. I’ve successfully passed the man by a block. I’ve technically completed my anxiety audit.
Congratulations. That was stupid. Obviously he’s still in love. You’re projecting. You’re bored. You’re lonely. He doesn’t like you, at least not that way. Stop making this a thing before it becomes a thing.
I slow to a stop at the bottom of the hill, hands on my hips, chest heaving.
I hate that my heart doesn’t listen. Because I am so excited to see him in an hour. 















September 18th, 2021-5:33pm

“THANK THE LORD.”
I hook my arm around Taylor as we shoulder through the heavy glass doors and spill out of the office like survivors. Friday. We made it.
Twenty ROI reviews in five days. Twenty. My brain is a spreadsheet. KPI, ROI, EOY, PowerBI—acronyms that didn’t exist in my vocabulary twelve months ago now rattle around in my head like background noise.I feel exhausted, weirdly accomplished, and maybe 25 percent deceased.
The sun hits my face the second we step outside-thick, buttery LA light that makes even a corporate parking lot look cinematic. 
Taylor throws her arms up dramatically. “We did it. First week back.”
“Barely,” I laugh. “I blacked out somewhere between presentation twelve and eighteen.”
We walk toward our cars, which are, of course, parked next to each other. My dusty black Passat looks like a toy beside her massive white Suburban—stickers half-peeled, surf wax smudged on the bumper, a dent near the tail light from “a story she swears wasn’t her fault.” She drove that thing across the country once. Twelve years old and still running. 
I lean against my car and squint at her. “Okay. What’s the plan before Townhouse?”
The city is stretching awake again. Not fully normal, but alive enough. Bars are technically open-masked, limited capacity, six-people-max energy—but Venice has this outdoor spot everyone swears is heaven on earth. Heat lamps, string lights, sandy shoes allowed. Beaches wide open, the ocean doing that late-afternoon shimmer thing. And after Portola, after being pressed shoulder-to-shoulder with strangers and bass vibrating through my ribcage, I am ready to dance again. Even if it’s mildly responsible dancing.
Taylor chews the inside of her cheek the way she does when she’s about to drop something.
“Well…” she says slowly. “I have an update.”
I freeze mid-door-handle. “WHAT.”
She grins. “Wednesday I was in OP-dropping hats at Chris’s. And when I leave… guess who walks out of the apartment next door?”
I don’t even hesitate. I know exactly who she is about to say. “Luca?”
“Yes. Luca.” She presses her lips together, trying and failing to contain herself. “He’s like, ‘Hey.’ I’m like, ‘Hey.’ Casual. Normal. So normal. And then he says he’s going for an evening swim and maybe a two-for-one beer at Jameson’s if I want to come. And obviously I said yes.”
Her curls catch the sun as she talks, glowing around her
“So we jump in the ocean—like actually jump in, it was freezing—then grab beers, and we’re just… talking. For hours. About everything. Travel. Family. Random childhood stories. And then it’s like 1 a.m., and—” She grabs my wrist for emphasis. “He kissed me.”
I physically hop. “EEK. Stop. That is officially the best news of the week. Oh my Gosh.”
She mirrors my energy, half laughing, half blushing. “I know. I’m—” She cups her cheeks. “I’m excited.”
“This is good,” I say firmly. And I mean it.
Her expression shifts, softening. “And you promise this isn’t weird with Leo?” she asks carefully. “I know it’s been a while. And I know you’re fine. And they’re not that close. But I did meet Luca through him, and I just—”
I cut her off gently, squeezing her wrist.
“Taylor. I don’t care. I want you to be happy. And for the record, If you marry this guy, you met him through me.” I say with a chuckle.
And it’s true. The name barely registers anymore. Whatever ache used to live there dissolved somewhere between beach runs and long workdays and realizing I’m sturdier than I thought.
She searches my face for a second longer, then nods, relieved. She clicks her Suburban open.
“Okay. Yay. Then we need to discuss tonight because I want Luca to come.”
I toss my hair over my shoulder in mock drama as I open my car door and launch my bag into the passenger seat, which is coated in a fine layer of sand I’ve stopped fighting.
“Let’s hit the group chat,” I say.
The group chat: Me. Stew. Taylor. Davis. Chris-from-Sales. Carly—our non-Momentum staple roommate and moral compass. And our newest addition: Jack.
Jack and I have barely talked since we got back from SF. Not in any meaningful way. But watching him and Stew become immediate best friends has been its own form of entertainment. Boys are wild like that. Zero to one hundred in a weekend. 
I noticed it Monday when Jack snickered at something under his breath and Stew laughed across the office. “Right, dude?” Stew called out.
I had no idea what they were talking about. I didn’t need to. It made me weirdly happy.
Throughout the week, I watched it unfold—lunches together, a random mid-day walk, Jack actually lingering by someone’s desk instead of slipping out early. He started… showing personality. Jokes. Opinions. A smirk I hadn’t seen before.
There is nothing I love more than connecting people. Especially Jack.
We exchange a few more details about timing and outfits and whether Venice or Santa Monica makes more sense, then climb into our cars.
As I adjust my mirror, my eyes flick to the farthest corner of the lot. The BMW convertible sits there, predictable and precise. He always parks in the same spot.
I’m still confused if we had a moment or not. I spent all week playing games with myself. I am 100% sure certain we did, and at the same time… totally convinced its in my head. 
I pull out and merge onto the street, windows down, letting the air tangle my hair. I queue up today’s genre of choice: my alt, moody-happy playlist titled “I’ll Call You Back.” The kind of music that makes you feel like you’re in a montage—driving toward something undefined but promising.
I try not to check the group chat at every red light. He hasn’t responded. Just a couple of reactions earlier. A thumbs up. A laugh emoji. Classic low-commitment Jack.
But I have a feeling.
By the time I pull into my spot in SaMo, the sky is fading into that hazy pink-blue that only exists here. I grab my phone.
The group chat lights up.
“Yeeee. I’ll be there. Stew convinced me.”
I grin at the screen like an idiot.
Yay.








September 18th, 2021- 11:44 PM

“This DJ is insane!” I shout, leaning toward Taylor as strobe lights sweep across the bar and the bass vibrates through the soles of my shoes.
She yells something back that gets swallowed by the music, some beer toppling out of her glass. Leo and a friend dance below us, her right hand grasping his. They are adorable. She looks so happy.
I’m standing on the bar now, balanced carefully in healed booties, surrounded by girls who have collectively decided this is the only acceptable place to be. The air is thick-tequila, perfume, salt drifting in from the open doors that lead toward the beach. The lights flash silver against my wide-leg pants, catching every movement. My white tank glows under the strobes.
I sigh as I dance. I’m annoyed. 
When we walked into Townhouse earlier, Stew immediately began working the room. He knows half the people there and behaves as though he knows the rest. Guess thats what you get for being an influencer, and being in LA. Jack stayed close to him at first, nodding at introductions, hugging strangers, slipping into conversations with an ease and confidence.
They’re both single. They’re both undeniably attractive. And within minutes, different groups of girls begin orbiting them like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Leaning in. Laughing. Touching an arm for emphasis. Finding reasons to stay.
I tell myself I don’t care.
Before this, before the bar, before the girls- the night had unfolded perfectly.
At Stew’s apartment, golden hour poured through the windows while we set up beer pong in the kitchen. Taylor and I were locked in, competitive and smug. Jack arrived late, of course, sliding in with that half-apologetic grin. He hugged me casually, but his hand lingered for a fraction of a second longer than it needed to.
“Ab, you and me versus Tay and Stew next,” he said, squeezing my shoulder like it was already decided.
I smiled and said “for sure”, sounding as unbothered as I could muster up.
Two rounds later, we were up.
I sank my first two shots clean. Balls back. He matched me effortlessly. The kitchen erupted.
Then his hand settled at my waist.  Not accidental, not fleeting. Firm enough that I felt it everywhere.
“Hell yeah, Ab,” he said quietly, leaning in so only I could hear. 
“You picked the right partner,” I replied, grinning.
I left for Townhouse thinking maybe tonight would tilt in our direction.
I was wrong.
Back in the present, I flip my long, now very wavy from the heat, hair off my shoulder as the music swells again. Mostly because it’s hot. Partly because I need to move.
Below the bar, Stew is mid-story, animated. A blonde leans into him, captivated. Beside them, another girl stands closer to Jack than necessary. He’s listening, nodding, smiling in that controlled way of his. Easy. Calm. Unbothered.
Every so often, I feel his eyes lift. I don’t let myself look too quickly.
The DJ switches tracks and the energy spikes. I lean into it, letting the bass carry me, letting my body move without overthinking. The doors to the outside are open, and when the music dips for a split second, I can hear the ocean beyond the parking lot, steady, patient, indifferent.
It’s close to midnight.
I’m mid-turn, enjoying the music as I spin.
And then.
Jack is standing directly below me.
He isn’t talking to anyone. He isn’t smiling. He’s just looking up at me like he’s been there longer than I realized.
I don’t stop dancing right away. I let the turn finish. Let a few beats pass. Then I meet his eyes.
He steps forward and lifts his hand toward me.
“Come here,” he says.
I take it.
I step down carefully, one heel and then the other, and he steadies me at the waist as I land. 
“You want to get out of here?” he asks, leaning closer so I can hear him over the music.
“What?” I say back loudly in his ear. I heard him, but tequila and music makes things challenging sometimes. I have to confirm. 
“You. Me. Out of here?” 
“Where?” I say back.
He nods toward the open doors. Toward the dark stretch beyond the lights He points.. “Beach.”
The ocean is right there, a wide black expanse under the night sky.
I hesitate far shorter than I would have liked to. Then I nod.
“Okay.”
He keeps hold of my hand as we weave through the crowd-heat, noise, all the people fading behind us. 
We make it out of the sea of people.
The night air cools my skin. I let go of his hand for a second, just to feel it linger in memory.
“Sheeeeeeesh,” he says, eyes catching the light, a grin spreading across his face. “That was loud as hell.”
I laugh, the wind tangling my hair around my face. “So loud. So fun.”
We pause at the boardwalk, scanning both ways. Even this late, bikers and skaters fly past like they’re racing. And then we run, dodging a Venice crack head, laughing, and my chest flutters faster with every step.
We make it to the other side.
“I got over that,” he says, voice half-shouting, as our feet hit the sand.
I pull off a boot, letting my hair fall over my bare shoulder as I tug off the other. I catch my breath. “You looked like you were having a good time,” I tease, words sliding out smooth, heavy with sass, looking up playfully.
He rolls up the bottom of his navy linen pants, smirking.  “Oh yeah? What’s that supposed to mean?”
I roll my sparkly pants, grabbing my boots. “Don’t worry about it,” I say, playfulness still in my voice.
He nudges me with his shoulder, smirk deepening. He doesn’t need to say anything. He knows what I mean.
We start across the sand. The beach stretches long in front of us, black and open, every step stretching time. Half in silence, half in small talk, I watch the stars mirror the ocean’s dark surface.
Wind whips against us, sharp and cold, but alcohol hums warmth through me, keeping the chill at bay. The stars above us twinkle as the waves crash across the sand now just 20 feet away from us. 
“It’s so dope here,” he says, his voice competing with the steady crash of the waves. The ocean sounds heavier at night, deeper, like it’s coming from somewhere beneath the surface instead of just breaking on it.
We hit the water and he tosses his shoes down, signaling this is where we stop. He drops into the sand and exhales, longer than normal. 
I sit beside him, close enough that our shoulders brush when I stretch my legs out. I toss my shoes down near us. The sand is still warm, soft against my heels, slipping between my toes.
We’re barely two inches apart. Close enough that I’m aware of every shift in his body.
“Yeah?” I glance at him. “You miss the west side?”
He leans back on his hands, one leg stretched out, the other bent slightly. His white t-shirt pulls across his chest and shoulders, sleeves hugging his arms. The wind lifts the edge of his cap for a second, exposing the brown waves flattened underneath. Even a little messy, he looks put together. 
“Like, yeah,” he says after a pause. “I’m thinking of moving back. Do a little bungalow sitch.”
I turn toward him, pulling my knees to my chest. “Yeah?”
He nods, eyes fixed on the water.
“Over the South Bay vibe?” I ask. 
His hand drags slowly across his jaw, fingers grazing the faint brown stubble there. He looks like he hasn’t shaved in a day or two. It suits him.
“I dunno,” he says. “Figuring it out. But that’s probably the plan in the next few months.”
Neighbors.
“Wait, you have to,” I say, too quickly. Too excited. “All of us live over here.”
He shrugs, adjusting his cap again, like the idea doesn’t carry the same weight for him.
We fall into silence, but it’s not awkward. The kind of quiet where you can hear each other breathing. His hand shifts in the sand. Closer this time. Close enough that if either of us moved an inch, we’d be touching.
“So, Ab,” he says finally. “I wanna know everything about you.”
My stomach tightens. The wind tosses my hair across my face and I tuck my chin down, angling myself toward him without thinking.
“Yeah?” I ask. “Like what?”
He smirks, a quiet laugh under his breath. It’s not teasing. Slightly amused, slightly confident.
“Let me see what I know, you fill in the gaps for me.”
I smirk. “Okay. Hit it.”
He starts.
“From DC. College in VA.” Jack says.
“Yeah.”
“Family from there?”
“No.”
He waits.
“My parents are from Alabama,” I reply. “Moved when my mom was pregnant.”
“Alabama. Niche.” He nods once. “Okay and DC- Capitol Hill, yeah?”
I nudge him lightly with my shoulder and nod. “Oh, so you do listen.”
His mouth tilts up. He doesn’t deny it.
“Yeah,” I say. “Capitol Hill. Real DC. Not like Stew.”
He huffs. “What, like your dad’s a fucking senator or something?”
I shake my head. I’ve gotten that question so many times it barely registers anymore.
“No.” I pause.
He’s a pastor.”
That makes him actually look at me. Brows pulling together slightly, like he’s recalculating.
“Like… a priest?”
“No,” I say, smiling faintly. “Christian pastor. He started a church when we moved there. He’s honestly my best friend.”
Jack studies me for a second longer than necessary.
“Interesting,” he says. Then, almost offhand, “Meeting your ex through church makes more sense.”
“Yeah,” I admit. “It’s a big part of my life.”
The wind shifts, cooler now. The lights from the pier behind us flicker against the water.
“What’s your deal with religion?” I ask.
“Hold on,” he cuts in, turning fully toward me. “I’m not done with you, Ab.”
I roll my eyes, stretching one leg out in front of me. “Okay. We’ll circle back. What’s up?”
“Siblings?”
My fingers start tracing lines in the sand before I realize I’m doing it.
“Sister,” I say, keeping my tone even. “You?”
He snickers. “Ab. About you.”
“Younger.”
“Where’s she at?”
“Tennessee.”
“College?”
“No.” I hesitate, then add, “She’s figuring some things out.”
He laughs. “That’s sketchy as hell for the most talkative person I know. What is she—in rehab?”
I shove him lightly. “You’re insane.”
He grins, dramatic. “Whaaaat?”
I look back at the ocean. The waves roll in, relentlessly. I pause. I breathe. I’ve told two people this in California- just Taylor and Carly. That's my life back home. Even Stew doesn’t know. 
Fuck it.
“No,” I say, trying to keep my voice confident and matter of fact. “She's an inpatient at a hospital there. She’s been battling cancer most of my life.”
The word settles between us. Heavy. I hate this part. The way people usually react. overcorrecting, pity flooding their faces, making it bigger than it needs to be. Making me carry their discomfort too. 
I pull my knees tighter to my chest.
“It’s okay though,” I add quickly. “She’s doing better.”
Not true. A little true I guess. 

I can feel his eyes on me before I look back towards him. Not panicked. Not awkward. Just steady.
When I turn, our eyes lock. His green is darker in the low light, softer somehow. He isn’t scrambling for the right thing to say. He isn’t looking away either.
His hand moves slowly to my thigh, warm against my pants. The touch is firm, grounding. A chill runs through me anyway.
“Damn, Ab,” he says quietly. “I’m sorry.”
He squeezes once. Not dramatic. Not lingering. Just enough to let me know he’s there.
And that’s it.
No awkward hug. No flood of questions.
Just him. Sitting beside me. Close enough that I can feel the heat from his body, his hand still resting against my leg, the ocean crashing in front of us like nothing in the world has changed.
I let out a breath. That's the first time someone has made me feel safe. He gently takes his hand off my thigh and moves it back to the sand.
“Ight, my turn?” I say, a smile on my face, gracefully breaking up the moment.
He looks me over, a sideways smile on his face. He looks at my eyes, then my mouth. 
“Always fucking smiling.” He says, shaking his head and then stares forward. “Yea, shoot.” 
“Okay, where do I start?” I say with a playful grin. “From Colorado. Siblings?”
“Yeah. Older brother, older sister.”
“What do they do?”
He shrugs. “My brother is kinda figuring it out right now. He’s married to a dope woman and they just had a kid. He’s a therapist but taking some time off.” 
I nod. “And sister?”
“My sister is so fucking cool. She's a ski instructor and writes. You’d fuck with her.” He says, assertingly. 
“Oh yeah? And why is that?” I ask, blurting. 
He pauses, tilting his head to the side, his hand back near my backside, not quite touching but close. 
“I dunno. You both, like, know who you are and shit. And are confident and don’t care what people think.”
I mutter a “thanks”, but inside I am shocked. I care what everyone thinks. All I do is care what people think. I  guess I'm better at acting like I don’t than I am, and guess that's why I’m good at sales. 
“Parents?” I ask, continuing the conversation.
He shifts one leg over another. 
“Yeah, I have parents.” He says, snickering.
I roll my eyes. 
“Yeah idiot, what's their deal.”
He rubs his chin again.  “Uhhhhh. My mom is in Denver. Dads now in Idaho.” 
Ah. Divorced. 
“So divorced.” I say. 
He nods. 
“When was that?”
“When I was 7.”
He doesn’t seem uncomfortable with the question, just says it matter a fact. 
“Why?” 
He laughs again, but this time a little more nervously. LIke he doesn’t quite know what to do, but wishes he did. 
“Deep Q.” He says. I quickly respond “Well you made me go on” and he fixes his cap, nodding. 
“Yeah fair. Well. My dad left us around then. Met some other woman I guess, I don’t know, and then they went off to Denver.” 
I pause, letting him continue. 
“And then they got married I think? I dunno, I was like 9. And then they got divorced, and he married this other insane woman who got him to Idaho.” 
“Crazy step mom?” I say, sort of light heartedly but mostly genuine. 
He shakes his head. “Nah. Thank God they got divorced. But it kept him there, and now hes been with a girlfriend for a few years.” 
Wow. So different from my life. I can’t imagine, but I want to be empathic. 
“Got it.” I say. I’m sure he appreciates a chill response. 
“Is she cool?” I ask. 
He shrugs. “Shes fine. Better than the last. We will see if it lasts.”
I nod. 
“Is that… hard?” I ask. I want to know. And in general, I want to know everything about him. 
He shrugs again. “I don’t know, like not really. It is my reality. Can’t change it.” 
I nod. Fair enough. 
My brain flashes back to our first conversation on the roof at Stews, late spring. He’d mentioned, casually, that his dad helped him get the job at Momentum. “Helped.” Which means they talk. Which means there’s some kind of relationship. Which means the cheating-loser narrative isn’t the whole story.
But he’d acted weird when he said it. Less nonchalant than normal.
I’m mid-thought when I notice the bracelet on his wrist,- gold,and unique. The one I had noticed on the roof. “Okay,” I say, reaching for his wrist. “Next question. What’s the meaning of the bracelet?”
He looks down at where my fingers circle him. Doesn’t pull away.
“It’s called a Kara,” he says. “Got it in India.”
I blink. “India? Casual.”
He laughs. “Yeah. I went after college. Stayed a few months. Meditating. I kinda lost myself for a while, to be honest.”
Interesting. I move my hand off his wrist, but make sure as I do to place it closer to his body in the sand behind us.
“Got really into openness. Different perspectives. Met some Sikh guys my age who just - I don’t know- saw the world in this insanely layered way. Sikhism is big on constant reverence for God. The bracelet’s a reminder. Like… always be aware.”
I tilt my head. He doesn’t talk like this often. Up until now, I have had to drag things out of him.
“So you are religious?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “Not religious. Spiritual. I fall somewhere between Buddhism and Hinduism, I guess. But at the end of the day, we’re all just trying to reach our higher self. Maybe there’s a God. Maybe there’s not. You can’t really know.”
I crinkle my nose, I couldn’t disagree more. Something in me tightens, not offended.
“Wait,” I say. “I have questions.”
He smirks. “I’m sure you do.”
I ignore him.
“So… do you pray?”
He shakes the bracelet on his wrist, placing both strong forearms on his knees, and looks toward the water.
“Nah. I meditate. Same thing.”
“It’s not the same thing.” The words come out sharper than I mean them to.
He turns back to me, eyebrow raised.
“And like, I disagree with your point before. I’m fully sure about my faith,” I continue. “It’s not like… vague.”
“Yeah,” he says evenly. “Okay, that's Chill. I respect that.”
I lean in a little. “Prayer is relational. I have a relationship with Jesus. That’s not the same as aligning with energy. I can see how you can get there though.” I say equally as evenly.
He sits up straighter now. Knees angling toward me. We’re not lounging anymore.
“Okay,” he says slowly. “But if we’re all trying to be better humans, more loving, more aware, then it converges. Different paths, same destination.”
“Who defines better?” I ask smugly.
He smiles.
Actually smiles.
“You get fired up about this.”
“Answer the question.” I reply, matter of fact.
He leans back, stretching his arms along the bench like he’s settling into a sport.
“Okay,” he says. “Let’s take a topic that is debatably not moral, but we have made it out to be. Monogamy.”
I crinkle my brows, deeply confused. I wasn't expecting that. “Uh?”
“Are we even made to be monogamous?” he continues. “Maybe it’s not natural to be with one person forever.”
I stare at him.
“I’m sorry, what?”
He’s animated now. 
“Think about it. We’re mammals. Historically, mammals don’t pair for life. Why are we pretending that’s the only evolved structure?”
“That is an insane take.” I say, shaking my head.
“It’s biology.”
“It’s reductionist.  If everyone is selfish, nobody wins. You really think we were made for that? ”
He laughs under his breath. “You’re cute when you’re passionate.”
“Don’t do that.”
He leans forward again. Closer.
“Do what?”
“Deflect.”
The word leaves my mouth softer than I intend, but it lands between us like a match.
The air feels tighter now. Thicker. Like the night leaned in to listen.
“You’re assuming your framework is the framework,” he says casually, but his voice has dropped half an octave. “Marriage is a social construct.”
“Marriage is a covenant.”
“Covenant is a human word.”
“Yes,” I snap, leaning closer without meaning to. “We’re human.”
“And humans are animals.”
“And humans are also created with design.”
His eyes lock onto mine then — not teasing, not dismissive. Studying. Like I’ve just stepped into better lighting.
“You really believe that,” he says quietly.
“Yes.”
“Like fully.”
“Yes.”
The wind lifts my hair across my shoulder. His knee brushes mine again. This time neither of us pretends it was accidental.
He doesn’t move it. Neither do I.
He breaks the silence, voice steady but charged.
“Commitment doesn’t require exclusivity,” he says. “You can choose someone deeply and still acknowledge that humans aren’t wired for ownership.”
Ownership. I let out a slow breath. I can still feel the faint warmth of tequila in my bloodstream.
“Monogamy isn’t ownership,” I say. “It’s a choice.”
“Or its a fear,” he counters immediately.
I let out an exasperated sigh. “You think choosing one person is out of fear?” I ask, incredulous, and a little offended.
“I think,” he says, leaning forward now, forearms braced on his thighs, face closer to mine than is reasonable for two people who are just friends, “That people hide inside structures. Marriage. Scarcity mindset and shit. Same with Religion. It’s labels. It makes the chaos manageable.”
“I hate that,” I reply.
His jaw flexes. He likes fighting. I can see it.
“I’m not saying I wouldn’t be monogamous,” he says. “I’m saying I question whether it’s the only moral option.”
“That’s worse.”
He laughs, low and surprised. “Why?”
“Because if everyone is just questioning every construct ever, it’s a disaster.” I gesture vaguely at the world. “Civilization collapses. Chaos. Anarchy. You, apparently, dating seventeen women in potentially sparkly pants.” I say with a smirk on my face. Bold of me. 
He grins. “Seventeen’s aggressive.”
“Oh, sorry. Sixteen.”
He leans even closer. I can smell his cologne. He smells woody, musky, and expensive. 
“I can’t express how sure I am that you are wrong,” I say, and I mean it.
His eyes flick down to my mouth for half a second.
Then back up.
He watches me carefully, like I’ve become something combustible.
“If you actually believe exclusivity is optional,” I say more quietly, because suddenly this doesn’t feel theoretical, “then that’s not just a philosophy. That’s how you’d love.”
That came out harsher than I expected.
He doesn’t answer right away. The silence stretches, tight as a wire.
“I think love is bigger than rules,” he says finally, not breaking eye contact.
I hold his gaze. My heart is beating so loudly I’m sure he can hear it.
“And I think love without truth collapses.” I reply.
We just look at each other. The space between our faces is maybe six inches now. Close enough that if either of us shifted slightly, this would no longer be a debate. I realize I’m not breathing. 
“You like this,” he says softly.
“What?”
“This.” His eyes flick between mine. “Arguing with me.”
“I like when you’re wrong.”
His mouth curves, slow and devastating.
“I’m not wrong,” he murmurs. “I’m just not finished thinking.”
I let out a small, breathy laugh,
“Well,” I say, lifting my hands in surrender and breaking our eye contact, “glad to know we won’t be getting married, Jack.”
He laughs, a real one this time, and shakes his head.
“You’re already planning our divorce?”
“I’m just being proactive. Since apparently you’d be spiritually open to several, not even wives.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You implied it.”
“I absolutely did not.”
“You absolutely did.”
We’re both smirking now.
“I would choose one person,” he says quietly. The teasing is gone again.
“Would you?” I challenge.
His eyes darken slightly.
“Yes.”
“For how long?” I push.
“As long as it was real.”
“And who defines that?” I whisper.
He leans in just enough that his knee presses fully against mine now.
He laughs under his breath. “You’re intense.”
“You like it.”
“I do.” He says, scanning my face again. I glance back at his lips. And roll my eyes. 
The debate softens after that. Not because either of us concedes, we don’t, but because it shifts. We start talking about everything else instead. His trip to India. The worst dates we’ve ever been on. Whether Stew peaked in high school. If people can actually change. If you’re the same person at twenty-three as you are at thirty. I find out he is 3 years older than me. He was held back a grade. He comments that I am deeper than he expected. I reply I feel the same way about him. 
At some point our hands find each other in the sand. At some point my head rests lightly against him.
However long later,I glance at my watch.
3:07 a.m.
“What?” I mumble. “How is it three AM?”
He looks down at me, close, closer than he needs to be. “Time flies when you’re dismantling my worldview.”
“Your worldview needed dismantling.”
He smiles, soft this time.
The moonlight catches the edge of his jaw. His eyes flick to my mouth, quick, almost involuntary, then back up.
The air shifts. We both feel it.
He leans in slightly. 
My heart is pounding so hard it feels audible.
For a second, one reckless, suspended second, I think he’s going to kiss me.
I don’t move.
Neither does he.
And then-
He exhales, barely.
“Come on,” he says quietly. “Before Stew sends a search party.”
I swallow, nod once, and stand. We grab our things, laughing about the 11 missed calls between Taylor and Stew and 23 texts in our group chat. We walk back side by side, shoulders brushing in the dark. And the almost-kiss follows us all the way home.























October 23, 2021: 10:14am
My breath keeps pace with my steps as I almost hit the top of the Palisades Village hill. Inhale for three, exhale for two. My ponytail whips behind me like it’s urging me forward. The cool breeze has worked against me the entire climb, pressing into my chest like resistance training I didn’t ask for- but I feel happy. Alive in that sharp, cinematic way where everything feels earned.
I turn the corner and the hill stretches one last time in front of me, steep and smug.
“Of course,” I mutter.
My calves burn. My lungs feel scraped clean. I crest the top and stop my watch, bending over with my hands on my knees, panting. The village opens beneath me, mansions stacked like glossy magazine spreads, rolling hills folding into each other. A tennis court to my right. Empty. Perfectly lined. And in the distance, the ocean. Blue and endless and quietly powerful.
I’ll jump in after. I brought my board. Of course I did.
This is the dream morning: Dunkin coffee to start (medium iced, too much cream, no shame), worship music on the drive to Palisades, run the mountains, drive back down to Will Rogers, suit up, catch a few waves, and then start my day around 1pm. The best.
I press start on my Garmin and begin down the backside of the hill- finally- letting gravity take over as I weave through the quiet streets. A couple walks their golden retriever. I wave like I live here. Like this is my normal Saturday loop. Like my house is the third one on the left with the white Range Rover in the driveway.
Yes, I run here because it’s the life I want someday. But I also run here because nobody can find me.
I turn another corner, the wind pushing into my chest again, and the anxiety audit begins.
What a month. I turned 24. 24 feels older than it sounds. My birthday was honestly great. Rooftop, good wine, better friends. Should I feel insecure that only five friends showed up? Well, I only invited ten. And I almost canceled. Ugh, I hate my birthday. So five is actually ideal, right? Wow. I’m 24.
Should I be dating someone seriously now that I’m 24? I feel like there’s a timeline I can’t see but somehow am already behind on. Did I prematurely break up with Leo? No Abby. Look how much I’ve grown this year. Independence. The clarity. No, that wasn’t premature. That was necessary.
I pass a house with floor-to-ceiling windows and think about how many people leave every weekend. So many weddings. That’s what happens when your West Coast life is built mostly out of East Coast people.
 I wish I could afford to fly back more. I wish I could be everywhere at once. But I can’t. And honestly, why would I leave? It’s almost November and DC is already cold. Here it smells like eucalyptus and sunscreen.
I miss Mom and Dad. I miss Lola. 

I pray for Lola as I slow to cross a street, looking both ways even though there are barely any cars. I picture their kitchen. The familiarity. The way home feels steady and unquestioned.
I’m excited for tonight. Ugh, I feel fat. I’m so tired of my weight fluctuating. I have successfully maintained fifteen extra pounds since graduating college, which feels almost impressive in its consistency. No one else notices. I know that. But I feel it right now. I see it in old photos. I study my arms in group pictures before I post them. It’s exhausting to care this much and still not change it.
I shake my arms out as I run, like I can physically fling the thought away.
Okay. Back to tonight.
Halloween party at Davis’s. Most of the Momentum people will be there. I wish Taylor was in town. I love that she’s taking Luca home. They’re official now. That feels adult and real in a way that makes me both happy and slightly behind. I still need to figure out a costume. Why does someone throw a Halloween party the weekend before Halloween weekend? Like?
Jack. 
He’s been gone so much this month. I’ve maybe seen him in the office twice. He is objectively a terrible texter. I reached out twice after Townhouse and got either the world’s shortest reply or an emoji. An emoji. Which should tell me something, right? 
Work is the one area that feels undeniably solid. You are crushing it. Even the CEO gave me a shoutout during Tuesday’s All-Hands. I casually glanced at Slack to see if Jack was online. He was. He didn’t message me. Which is ridiculous to care about, because I’m number one on the sales leaderboard and that should be enough. And it is enough. It is. But still. I would have messaged him.
I round the final bend and the ocean comes into view again, brighter now, wider. The wind hits me full force, flying into my hair and loosening my ponytail. For a second, all the noise in my head feels smaller against something so vast.
Jack is coming tonight.
I’m so excited to see him it almost makes me nauseous. What if we kiss? I hope we kiss. I have replayed that night at Townhouse more times than I’d ever admit out loud. The eye contact, the almost lean-in, the split second where it felt like something could happen. Did I pull back? Did I ruin it? Did I misread it completely? Or is this just what it feels like to like someone?
I slow to a jog, then a walk, my chest rising and falling as I reach my car. My board waits in the backseat, waxed and ready. The sun warms my shoulders. My breath slows to normal.
I stand there for a second, hair whipping across my face, lungs buzzing, heart wide open and slightly dramatic.
Twenty-four.
 Running hills in a neighborhood I don’t live in yet.
 Crushing work.
 Missing home.
 Wondering if a boy will kiss me.
 Wanting to feel smaller, but also wanting to take up space.
I open the car door, toss my keys into the cupholder, and glance once more at the mountains before pulling my hair into a tighter knot.
Okay, Abby. Good audit. Time to wash off all these thoughts in the ocean.
















October 23, 2021, 4:19pm
I am mid–mascara wand, leaning way too close to the bathroom mirror, when my phone lights up on the counter.
Jack: yo
My stomach drops.
It’s stupid how immediate it is. Like my body reacts before my brain can act chill about it. I stare at the screen for a full five seconds, pretending I don’t. Pretending I’m above this. And, I should be. It's not like he has reached out for a month. And he missed my birthday, even though Stew sent it in the group chat.
Another text.
I flip my phone over.
Jack: I’m in OP.
Jack: y’all driving separate or what
I had told him earlier I was riding with Stew. Correction: I had volunteered that information. Casually.  “We’re just gonna carpool,” I’d said in the group chat. 
I look at myself in the mirror. Long brown hair-curled, glossy, falling down my back in loose waves that took forty-five minutes and emotional commitment. The mini dress is pale pink and borderline inappropriate for someone who spent the morning praying on a hill. It’s structured but short, fitted but soft. A sparkly tiara sits crooked in my hair because I can’t decide if I’m leaning into it or pretending it’s ironic.
I look… pretty. I think? My legs look tan. My waist looks smaller than it feels in the corset. My collarbones catch the light when I turn slightly. I tilt my chin, testing angles.
Okay. Fine. 
My phone buzzes again. 
Three texts?!
Jack: I can scoop if U want
I hate how warm that makes me.
I text Stew before I can really think through things.
Me: wait are you actually leaving soon
Stew: like 20
 Me: ok nvm i’m just gonna go sep tbh, i’m running late
Three dots.
Stew: lmao ok
I toss my phone onto the counter and stare at my reflection.
You are 24. You can change rides.
I pick the phone back up to text Jack.
Me: yaaa think Stew is leaving before me, would be huge
Me: but do not roast my costume 
He replies instantly.
Jack: 10-4. no promises
I shimmy in the mirror.
An hour later, Jack’s BMW pulls up along the curb outside my apartment. The sky is that syrupy, cinematic orange that could make anything feel like a coming-of-age movie.
I head down the stairs feeling more confident than usual, waving hello a little too enthusiastically at the car in front of me. My heart hammers faster than it should.
I take a quiet breath as I reach his car and pull the door open.
“What’s up—”
I stop.
A man in a white sheet sits in the driver’s seat, covering his face.
Not a joke. Not an exaggeration. Just cut-out eye holes, not even a hole for his mouth, the shape of his shoulders and arms still obvious underneath.
I burst out laughing.
“A ghost?” I cackle, slamming the door shut again. “You’re kidding.” 
He lifts the bottom of the sheet like a stage curtain. “Minimalist.”
“How creative,” I say through laughter. Something about getting in a car, sitting next to a faceless Jack who debatably should not be driving a car with a thick white sheet covering 80% of his body.
Now he’s laughing too, the same spark in his eyes that makes everything feel like a private joke.
“I’m crying,” I say, laughing. “I just never expected such a sexy and creative costume. What a surprise.”
He squints at me through the eye holes. “Okay, Ab. You’re one to talk.”
“Sexy and creative. You know it.” I wipe a tear from laughing.
He shakes his head. I can’t see it, but I know he’s smiling.
“This beautiful dollar-store princess outfit is a treat for everyone,” I tease. “You have a princess to drive. Lucky you.”
He laughs. “Buckle up, please.” 
He pauses.
“And it’s off-brand.”
I slide into the seat and click the seatbelt. “Off-brand? Excuse me?”
He pulls the sheet off his head.
His hair is slightly messy, catching the golden light. It’s the first time I’ve seen him without some kind of hat.
He looks… good. And now very normal.
The car rolls forward, the quiet hum filling the space between us.
“You’re not a princess,” he says. “Respectfully.”
I cross my arms. “First of all, I look hot.”
He glances over. Slowly. Deliberately.
Not weird. Just… noticing.
“Hey,” I say lightly. “Eyes on the road.”
He smirks. He pauses. He replies.
“Yeah. You do.”
My chest does that small, traitorous flip. I turn forward before he can see the faint heat climbing into my cheeks.
“But,” he adds, “it’s still off-brand.”
I sigh. “You’re literally a ghost.”
“Ghosts are mysterious and shit,” he says. “And, like, you think I’m mysterious. So…”
His voice trails off, clearly satisfied with his logic.
I shove his shoulder lightly as he turns right on red. One strong arm rests along the passenger seat, his cologne mixing with the faint cotton smell of the sheet.
Golden hour pours through the windshield. Windows down. No music.
The air feels soft.
“So…” I glance over. “Feels like it’s been a minute.”
He rubs his chin with his right hand, left still on the wheel.
“Yeah. I guess it has.”
The comment lands harder than it should.
He guesses? I’ve thought about it every day for four weeks.
I keep my voice casual.
“Where ya been?”
He laughs, like the question caught him off guard. “Uh… here for some. Went to Colorado for a weekend. I dunno.”
I wrinkle my nose. I’d assumed he’d been out of town—he hasn’t responded to a single group chat plan lately.
For a second it hits me: maybe he doesn’t think about me the way I think about him.
I would’ve wished him a happy birthday.
“Ah,” I say lightly. “Got it.”
I shift my attention to the quiet car instead.
“Do you always drive in silence?” I ask, judgment clear in my voice.
He glances over. “Okay, so this car is from, like, 1990. Sorry I don’t have your fancy Passat capabilities.”
Interesting. He knows what I drive. 
I don’t respond. We sit in silence. I have so many thoughts running through my brain.
A few minutes later, he glances back at me. “You bailed on Stew for me?” he asks.
I look out the window. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
He hums. “Mhm.”
“I was running late. This just worked out well.” I shrug. “So lucky you.”
“Lucky me?” he says, mock offended.
“Yeah. You get to hang out with me for thirty whole minutes.”
He laughs quietly.
We stop at a light, and I catch my reflection in the side mirror. My hair lifts in the breeze, catching the orange glow. Skin warm. Lips full.
I feel… feminine in a way I don’t always.
The same way I felt on the beach.
Relaxed. Pretty. Secure.
Jack reaches over and tugs gently at one of my curls.
“You left it down,” he says.
“Yeah.”
“Looks good.”
The light turns green before I can respond.
I study his profile instead—the sharp line of his jaw, the easy way he drives with one hand on the wheel.
“Really expected more from your costume,” I say, suddenly needing to break the moment.
He scoffs. “Says the woman in a tiara.”
“At least I look hot. Your words.”
He laughs again, louder this time.
The rest of the drive is easy conversation. I’m careful with it—playful but not too playful, coy but not too coy.
I mention he missed my birthday, but like it doesn’t matter. Like I only noticed because everyone texted me.
I ask about home. He’s vague.
We avoid the beach. His ex. Mine.
Palm trees line the street as we turn toward Davis’s neighborhood. The sky fades from orange to pink to deep purple. People wander the sidewalks in costumes—cowboys, angels, someone dressed as a banana.
Every passing light flickers across him, across me, across the quiet tension sitting between us.
“Are you nervous?” he asks suddenly.
I blink. “No?”
“You hesitated.”
“No I didn’t.”
“You did. Like a micro-pause.”
I pick at the hem of my dress. “Okay. Maybe I did. Are you?”
He thinks for a second. “Maybe.”
That surprises me.
“Why?”
He shrugs. “Group settings aren’t really my thing. I get the feeling you’re not as extroverted as you pretend. Kinda draining.”
I tilt my head.
He notices everything. Always.
And he’s right.
I spend most parties performing some version of myself—the fun one, the interesting one, the entertaining one.
Without thinking, I say, “Yeah. You’re right.”
He nods like he already knew.
We turn onto Davis’s street. Music drifts from the house—bass thumping faintly through the garage. Stew’s laugh carries all the way to the curb.
Strings of orange lights glow around the back patio.
Jack parks a little down the block.
For a moment, neither of us moves.
The sky deepens into dusky blue.
He looks over at me.
Really looks.
“I know I was giving you shit,” he says quietly. “But you do look pretty.”
My breath catches.
“Thanks,” I say, smiling.
He pulls the sheet back over his head, adjusting the eye holes.
“Ready, Princess?”
I grab the door handle, pulse buzzing.
“Let’s get it,” I say, ignoring the princess comment.
We step out of the car and start toward Davis’s back garage in Redondo Beach. My shoulder brushes his as we walk side by side, unhurried.
Golden hour is fading. He opens the back patio door for me, and we step into a backyard already humming with energy. There are maybe twenty or thirty people scattered across the patio and garage—coworkers, some of Davis and Stew’s friends, and a handful of strangers I’ve never met. Orange string lights crisscross the ceiling and wrap around the fence posts, casting everything in a warm glow. Someone hung fake spider webs across the garage door, and a fog machine in the corner puffs out lazy clouds that drift across the concrete. Music thumps softly through a speaker somewhere near the beer pong table.
For a split second, the familiar tightness hits my chest. A room full of people. New faces. The feeling of being watched.
Then the switch flips.
Okay. Showtime.
I step forward, smile already forming.
“ABBY!” Davis yells from across the patio. He’s dressed as a cowboy—boots, hat, and a flannel shirt tied around his waist like he’s really committing to the bit.
“Princess!” someone else shouts.
I lift the tiara on my head in greeting and laugh as a few people clap dramatically. Within seconds I’m pulled into hugs, handed a drink, and spun into conversation. Compliments start coming almost immediately.
“Wait, you actually look so good,” one of the girls from marketing says, stepping back to look at me. She’s dressed as a fairy with glitter dusted across her cheeks.
“Right?” another girl adds. “Like… annoyingly good.”
I laugh, smoothing down the cheap satin fabric of the dress. “This is literally a seven-dollar Amazon costume.”
“No,” she says, shaking her head. “You’re doing the hot princess thing.”
Someone nearby calls, “Abby! Twirl!”
I roll my eyes but spin once anyway, the skirt flaring slightly as Davis mockingly claps.
I take a sip from the red cup someone shoved into my hand and lean against the beer pong table, letting the night unfold around me. I’m laughing easily, sliding between conversations, greeting people like I’ve known them forever. The version of me that knows exactly how to move through rooms like this—the polished, social version—has fully taken over.
I’m on. And I’m crushing it.
Still, every so often I catch glimpses of Jack across the patio. He isn’t working the room the way I am. He took off his sheet,  now tied around his body like a roman soldier. Good make shift switch up, I’m sure Stew forced him.  He stands near the fence with a drink, talking to someone for a minute before drifting quiet again, observing more than participating. At one point he notices me looking and lifts his cup slightly in acknowledgment. I smile back before someone grabs my arm to pull me into another story.
A guy dressed as a banana walks past. Someone else is a pirate with an eye patch and a fake sword. Stew is wearing a Dracula cape and fake fangs, dramatically retelling some story while waving his arms like he’s on stage.
“Ah,” a voice says beside me. “So this is the famous Abby.”
I turn around to find a tall blond guy leaning casually against the table. He’s wearing a navy button-down with fake blood splattered across the collar. His accent hits immediately. British.
“Oh,” I say, smiling. “You must be Ty.” Stew's new roommate, I somehow never met.
He grins. “Guilty. I’ve heard about you.”
“Good things, I hope.”
“Depends who you ask,” he says lightly.
We fall into conversation easily. Ty has the kind of confidence that comes from knowing he’s charming, but it’s not obnoxious. He leans against the table, drink in hand, clearly settling in.
“So what exactly are you meant to be?” he asks, glancing at my tiara.
“A princess.”
He studies me for a second, slow and deliberate.
“Well,” he says, “that seems wildly accurate.”
I laugh, shaking my head.
The conversation drifts easily after that—where he’s from, how long he’s been in the States, how he ended up friends with Stew. His accent makes half his comments sound flirtier than they probably are, though he isn’t exactly trying to hide it either.
“Do all Californian girls look like this?” he asks at one point, gesturing vaguely toward me with his drink. “Or did I just get lucky tonight?”
I laugh again, taking a sip of my drink.
“Careful,” I say. “You’re laying it on pretty thick.”
He grins. “I’m British. We’re naturally charming.”
Across the patio, I catch a glimpse of Jack mid-conversation with someone. His eyes flick briefly in our direction before returning to the person he’s talking to.
Ty leans a little closer as he talks, clearly comfortable now. “Because if this is the standard here,” he continues, “I might need to reconsider moving back to London.”
“You’ll have to stay and investigate,” I say.
“Fully intend to.” He says with a wink. I shift a little closer to him, resting my hand on the shelf next to me.
Suddenly, I hear my name. A familiar, deep voice.
“Abby.”
The voice comes from just behind me.
I turn to find Jack standing there, holding two red cups. 
“Beer pong,” he says, handing me one of the cups.
I blink. “Oh.”
“Davis and Stew are talking shit,” he adds calmly. “We can’t allow that.”
Ty glances between us with an amused smile. “Ah,” he says. “You’ve been recruited.”
Jack nods once, expression neutral.
“Unfortunately.”
Ty raises his drink toward me. “We’ll continue this conversation later, princess.”
For a split second Jack’s jaw tightens. It’s subtle enough that most people probably wouldn’t notice.
But I do.
I follow him to the table, bumping his shoulder lightly with mine. “You interrupted my very important international diplomacy.”
“Yeah,” he says, setting up the cups. “Seemed urgent.”
The game starts quickly. Davis and Stew are already half-buzzed and loud, heckling before the first shot even goes up. I pick up the ping pong ball, give it a casual toss—and it arcs perfectly into the cup.
Our opponents explode.
“NO WAY.”
“Okay princess!” Davis says.
“Beginner’s luck,” Stew insists.
Jack bumps my shoulder with his, a quick grin flashing across his face. “Nice shot.”
The game moves fast after that. Back and forth shots, people yelling, drinks spilling on the table. Jack sinks one with barely any effort, barely reacting when everyone cheers. At one point we both reach for the ball at the same time, our hands brushing for half a second before pulling away.
Electric.
“You two have chemistry,” someone chirps from the side.
I roll my eyes like it’s ridiculous, but my stomach flips anyway.
A few rounds later we win. Davis groans dramatically and throws his hands up while Stew accuses us of cheating.
Jack lifts his cup in quiet victory before setting it down on the table.
People start setting up the next round, but he leans slightly closer to me instead.
“Wanna get out of here?” he says.
It’s so casual it takes a second to process.
“Like… now?”
He shrugs.
“Yeah.”
Like it’s nothing. Like it’s the most normal suggestion in the world.
“I didn’t think you were driving me back,” I say slowly. “I live in Santa Monica.”
He nods.
“Yeah.”
That’s it.
No explanation.
My heart does a weird little stutter.
“Okay,” I say.
He sets his cup down and pushes away from the table. “Cool.”
We slip through the patio door and out toward the front of the house. The music fades behind us, replaced by the quiet hum of the street. The air is cooler now, the sky fully dark except for the glow of streetlights.
We walk side by side down the sidewalk, unhurried. My heels click softly against the pavement.
Jack pulls his keys from his pocket and unlocks the BMW with a small beep, completely relaxed. He opens the passenger door for me and I slide into the seat, smoothing the skirt of my dress under my legs. The night air still clings to my skin, cool against the warmth of the tequila and beer humming softly in my head. Not drunk exactly—just loose. Floaty.
He walks around the front of the car, keys jingling lightly in his hand, and drops into the driver’s seat. The door shuts with a soft thud and for a moment the quiet wraps around us. The engine turns over, headlights spilling across the dark street.
As he pulls away from the curb, the movement makes the alcohol settle in a little deeper.
I turn toward him.
“Wait,” I say, narrowing my eyes slightly. “Are you good to drive?”
He glances over, amused.
“Yeah.”
“Because I had tequila and beer and now I’m doing that thing where everything feels like… softer.”
He laughs under his breath, easing the car onto the main road.
“I had like two beers total,” he says. “And I’m driving ten minutes.”
Ten minutes.
It takes my brain a beat.
Ten minutes… to his place?
The thought lands quietly in my chest. I look back out the windshield, letting it sit there without saying anything.
For a minute the car is filled with nothing but the hum of the engine and the rush of night air through the slightly open windows.
Then I notice something.
“Stop,” I say slowly, turning toward him again. “Why is there still no music?”
He laughs, like he knew it was coming.
“Because this car doesn’t have an aux chord ability.”
“That’s not an answer. You have like… a radio Jack.”
He sighs dramatically and reaches toward the center console.
“Okay, okay. My sister made me one CD.”
I stare at him.
“A CD?”
“Yes.”
“You’re kidding.”
“She burned it for me,” he says defensively, pulling the little case out. “And before you say anything-”
“I’m already saying things.” I say with a laugh.
He slides the disc into the player.
“You’re alot.” He says, shaking his head with a smile.
Static crackles briefly through the speakers.
Then a guitar riff spills into the car. Warm. Slightly rough around the edges. The song builds slowly, the drums kicking in underneath the guitar.
I tilt my head, listening.
“Huh,” I say softly.
“You hate it?”
“No,” I say quickly. “No, I like it.”
The chorus starts to rise, the sound fuller now under the open sky.
“What is this?” I ask.
“Kings of Leon,” he says. “The song’s called Ragoo.”
I lean back in the seat, letting the music wash over me. The guitar feels expansive somehow, like it was meant to be listened to with the windows down.
“I’ve never heard this before,” I say.
“You haven’t?”
I shake my head.
“It’s good,” I say. “Really good.”
He smiles slightly, eyes still on the road.
“Yeah. My sister’s got good taste.”
A second later he reaches up and unlatches the roof. With a quick motion he pushes the top back, folding it open so the night air rushes fully into the car.
Wind spills around us immediately, lifting my hair off my shoulders.
“Oh my gosh,” I laugh.
The music sounds bigger now under the open sky. Streetlights flash above us as we drive, warm yellow light sweeping across his face every few seconds.
I close my eyes for a moment, letting the wind hit my face. The air smells faintly like salt from the ocean. For a second I feel this strange, pure kind of happiness. Not the loud, performative kind from the party where I’m bouncing between conversations and making everyone laugh.
Just… easy.
When I open my eyes again, Jack glances over briefly.
“You good?”
“Yeah,” I say, smiling.
His green eyes catch the light from a passing streetlamp and for a second they almost sparkle. I look away quickly, pretending to watch the road.
A minute passes. Then he says casually, “Your friend was hitting on you.”
I blink.
“What?”
“At the party,” he says. “British dude.”
“Ty?”
“Yeah.”
I turn toward him, amused.
“He isn’t my friend, I just met him.”
“You seemed friendly.”
I lean towards him and grin.
“Are you jealous?”
He scoffs immediately.
“You’re insane.”
I laugh.
“You totally are.”
“I’m not.”
“You interrupted our conversation.”
“I asked you to play beer pong.”
“Convenient timing.”
He shakes his head, smiling to himself as he turns onto a quieter street lined with palm trees.
“Jealous,” I say again, leaning back smugly in my seat.
“Not even a little.”
The car turns into a driveway a minute later, headlights sweeping across a low modern house tucked behind a small hedge. The engine shuts off and the music fades, the last notes of the song lingering in the quiet.
I look up at the house.
“Wait,” I say. “Is Dan home?”
Dan. My boss. His roommate.
Jack shakes his head as he grabs the keys. “Nah.”
He opens the door and steps out.
“It’s just us.”
The words land gently in the warm night air.
We walk up the short path to the front door, gravel crunching softly under my heels. Jack unlocks it and pushes it open, stepping aside so I can walk in first.
The house smells clean—like laundry detergent and cedar. I wander a few steps into the living room, looking around.
We step inside and the front door clicks softly behind us. The air smells faintly of cedar and clean laundry, with a subtle trace of salt carried in from the ocean. Light from the foyer spills into the open living space, warm and soft, giving the polished wood floors a golden glow. My eyes roam immediately, catching the small, unexpected details.
Large surf prints hang on the walls, colors vivid and sun-bleached, evoking mornings by the ocean, boards slicing through waves. A single, framed Buddhist hand print rests off-center on a side wall, calming and serene in contrast to the energy of the surf photography. I notice surfboards leaned casually in the corner, a mix of well-used boards with sand and wax still clinging faintly to their bottoms, and a couple newer ones that shine as if untouched.
The coffee table is low, modern, and cluttered just enough to feel lived-in—stacks of books on design, photography, and travel, their spines worn at the edges, layered with a few magazines and a small, rough wooden bowl holding scattered keys and loose change. Across the room, the sofa is deep and welcoming, pillows arranged in what seems like deliberate comfort rather than perfection, and a soft throw casually draped over one arm.
The kitchen stretches wide behind the living room, open and bright even in the night, with sleek countertops, polished wood cabinets, and an island that could easily double as a dining table. Copper pots hang from a rack above, catching the light, and a faint scent of something herbal—rosemary, maybe—drifts from a small potted plant near the sink. Stainless steel appliances glint, but the space still feels homey, lived-in.
I step further in, letting my fingers graze the edge of the coffee table, tracing the spines of a book without really reading them. “Okay,” I say slowly, taking it all in. “This place is nice.”
He shrugs casually, closing the door behind us. “It’s alright.”
I tilt my head at him, smiling faintly. “Alright? You have a kitchen you could host 20 people in and a coffee table library? Also might have laundry in the unit, not confirmed.” I motion vaguely around the room.
He laughs softly, green eyes catching the warm apartment light as he leans against the wall, one hand tucked into his pocket like he has nowhere else to be.
“Alright,” he says. “Maybe it’s a little nicer than alright. And yeah, we do have laundry in unit.”
I glance down toward the small rack beside the door—three neat rows of shoes lined up with suspicious male practicality.
I point immediately.
“Those.”
He follows my gaze. “What?”
“Are those shoes yours?”
His mouth twitches. “...Yes?”
“And you wear those voluntarily?”
“They’re Vans,” he says defensively. “And yes, they’re all mine.”
“They’re boring Vans.”
He lets out a disbelieving laugh, pushing his head lightly against the wall. “They’re shoes.”
I crouch down anyway, nudging one with my finger like I’m inspecting evidence at a crime scene.
“Jack,” I say seriously, “I’m a shoeby.”
“A what.”
“A shoeby.”
“That is not a word.”
“It absolutely is.”
He’s watching me now with that quiet amusement he gets sometimes, arms loose across his chest. The corners of his eyes crease when he smiles, and it does something deeply unfair to me.
“Do you want wine?” he asks.
“Yes.”
He disappears into the kitchen.
I hear cabinets open. Glass clink against the counter. The soft hum of him moving around his apartment feels strangely intimate, like I’ve slipped into a life I’m not used to seeing.
When he comes back, he hands me a glass. Our fingers brush for half a second.
Still enough for a spark to run straight up my arm.
I take a sip like it didn’t happen.
“So,” I ask casually, “where are the rest of them?”
“The rest of what?”
“Your shoes.”
He stares at me for a second before laughing again, fuller this time.
“You’re actually serious.”
“Very.”
Shaking his head, he walks over and slides open the closet door.
A perfectly organized row of shoes lines the bottom shelf.
I gasp softly. “Oh, this is bleak.”
He laughs under his breath as I crouch down immediately in front of them.
“Okay,” I say, reaching for the first pair. “Let’s begin.”
He leans against the doorframe now, wine glass in hand, watching me like this is the most entertaining thing he’s seen all week.
“These,” I announce, turning the shoe over thoughtfully, “are a six.”
“A six?”
“They lack courage.”
“They’re sneakers.”
“Exactly.”
I set them aside and grab another pair.
Gray suede. Black sole. Emotionally devastating levels of mediocrity.
“Oh no.”
“What now?”
“These are, like... a four.”
He presses his lips together, trying not to laugh. “You’re ruthless.”
“I’m trying to save you.”
One by one, I pull them out and assign absurdly specific ratings while he stands above me smiling into his wine.
“Seven. Respectable shape.”
“Five. You’d wear these to buy printer paper.”
“Okay wait—”
I pause, holding up a pair of navy New Balances with off-white detailing.
“These are actually decent.”
I know these shoes.
I know them because he wore them the morning we drove to Portola, and I spent half the car ride staring out the window pretending my heart wasn’t beating too fast beside him.
But I pretend this is my first time seeing them.
“Hm,” I say thoughtfully. “These have potential.”
“I’m honored.”
I’m dragging this out now. I know I am.
But I don’t want the night to end yet.
And standing up feels dangerous somehow. Like the second I do, something shifts and neither of us can pretend this is still just easy.
So I keep going.
The last pair sits tucked at the end of the shelf.
I pick them up slowly, turning them over in my hands before looking up at him.
“Alright,” I say. “These might actually be your best pair.”
But when I stand and hold them out to him, I realize he’s closer now.
Much closer.
I’m not sure when he moved.
The apartment suddenly feels quieter than before.
Smaller.
My breath catches for the briefest second.
His green eyes stay fixed on mine, bright under the soft hallway light, and something in his expression has changed. The teasing ease is still there, but underneath it is something steadier. Heavier.
Like he’s been watching me this whole time.
Like he’s been waiting.
My heart starts beating faster.
I open my mouth to say something—
But before the words come out, his hand moves. He grabs the shoe out of my hand and tosses it firmly on the ground, it clanking on the floor.
His fingers slide gently around my waist and guide me back against the wall behind me. The movement is firm but unhurried, like he already knows exactly where this moment is going.
For a second we’re just standing there.
Close enough that I can feel the warmth of him, close enough that the faint scent of his cologne fills the space between us.
My pulse is racing now.
His eyes flick briefly down to my mouth.
Then back up.
“Abby, shut up.” he says quietly.
And then he kisses me.
Like the moment had been building for months and finally decided to happen.
My hands find his shoulders automatically as he pulls me closer, one arm still steady around my waist. The kiss deepens slowly, warm and electric all at once, and the world outside the hallway disappears completely.
For a moment there’s nothing except the two of us and the soft sound of our breathing. I’m lost in the kiss, time stops, adrenaline surging through my bones. I once heard that a first kiss feels like shooting a gun. My first kiss at 16 never felt like this. This does. 
Then he lifts me easily, like it’s nothing, my legs wrapping instinctively around his waist as he carries me down the hallway.
The bedroom door swings open behind us. He lays me gently on the bed, turning towards his door.
And then it closes.
 





















October 24, 2021
11:42 a.m.
Ashland Hill is packed in the deeply irritating way brunch places in Santa Monica always are. Every table is full of people wearing expensive athleisure and pretending they naturally woke up glowing. Girls with slick buns and perfect skin picking at avocado toast. Guys in vintage hats talking about crypto loud enough for everyone to suffer through it.
Meanwhile, I am one mimosa away from needing medical attention.
I haven’t showered. My makeup is mostly gone except for a faint stripe of mascara under one eye that I discovered in the Uber mirror and chose to spiritually ignore. My oversized USC sweatshirt hangs halfway off one shoulder, and my hair is twisted into a claw clip that’s fighting for its life.
Across from me, Carly somehow looks incredible.
Of course she does.
Long dark hair blown out. Tiny white tank top. Gold cross necklace. Lip gloss. Alive. Alert.
“I’m serious,” I mumble, staring down at the breakfast burrito like it personally saved my life. “I think my body is shutting down.”
Carly takes a sip of iced coffee and looks deeply pleased with herself.
“Well,” she says. “Maybe that’s what happens when you spend the night at your coworker’s house after aggressively flirting with him for four months.”
I nearly choke on eggs.
“Oh my God,” I mutter. “Can you not announce it to the entire restaurant?”
“I’m not announcing it,” she says, lowering her voice by maybe three percent. “I’m processing.”
I take another bite of burrito mostly so I don’t have to answer.
The thing is, I should feel worse than I do. I got maybe an hour of sleep total. I left Jack’s house at six-thirty this morning wearing last night’s tights and carrying one heel because I physically could not deal with walking down his gravel driveway like a normal person. My run was canceled with zero hesitation. The Garmin notification came through while I was in the Uber and I literally laughed out loud.
And yet underneath the exhaustion is this horrible, giddy little feeling. Like my entire nervous system is replaying last night on loop.
The hallway.
His hand on my waist.
The way he kissed me like he’d already thought about it before.
Annoying. Deeply annoying.
Carly is still staring at me.
“You’re smiling.”
“I’m not smiling.”
“You literally are.”
I shove another piece of burrito into my mouth.
She leans back dramatically against the booth. “I just need to say, as someone who has witnessed this from the beginning, the tension was getting clinically insane.”
“There was no tension.”
“Abby.”
“Okay maybe a little.”
“A little?” Carly laughs. “You once spent twenty minutes describing his eye contact to me.”
I reach for my mimosa.
She keeps going.
“And honestly, thank God something finally happened because I was getting tired. Every time I asked you about him it was always, ‘I don’t knowww, we just have a vibe.’ What does that even mean?”
I laugh despite myself.
“It’s hard to explain.”
“No, I know exactly what it means,” she says. “It means hot guy who gives intermittent attention.”
“That is so reductive.”
“And accurate.”
A waiter squeezes by carrying espresso martinis and suddenly I understand why people become alcoholics in coastal cities.
Carly grabs one of my potatoes off the plate.
“So,” she says casually. “Was it good?”
I look at her over the rim of my glass.
“You are unbelievable.”
“What? I’m asking respectfully.”
She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Abby.”
Unfortunately, the answer is yes. Extremely yes.
And worse than that, it wasn’t just physical. That’s the problem.
If it had just been tequila and a hot guy and bad decisions, I could process that. Easy. Whatever.
But instead we spent hours talking. And then kissing. And then talking more. Like genuinely talking. About relationships and religion and marriage and fear and growing up and family and things that mattered.
Then somehow making fun of his shoes turned into him pinning me against a wall.
“I hate your face right now,” Carly says suddenly.
“What?”
“You’re not even listening to me. You’re staring into the distance like a Civil War widow.”
I burst out laughing.
“I do not look like a Civil War widow.”
“You kind of do.”
She pauses.
“Wait,” she says slowly. “Did you sleep there?”
I narrow my eyes at her and take a long sip of mimosa.
Carly’s jaw drops.
“Oh my God.”
“Lower your voice.”
“You did. You whore.”
I roll my eyes.
“We literally just slept. And cuddled. And yes, kissed. But that’s all.”
“Abby,” Carly says matter-of-factly, “men would rather die in war than cuddle a girl they don’t like.”
I laugh into my drink.
Then, without transition, Carly launches into Connor drama.
“Meanwhile Connor texted me at like two in the morning.”
I groan. “Again?”
“He sent me a paragraph.”
“That man loves paragraphs for someone who cheated on you publicly.”
“Emotionally cheated.”
Carly is already pulling out her phone now, gearing up for the same Connor rant she’s given me probably a hundred times over the years.
And I let her.
Because listening to Carly retell Connor lore has become its own form of friendship. I know every chapter already. Pepperdine freshman year. First boyfriend. First love. The Cabo cheating incident. The apartment breakup. The six reconciliations. Stagecoach. Lexi with the glitter freckles.
I’ve held this girl crying on bathroom floors more times than I can count, mascara all over her face, swearing she was done for real this time.
So I still react like it’s new. Like I’m hearing it for the first time.
It’s its own kind of love.
“And he goes,” Carly says dramatically, reading from her phone, “‘I just think what we have transcends timing.’”
I stare at her. “That sounds like something a guy says right before ruining your life again.”
“RIGHT?”
“And what does that even mean?”
“I don’t KNOW,” she groans. “Men listen to one therapy podcast and suddenly they’re philosophers.”
I laugh into my mimosa.
“The worst part is I still compare everyone to him,” she says, shaking her head. “Like objectively he sucks now. But we literally grew up together.”
“And then at Stagecoach,” she continues, “this man fully leaves with Lexi while I’m holding both our drinks.”
“She had glitter freckles,” Carly adds darkly.
“Oh that’s devastating.”
“I know.”
Carly keeps rambling while I nod and sip my mimosa, which honestly doesn’t even seem to be working because I’m operating on pure delirium at this point. I don’t even notice I’ve finished my burrito. Calories don’t count when you’re emotionally concussed.
My phone buzzes against the table.
I glance down.
Jack.
Jack: yo
Of course.
I try to act normal as I open it.
Another text comes through.
Jack: last night was fun
My heart does a stupid little thing.
Then the third text appears.
Jack: probably shouldn’t make a habit of it tho
Jack: coworkers and shit
I stare at the screen.
For a second I honestly think I misread it.
Carly is already halfway across the table trying to read my face.
“Did he text you?”
I lock the phone calmly and take another sip of mimosa.
“He said we probably shouldn’t do it again because we work together.”
Carly blinks once.
Then twice.
“You’re kidding.”
“Nope.”
“What the fuck? He literally took you home.”
I shrug like I don’t care.
Honestly, I’m too exhausted to even process it yet. I assumed he’d text me eventually. Maybe later today. Maybe ask me to hang out again. Not this.
And it’s not even that the text hurts exactly. It’s just… ridiculous.
Because there is absolutely no universe where that man kisses me like that and then suddenly turns into a LinkedIn post about workplace professionalism.
No chance.
Especially not after the way he looked at me this morning before I left. Half asleep, rolling over slightly when I grabbed my shoes off the floor.
There’d been this brief second where I almost stayed.
Which feels important somehow.
“He’s scared,” Carly announces.
“I don’t know,” I say, trying to sound casual. “He’s Jack. Who knows. He’s probably right.”
Carly doesn’t overthink things the way I do. She only says what she means, so she takes my words at face value immediately.
She starts talking about how she wishes she could be as chill as me. How she feels everything too much. How she wishes she could just shrug things off instead of spiraling.
Little does she know.
Outside, sunlight spills across the patio while people walk by carrying coffees and farmers market flowers and tiny expensive dogs.
My phone sits face down beside my empty plate.
Coworkers and shit.
Please.
I reach for my mimosa again, annoyed internally. Or sad? Confused. I take a large sip and shake it out of my mind. Carly and I keep talking, but my mind keeps drifting back to Jack.
The more I think about his text, the less sense it makes.
Not because it hurt my feelings. Okay, maybe a little. But mostly because it felt completely disconnected from the last twelve hours. If he'd wanted to keep things professional, there had been approximately a thousand opportunities to make that clear before taking me home.
And maybe that's what bothered me. Not the text itself. The fact that he didn't even give it a day.
One day to live in the fantasy version of events before deciding we needed to be mature adults about it.
By the time we get to Jamesons, I've decided not to think about him anymore.
A decision that lasts maybe seven minutes.
The patio is already crowded when we arrive. Taylor is there, along with a handful of Momentum people. Someone orders drinks. Then another round. The conversation bounces between work stories, weekend plans, and whatever drama happens when you put twenty-somethings in Los Angeles in the same place long enough.
For a while, I actually manage to relax.
A couple hours pass. The sun starts dipping lower and I've had just enough to drink that my irritation begins outweighing my pride.
Before I can talk myself out of it, I text him back.
Me: Allllll good.
I stare at it for a second, then hit send.
A minute later, I send another.
Me:Bunch of us are at Jamesons if you want to come?
I set my phone down and immediately try to act like I don't care.
I just want to see him again. Because if he looked me in the eye after last night, I have a hard time believing he'd still think that text made any sense.
I spend the next hour pretending not to check my phone.
Then another.
And after sending it, Jack never responds. Not for the rest of the afternoon. Not through happy hour. Not as the crowd starts thinning out and the sky turns orange over the ocean.
For the first time all day, I start wondering if maybe he meant exactly what he said.
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By the time I hit the beach path, I’ve already decided this run is going to fix me.
This is optimistic, obviously. Borderline delusional. 
The Santa Monica path is crowded in the way it always is on a Sunday afternoon. Couples in matching sunglasses. Girls in matching sets. Dads pushing strollers with the grim determination of men training for war. A woman in a visor speed-walking with two-pound weights and an expression that suggests she knows something about longevity the rest of us do not.
The ocean is wide and glittering to my right, all silver-blue and indifferent. The sun is warm on my shoulders. My ponytail swings against the back of my neck. My breath finds its rhythm after the first half mile, and for a few minutes I let myself believe I might actually outrun my thoughts.
Then, naturally, they catch up.
I missed church this morning.
Not because missing church once makes me a terrible person. I know that. God, presumably, has bigger concerns than whether I made the 10:30 service after a spiritually questionable Saturday. But I feel like church is one of the only places where my brain reliably stops trying to cross-examine me. For an hour, I get to sit still and sing and listen and remember that I am not, in fact, the center of the universe, which is both humbling and a huge relief.
I hate I feel dehydrated. Fat. Tired. Emphasis on fat. I need to stop treating Saturdays like a hall pass.
Jack.
No response. Still.
I hate that I checked. I hate more that I expected anything. He literally told you he wasn’t interested Abby.
Because that’s the problem. I am not sitting here, or running here, technically, constructing a relationship out of one late-night look and a text with punctuation. I know girls who do that. I love those girls. I have been those girls in less stable seasons. But this is different, and yes, I realize everyone says that before walking directly into emotional traffic.
Still.
I was there. I know what happened.
I can feel my breath moving quicker than normal as I pick up the face, a bead of sweat rolling down my face.
I know what it felt like when he looked at me, when he touched my waist, when the air shifted in that hallway before either of us moved. I know what it felt like waking up in his bed and finding him still half-asleep, warm and rumpled and real, like the night before had not been invented by tequila or loneliness or whatever chemical reaction happens when two people have been flirting for months and finally run out of reasons not to.
I decide his text yesterday has officially bothered me. Because it was casual, and reasonable, and therefore cruel.
Probably shouldn’t make a habit of it tho. Coworkers and shit.
Coworkers and shit.
Bull shit.
I pass a man jogging with his shirt off and a tiny dog trotting beside him, somehow both of them equally smug. I check my pace, mostly because I need something else to look at. Too fast. Of course. I always run too fast when I’m trying not to think.
The truth is, I’m not even mad that Jack panicked. Panic, I understand.. What bothers me is the neatness of it. The way he tried to fold the whole night into a clean little explanation and put it away before I had even finished processing it.
He didn’t give me a day. A day to have a crush and imagine our life together and go to sleep hungover and happy and spinny over the day.
One day to be mildly delusional. One day to replay it without the immediate administrative follow-up. One day to imagine a version of events where he texted something normal like, You alive? or Last night was insane, or, ideally, I have made a series of questionable choices and would like to continue making them with you.
Instead, he went straight to workplace liability.
And then, because apparently I have no survival instinct, I texted him from Jamesons.
The first text was fine. I stand by the first text.
Allllll good.
Was it true? No. But it was breezy. It was competent. It suggested I was a woman with interests and hydration and healthy boundaries.
The second text is where the prosecution rests.
Bunch of us are at Jamesons if you want to come?
I can still see it sitting there, stupid and hopeful. Maybe he’d show up. Maybe he’d walk in and give me that look again, and we’d both silently agree the morning text had been a temporary lapse in judgment. Instead, he never responded.
Not for the rest of happy hour. Not when the sky went gold over Main Street. Not when Carly ordered fries for the table and I pretended I wasn’t checking my phone every six minutes. Not when I finally went home.
Nothing.
I dodge a cluster of tourists who have stopped in the middle of the path to take a photo, because apparently the concept of traffic patterns does not apply near sand. My irritation spikes, then fades. I’m too tired to sustain it properly.
Maybe I’m wrong.
That’s the next part of the audit. The responsible part. The part where I ask myself whether I am, in fact, being insane.
Maybe Jack is just a guy who kissed me because he wanted to and pulled back because he also wanted his life to remain uncomplicated. Maybe both things can be true. Maybe the meaning I assigned to the night was mine, not ours. Maybe the hours of talking meant less to him than they did to me, which is a horrible possibility because it would mean men are even scarier than I previously believed.
By the time I reach the stretch near Will Rogers, my pace has slowed on its own. This always happens here. I tell myself it’s because of the wind or the slight change in the path, but really it’s because this part of the beach makes me sentimental in a way I find personally inconvenient.
My first run in Los Angeles started here.
I was twenty-three, newly arrived, and pretending not to be terrified. I had moved across the country with too many clothes, not enough money, and the kind of confidence that only exists when you haven’t yet been forced to prove it. I remember parking nearby in my old car, the one that made a sound like loose silverware every time I accelerated, and stepping onto this path like I was entering the opening scene of my new life.
Back then, California felt less like a place and more like a dare.
I used to run this path and look up at the houses tucked into the hills, imagining the woman I’d become if I could just stay long enough. She would be tan and calm. She would drink green juice because she wanted to, not because she was punishing herself. She would have a career that made sense at cocktail parties and friends who stayed in town on weekends and a boyfriend who texted back in complete sentences.
She would, above all, know what she was doing.
I slow to a walk.
The funny thing about getting older is that you do become a version of the person you imagined, but never the whole thing. I am more confident than I was at twenty-three. I am better at my job. I have friends who feel like family. I know which coffee shops have the best almond milk lattes and which stretches of beach are least likely to smell like seaweed. California, somehow, has become home.
And still, I am here on a Sunday afternoon, missing church and confused over a boy, and still in my young 20’s, and still feeling fat, and still hungover.
I stop near the edge of the path and look out at the water. A few surfers sit beyond the break, dark silhouettes rising and falling with the swell. The breeze cools the sweat on my skin. For a moment, the noise in my head quiets enough for me to hear the waves folding into themselves.
Maybe that’s the actual reason I run here. Not because it fixes anything, but because the ocean makes my problems feel appropriately sized. Still real. Still mine. Just not cosmic.
I take one last look at Will Rogers, then turn back toward Santa Monica and start running.
Ugh. I don’t want to go home yet. Home means showering and laundry and maybe eventually opening my laptop. And being in my feels. Hmm, should I walk? That would slow things down. 
I slow my pace. And I walk.
Just the path beneath my shoes and the ocean beside me. I pass a little girl building a sandcastle with the seriousness of an architect. A couple arguing softly over whether they should get Erewhon before or after the farmer’s market. A golden retriever carrying a tennis ball like it has finally discovered its purpose.
I check my phone once.
Nothing.
Obviously.
I flip it on airplane mode, put it back in my pocket and immediately hate myself a little less than expected. At least I’m honest. Until 8pm tonight, I am choosing quiet intentionally. Airplane mode it is.
A warm breeze tickles my hair, which i realize is a disaster- strays everywhere, messy high ponytail, as sweat beads trickle off my forehead. I push some out of my face, tightening the top a little tighter. 
I stare ahead, looking at the people in front of me… then suddenly.
Which is absurd, considering I have spent the last forty-eight hours thinking about his face with the focus of a forensic investigator. But my brain isn’t expecting him here. Not on this path, not in this light, not walking toward me in a gray t-shirt and sunglasses like the universe has decided subtlety is for cowards.
At first, he’s just a tall guy coming the opposite direction.
Then something in his stride catches.
My stomach drops before my mind catches up.
Jack.
I stop walking.
He sees me at almost the exact same time. His head tilts slightly, like he’s trying to place me from farther away, and then he lowers his sunglasses. He slows down his walk. We are maybe 10 feet away.
“Ab?”
I laugh once, because apparently that is the sound my body makes when reality becomes rude.
I don’t even have time or energy to process what is going on, so I reply “What are you doing here?”
He looks genuinely surprised. “I could ask you the same thing.”
“I live here.”
“Right,” he says, like this information has only now reentered his body. “Fair.”
We have now made it to each other, standing a couple feet away. I look up at him, shielding the sun in my eyes. I always forget how much taller than me he is. 
I fold my arms, mostly because I don’t know what else to do with them. “You do not live here.”
“No,” he says. “Not currently.”
“Not currently?”
He glances toward the beach, then back at me. “I was looking at apartments down this way.”
I squint my eyes more, looking up at his sunglasses.
“Here?”
“Yeah.” He pushes his sunglasses up into his hair. His tan skin and green eyes sparkle as they lock with mine.  “This used to be my spot, remember?”
“Oh,” I say. “Right.”
For a second, neither of us moves. People flow around us on both sides, bikes and strollers and runners, the whole city continuing forward while we stand there like two idiots in the middle of a path.
He nods toward Santa Monica. “Are you walking back?”
“I was, yeah.”
“Can I walk with you?”
The question is simple enough that it makes something in my chest loosen.
I should say no. Probably. Or make a joke. Or bring up the fact that the last time I invited him somewhere, he responded by entering witness protection.
Instead I shrug.
“Sure.”
So we walk.
At first, it’s weird only because it isn’t weird. There should be more awkwardness. There should be some sort of formal acknowledgment of the fact that forty-eight hours ago I was in his house, on his couch, in his bed, and now we are calmly discussing the apartment market like two people who met at a neighborhood association meeting.
He tells me the first place he saw was too small, the second had a view of an alley, and the third was clearly staged by someone who thought men only require a mattress, a surfboard, and one aggressively masculine leather chair.
“That does sound like your demographic,” I say.
“My demographic?”
“Men who own exactly one pan. You are a type.”
“I own multiple pans.”
“How many?”
He pauses.
I look over. He smirks. 
“One and a half,” he admits.
“How do you own half a pan?”
“The handle is compromised.”
“That’s just trash.”
“It still works.”
“That is such a male sentence.”
He laughs, and despite myself, I laugh too.
The conversation loosens after that. We talk about apartments, then neighborhoods, then the bizarre moral superiority of people who live north of Montana. He points out a house he used to love, a white one tucked behind hedges with blue shutters and a balcony that looks like it belongs to someone who writes thank-you notes by hand. I tell him it looks haunted by a divorced woman named Bitsy. He says Bitsy probably has great taste in wine. I say Bitsy definitely has a son at USC who disappoints her.
Before I realize it, we’ve left the beach path and wandered into the neighborhood streets, cutting inland where the houses get quieter and prettier and more impossible. This is the dangerous part of Los Angeles, the part that convinces you your life is only one good decision away from bougainvillea, a lemon tree, and a kitchen with French doors.
Jack walks beside me with his hands in his pockets, occasionally pointing out details I would have missed: the Spanish tile on one roof, the old wooden gate on another, the tiny guesthouse half-hidden behind a wall of jasmine.
I hate that he notices things.
I hate more that I like noticing them with him.
At some point, we pass a house with a long gravel driveway and a ridiculous amount of greenery spilling over the fence.
“You like this one,” he says, matter of factly.
I look at it. “Says who?” I say.
“Says me, its obvious.”
“Why?”
“It’s private, but not antisocial. Expensive, but pretending not to be. Very on brand.”
I roll my eyes, a soft smile on my face. “I have a brand?”
“Unfortunately.”
“Brat.” I say with a a laugh. “And what’s your brand?”
He doesn’t answer right away. We keep walking past the house, both of us slowing slightly as if it might reveal more about us if we look long enough.
“My brand,” He says finally, “I guess I’m still figuring that out.”
He looks over at me.
The eye contact lands too hard.
For a second, all the air changes. It’s the same feeling from Friday night, the tiny shift before the shift, when a conversation stops being casual and becomes something with edges.
Then he looks away first.
Coward, I think.
Not unkindly.
We keep walking.
The afternoon stretches. A half hour becomes an hour becomes something neither of us comments on. My phone stays in my pocket. His does too. We talk about work, but not too much. We talk about his family, then mine. He tells me about growing up near the water and how every time he moves away from it, he gets meaner without realizing it. I tell him I understand that completely, except for me it’s sunlight. And maybe coffee. And maybe external validation, but I’m working on that.
He laughs at that, but there’s something soft in his face when he does.
Eventually, because I am only human and also because my restraint has a time limit, I glance over at him.
“By the way,” I say, keeping my voice light, “your texting performance yesterday was terrible.”
He sighs. “Yeah.”
He rubs a hand over the back of his neck, which is unfair because I remember, vividly, touching that exact place. “I’m sorry.”
I keep my eyes ahead. “For which part?”
The question comes out more honest than I meant it to.
He’s quiet for a few steps.
“For the text,” he says finally. “And for not responding after.”
I nod like this is a normal conversation to have while passing someone’s meticulously maintained hydrangeas.
“Bold strategy.”
“I panicked.”
“I gathered.”
He looks over at me. “Do you want to talk about it?”
There it is.
The door.
Open, barely.
I could walk through it. I could ask all the questions I’ve been carrying since brunch. I could ask why he kissed me like that if he was going to act like it was a clerical error. I could ask what changed between his bedroom and my Uber. I could ask if he meant it when he said we shouldn’t make a habit of it.
Instead, I look at him and smile.
“No.”
His eyebrows lift.
“No?”
“Nope.”
He studies me for a second, and I can feel him trying to decide whether to push. Part of me wants him to. A very stupid part of me wants him to stop walking, take my hand, and say something alarmingly clear.
But he only nods.
“Okay.”
The relief is immediate and complicated.
We keep going.
That becomes the shape of the afternoon. Almost saying things. Not saying them. Walking past beautiful houses neither of us can afford and building imaginary lives for the people inside them. He tells me which apartment he might actually apply for. I tell him which coffee shop has the best breakfast burrito. He says if he moves back this way, he’ll need a new running route. I say this one is taken. He says he’ll try not to intrude. I say too late.
And all the while, the thing between us walks with us.
Not behind us, exactly. Not ahead.
Beside us.
Present enough that every time our shoulders almost brush, I notice. Present enough that every time I look over, he’s already looking at me, those green eyes catching mine and holding just long enough to be a choice. Present enough that I stop trying to decide whether I imagined Friday night.
I didn’t.
Whatever else is true, I didn’t imagine it.
Eventually the sun starts to shift lower, turning the windows of the houses gold. My legs are tired in a way that sneaks up on me, and when we finally make our way back toward the beach path, I realize we’ve been walking for hours.
Hours.
With Jack.
The same man who, yesterday morning, had tried to convince me this was a bad idea using the phrase coworkers and shit.
He looks at me as we pause near the corner, like he’s thinking the same thing.
“Well,” I say, because silence feels dangerous, “great apartment hunt.”
“Very productive.”
“You saw zero apartments after running into me.”
“Still productive.”
I bite back a smile and look toward the ocean. The water is darker now, the afternoon slipping toward evening.
For once, I don’t check my phone.
I don’t need to.
He’s standing right here.












