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      Love has a way of revising the best-laid plans.

      

      As a professional matchmaker and a chronic people pleaser, Mary Neilson knows all about harmony. So she never meant to clash with public radio news show host Ruben Byers during an on-air interview. Their tense exchange on the state of modern dating generates unprecedented buzz for the show and prompts Ruben’s boss to assign him a feature exploring the subject further. Worse still, he must join Hearts Collide Matchmaking as one of Mary’s clients for research.

      

      Mary reluctantly accepts the challenge of finding the vexing but handsome radio host a match, hoping her success will improve her chances at a coveted promotion. And despite Ruben’s reservations and unexpected attraction to Mary, he is committed to seeing the process through.

      

      However, the chemistry between them is obvious and hard to resist. When it threatens to upset their objectives, will they cling to their defined roles or accept that matters of the heart can’t be scripted?
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      This brief note is for readers who need some insight into the contents of this novel. Some may view the following as a spoiler.
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      Valentine’s Day is to matchmaking agencies as the first of January is to gyms. In other words, the fear of solitary futures (usually imagined, for some reason, in hilltop monasteries or cat-filled apartments) was heightened in the weeks leading up to the day of love. Mary Neilson, a matchmaker at Hearts Collide Matchmaking, embraced the influx of motivated clients and held their concerns as tenderly as possible, regardless of how commonplace they were.

      “I just want someone to split a giant éclair with. You know, like the ones from the Dutch Oven,” said Adrienne, a twenty-eight-year-old wedding photographer, and Mary’s first client of the day. It would take work on Mary’s end to untangle what Adrienne truly wanted because she was what they at the agency called a “hodgepodge.” This type was unfocused, having spent years absorbing inconsistent ideas of The One through media, family, peers, and a one-off visit to a psychic. A “hodgepodge” was not to be confused with a “unicorn seeker”: a client hoping for a partner with a statistically unlikely combo of characteristics. A poetry-loving chemist who’s also a ballroom dancing champion, for instance. And a “unicorn seeker” differed still from a “Pygmalion” in that the latter felt entitled to a mate who met all their specifications because they’d paid for a matchmaking service.

      That said, not everyone fell neatly into an archetype. Take Mary’s last client before lunch, Gavin. A thirty-nine-year-old in tech sales who exercised a medical-journal-recommended number of times per week and played soccer in a community league. He seemed like a lot of the straight men who walked through the agency’s doors until he said, “I’m a sperm donor influencer.”

      Mary didn’t allow her smile to slip as Gavin detailed his side gig and showed off the glitchy website where he sold “Share Your Spunk” T-shirts and water bottles. At the end of their meeting, while walking him through the lobby to the exit, Mary told him what she told every person who came in seeking her help: “I can’t wait to find you your match.”

      On the way back to her office, the receptionist at the front desk waved Mary over. “Cassidy wants to see you,” she said.

      “Cruise lead?” Mary asked, her posture straightening.

      “Hard to say.”

      Mary quickly set off down the hallway toward her boss’s office, fussing with the volume of her hair. She knocked on the frosted glass door, and a responding voice told her to enter. Inside, Cassidy was talking on the phone with earbuds while on a treadmill. She pumped her arms back and forth, holding on to pink dumbbells.

      Mary stepped off to the side to wait, nearly tripping over Cassidy’s assistant who was on the floor bearing her weight on an overflowing suitcase. The assistant’s smooth ponytail and turtleneck sweater had conspired to make her flushed face look like a pulsing zit.

      “Do you need a hand?” Mary whispered.

      The assistant hopped up to her feet. “No, I’ve got it,” she said, throwing her body on top of the piece of luggage again.

      After a minute or two, Cassidy ended her call shouting, “Kiss my ass, Scott,” and pitching her earbuds across the room. “Don’t ever get married. If you do, skip the divorce proceedings and acquire some arsenic. What can I do for you, Mary?”

      “I was told you wanted to see me.”

      “Yes!” Cassidy said, now punching her dumbbells overhead. “I agreed to a quick radio interview about the mayor’s engagement this evening, but I forgot I’d be on a flight to Halifax. I’ll need you to fill in for me.”

      “Of course. I’d be happy to.”

      “Perfect, I knew I could count on you. Shay will send you the details and our talking points.”

      The assistant, still struggling on the floor, affirmed with a feeble nod.

      “Is that all?” Mary willed there to be more.

      “It is,” Cassidy said. “Oh, could you fetch my earphones before you go?”

      Disappointed, Mary did her boss’s bidding and left for the staff lounge to begin her lunch break. She’d hardly stepped inside the break room when two of her colleagues cornered her against a counter. Kaitlyn and Catelin—dubbed the Twins, on account of their names and the J.Crew sales they both shopped—stood on either side of Mary.

      “We saw you go into Cassidy’s office,” Catelin said.

      “Yes, she wanted to talk to me.”

      “And,” said the other Kaitlyn, pressing forward, “what did she want?”

      Mary looked between the two women, now understanding. “It wasn’t about cruise lead,” she told them. “I’m stepping in for her on a radio interview tonight.”

      The Twins recoiled. An unpaid task outside of working hours was not an enviable position. They left the room quickly, tossing “Good luck” over their shoulders.

      “Might need to start carrying a switchblade,” said Eden, a fellow matchmaker who’d watched the ambush from the lunch table. Her downturned eyes were always smudged with black liner, intensifying her doleful appearance.

      “We’re not in a prison yard.”

      “All’s missing are the jumpsuits and DIY tattoos,” Eden said dryly. “Everyone’s lost their damn mind around here.”

      The cruise lead position—an inaugural opportunity to plan and execute the agency’s biggest matchmaking event on a cruise voyage—was coveted by all save for Eden. Cruise lead promised obvious perks like a stipend and event-planning experience, and Mary had built the role up in her head further to where it would also temper what a therapist she’d seen virtually for two and a half sessions concluded was her “general concern of dispensability.”

      Mary had taken a seat beside Eden with her meal when Sienna, another matchmaker, barreled into the break room, her always present water tumbler dangling from her hand like a loose thread on a garment. Her eyes wildly landed on Mary. “Did you get it? Cruise lead?”

      Mary strained to swallow the food in her mouth before answering, “No, I was asked to step in for a radio interview.”

      “Really? That’s a pretty big responsibility. It means Cassidy trusts you to represent the agency. Which probably makes you her front-runner.” Sienna had lived most of her life in a small town up north and had never left the country, so she was hungry for this sort of summer adventure.

      “I don’t think you should read into it,” Mary said. “We’ve all been assigned extracurricular tasks before.”

      This reasoning put Sienna at ease, and she made her exit with a lighter step. Mary tried returning to her lunch, but the break room had a revolving door and shortly ushered in Francine, a veteran amongst the matchmakers.

      “Hello, beautiful ladies,” Francine said with an affected drawl found in old Hollywood movies. She surveyed the contents of the refrigerator as she rambled about the details of her morning until abruptly turning to Mary. “I heard you had a meeting with Cass⁠—”

      “My god,” Eden said, slamming her fork onto the table. “She didn’t get cruise lead.”

      Francine looked to Mary.

      “I wasn’t offered the role,” Mary confirmed.

      “Oh, that’s a relief,” Francine said. “Not that you don’t deserve it, but you know…”

      After a stretch of uncomfortable silence, Francine quit pretending she’d come for anything more and excused herself.

      “Madness,” Eden said when they were alone, and Mary couldn’t object.
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      Long after the staff of Hearts Collide left the building for the day, Mary remained. She sat at her desk with printed notes typed in 16-point font and the office telephone receiver at her ear, waiting for her segment on All Intents and Purposes to begin.

      The interview-based public radio program, according to their bio, provided audiences with expert perspectives and commentary on the day’s important stories. It was highbrow fare compared to what Mary listened to on her commutes, which as recently as yesterday saw DJ Spice updating listeners on his vape-quitting journey before he introduced a techno remix of a Hozier ballad.

      There was a click on the line at last, and Mary could now hear one of the hosts of All Intents and Purposes, Chesa Salvador, speaking in the measured cadence of a broadcast journalist. “Late last week,” Chesa began, “Mayor Kevin Laurie announced his engagement to Jennifer Acres, a chartered accountant he met through a local matchmaking service, Everlasting Connection. Out of respect and privacy for the couple, Everlasting Connection has declined to comment on the union.”

      Chesa welcomed Mary to the show and posed a set of simple questions that allowed Mary to introduce herself and settle into the rhythm of the interview.

      “I want to start off this discussion with your read of the public’s response to the mayor’s engagement,” Chesa said. “A lot has been made of him seeking out a matchmaker since he’s been one of the city’s most eligible bachelors and presumably didn’t need such a service.”

      “Matchmaking doesn’t have to be someone’s last-ditch effort,” Mary said. “And it’s not only for people who have a hard time dating for whatever reason. It’s a great option for anyone who values their time and wants to quickly cut through the noise.”

      The other host, Ruben Byers, entered the conversation, and he spoke with a warm, relaxed lilt as if they sat in a living room with dim yellow lighting. “Speaking of dating options,” he said, “I’m sure you’re aware of reports concerning the declining popularity of dating apps among young people as well as what many economists theorize are diminishing physical spaces to meet new people. Do you believe professional matchmaking could be the solution for this problem?”

      “For sure,” Mary said. “We’ve seen more and more people in their twenties come through our doors in the last few years. And I’d like to add that matchmaking isn’t new. Cassidy Fowler, the CEO of my agency, is a third-generation matchmaker. It’s an old practice that many cultures around the world still use. In the past it might’ve been the village elder, and today it’s someone like me in a downtown high-rise.”

      “Except, in the past, Granny wasn’t charging someone upward of a half a year’s rent to match them with the town cobbler,” Ruben said pointedly, and Mary’s hand stilled where it had been doodling shapes on her note’s margins.

      “Yes, it is a premium service,” she said, taking care to add extra brightness to her voice. “Clients pay for the convenience and curation.”

      He laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Curation. What an interesting word to use when referring to people.” He moved on to the next question while Mary was floundering for a response. “There’s also a certain sentiment that Mayor Laurie’s engagement comes at a convenient time, that it’s a distraction from the scandal that has plagued his city council’s office for nearly a month now. Do you agree?”

      “I-I can’t speak to that.”

      “All right, can you speak to the artifice inherent to matchmaking?”

      Mary frowned. “I don’t think I understand what you mean.”

      “I mean your agency constructs these romantic scenarios, these dates, and even provides outlines on how to optimize the chances of falling in love. I know you’re in the mix, but you must see there’s an artificiality baked into the entire process.”

      “No, I don’t see that,” she said, irritation spilling into her tone. “We give guidance and support because dating can be hard, and it takes energy to decide what to do and how to impress. We take care of that so the best version of you gets to shine.”

      “Huh. Then do you think the orchestrated dates work in a similar way that music in ads or movies do?” he asked. “Research has long suggested film scores, for instance, can manipulate a viewer into feeling certain emotions, when without that input, they might not have.”

      Mary shifted to the edge of her seat, casting her notes aside. “This isn’t a lifetime subscription, okay?” she said sharply. “When the hot air balloon lands and the string quartet leaves, all that’s left is the couple. They have to make it work. We have a 92 percent success rate, which shows the love people find through our service is real.” She could hear herself getting louder. “I suspect you’ve been unlucky in the relationship department, Mr. Byers. If you have, I’m sorry about that, but your cynicism is misplaced. I would encourage you to seek out a matchmaker and see for yourself. One within your budget, of course.”

      Mary’s face was hot against the receiver and a slight tremor burdened her hand, but soon her heartbeat began to settle. It was then she realized the silence on the other line. She waited. “Hello?” Listened. A dial tone was the eventual and only response.
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        * * *

      

      Mary knew the apologetic message she sent her boss immediately following the interview would remain in purgatory until the next day, but it didn’t stop her from checking for a response all evening or waking up in the middle of the night because she thought her phone had chimed.

      Cassidy’s reply came instead in the morning while Mary was making breakfast. We’ll chat when I get back, her boss wrote in her email. Tone couldn’t be accurately discerned from those six static words, but left to her psychological tendencies, Mary spun a scenario where not only was she out of the running for cruise lead but also at risk of termination once her boss returned from her trip.

      The interview was hardly a topic of discussion at work, and no one was as concerned as Mary was about the potential fallout. She clung to their nonchalance, trying her best to make it her own, until partway through the day, she learned of two comments that had appeared on the agency’s review page.

      “They’re bogus. Clearly trolls,” Eden said. She’d come to Mary’s office to bear the news dressed, appropriately enough, in all black.

      “What did they write exactly?” Mary asked.

      Eden’s steady eye contact strayed, and Mary changed her mind, saying, “Actually, don’t read them. Just give me an idea.”

      “Okay. One’s calling you shrill, and the other is calling you bitchy.”

      The air seemed to congeal in Mary’s lungs, turning her breathing shallow. Those reviews—which Cassidy and future clients would inevitably read—made her sound like someone who caused scenes in public and stiffed on tips. Mary didn’t ruffle feathers. Ever. She was nice, friendly, sweet. “A pleasure to have in class” had been a staple comment on her grade school report cards.

      “You okay?” Eden asked.

      “Yes!” Mary replied and even managed to smile. “As you said, trolls. But thanks for letting me know.”

      Eden nodded and moved to exit. At the door, she paused. “If you ask me,” she said, “you did nothing wrong. He’s the one who went off script.”
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      Each weekday morning, the small team of All Intents and Purposes gathered in a conference room with a standing double-sided whiteboard to plan that evening’s eighty-minute radio broadcast. It was a vital meeting that would shape the many hours they’d spend writing scripts, lining up guests, and preparing for interviews. But on this day, Ruben Byers struggled to focus on the news story a staff writer was pitching because the show’s production director had chosen that time to clip his nails.

      As director, Hugh stood inside the rack room with the audio technician, managing the progress of the show Ruben cohosted. The almost sixty-year-old was good at his job, which allowed him to push the limits of social propriety, but when one of Hugh’s clippings landed too close to the open box of blueberry muffins, Ruben finally said, “Hey, could you hold off on that until we’re done here?”

      Hugh blinked like he found the request confusing but ceased all personal grooming thereafter. At the end of the meeting, Ruben set a time for the group to reconvene in the afternoon. And as the writers, editor, and line producer got up to leave, Hugh asked Ruben and his cohost, Chesa, to stay behind. Ruben shared a look with his partner, and in the silent shorthand they’d developed over the five years working together, they agreed this couldn’t be anything good.

      Once the room had cleared, Hugh began, “About last night’s broadcast and that interview with the matchmaker⁠—”

      “I know. I was too confrontational,” Ruben said, shoving his hands into his pockets.

      “You were being thorough,” Chesa said, and Ruben appreciated the defense, especially since she’d been frustrated with how the interview had escalated. There was a balance they aimed for with each episode, and he’d complicated one of the few easy stories they sprinkled in between the serious interviews and discussions. But for better or for worse, he was beholden to truth and authenticity, so he hadn’t been able to go along with the breezy interview when it helped trivialize the scandal unfolding in the mayor’s office.

      “Actually, it’s good the interview went in the direction it did,” Hugh said. “We got more calls and emails about that segment than anything before. The listeners loved the banter between you and the matchmaker.”

      Ruben wouldn’t call the exchange banter. There had been nothing friendly or good-natured about it. He remained convinced matchmaking relied on manipulation, but he had nothing against the matchmaker… Mary, was it? In fact, he’d been impressed with how well she’d held her own. He was no stranger to debates, to parleys. But rarely did someone locate him in their arguments so accurately or as smoothly as she had. It was thrilling, like the first hit of air on a cold day.

      “Happy ending then. Right?” Ruben said, still wary.

      “Yes, and it’s why we’re going to give the people more of what they want and make the next feature about modern dating.” Hugh held his hands up like he was framing a lit marquee. “Sex robots, speed dating, and matchmaking, oh my!”

      There was a stunned pause before Chesa said, “But we’re already doing it on labor and employment. We’re halfway through interviews, and we’re meeting with Novak next week.”

      “Don’t kill it. Put it on ice for now,” Hugh said as if it didn’t take them a number of weeks to produce their quarterly features. Restarting that process with a new topic and with less time would require supreme organization.

      “Oh, and I was also thinking,” Hugh continued, “that it would be cool if Ruben did an on-the-field component and hired that matchmaker from the interview.”

      “Hire the matchmaker?” Ruben said.

      “Yeah, some immersion reporting. Get the real scoop on matchmaking. A first-hand experience.”

      “No,” Ruben replied. “Absolutely not.” It was gimmicky, and he would not subject himself to a contrived affair. And he didn’t think the matchmaker he’d offended would be happy to work with him anyway.

      “Guys, you’re not flagship,” Hugh said with vibrato in his voice that might’ve been humorous in a different instance, but this was a reminder to the cohosts to ration their obstinance.

      “We’ll start brainstorming,” Chesa said.

      Satisfied, Hugh left, and the cohosts took time to come to terms with their situation. Ruben had never been naïve enough to hope this job would last forever, believing budget cuts, robots, or the nation’s fried attention span would eventually make his role obsolete. But two years ago, when their show had a brush with cancellation, he’d learned how ill-prepared he was for the end. It was only coincidence that had saved their show when around that same time the host of another, more popular show from their network had old message board posts resurface. They were described in an official statement as “racially insensitive and not representative of the station’s values.” The powers that be couldn’t very well have followed up the debacle by pulling the show with the Black and Filipina hosts, so instead, Hugh was brought in to improve operations and analytics.

      “All I know is I’m not hiring a damn matchmaker,” Ruben said, but when Chesa didn’t immediately agree and kept clicking her retractable pen, he turned to her. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I think it would make things interesting.”

      “Jesus Chr⁠—”

      “Hear me out. We use your experience as a framing device.” She walked to the front of the room and wrote on the whiteboard as she spoke. “We playback your take on matchmaking from the interview at the start, and at the end, we see if going through the process changed your opinion.”

      “Okay. What about the middle?” he asked.

      “We explore what makes people choose one method of finding love over another. Add historical context. Some academic perspectives.”

      Ruben nodded, thinking. “So maybe our central question could be”—he took his own marker to the board—“is there an ideal, scientifically backed way to find authentic love?”

      Chesa agreed, and they spent minutes creating an outline. When complete, they stood back to appreciate the map of weaving lines, jutting arrows, and circled words.

      “You see the vision now?” Chesa asked.

      He sighed. “I see it.”
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      Mary was steps from leaving her apartment for the day when she caught a whiff of something offensive. It was a cross between sour milk and whatever went on in the backroom of pet stores. With her keys, coat, and purse still in hand, she searched through her home for the elusive stink.

      She lifted the frilly throw pillows on her sofa. Went low to look under the coffee table. She found nothing to blame inside the carts of the dishwasher or on the shelves in the refrigerator, and there was nothing more sinister in the garbage bin than a poorly flattened pizza box.

      The source of the smell, it turned out, was inside the closet that held her laundry appliances. A load of clothing clung to the sides of the washing machine barrel. They’d been forgotten, left to fester for probably days.

      “Unbelievable,” she muttered, dropping her things. If she hadn’t been self-flagellating since the interview earlier in the week, she might’ve noticed the retching conditions sooner. With one hand, she poured liquid detergent over the smelly clothes, and with the other, she made a call.

      “Hey, Willa!” Mary said brightly to the voicemail system. “Hope you’re doing good. It seems you forgot to remove your clothes from the washer. I’m restarting the cycle so if you could come pick them up when you can, that would be great. I’ll be home by six.”

      What had started as a temporary arrangement between Mary and her neighbor had warped into a big inconvenience. An uncomfortable chat was obviously necessary, but she kept putting it off to endless tomorrows. After hanging up the phone, Mary noted the time and rushed out of the door. Despite her best efforts, she hit red lights throughout her drive and got to work minutes late. Her first appointment of the day was already seated in her office.

      “Hello!” she said to the back of the person’s head. “I’m so sorry for the wait.”

      Mary quickly moved around the room, talking about this and that as she unspooled her scarf and traded her soggy boots for heels. When she made it to her desk, she got her first good look at her potential client. He sat in the chair with his long legs crossed, somehow making the highly contemporary seat look comfortable. His coily hair was cropped, and a generous collection of freckles peppered his brown face and neck. He was dressed more casually than others typically did for first meetings in a gray sweatshirt with a faded print of the World Wildlife Fund panda on the front.

      Handsome, she decided.

      “As we wait for technology to cooperate,” she said, tapping the buffering screen of her tablet, “why don’t you tell me a little about yourself?”

      An impish half smile lit his face. “Well, I’m Ruben Byers. I’m thirty-four years old, and I’m a radio show host.”
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        * * *

      

      Hearts Collide Matchmaking was located on the seventh floor of a downtown commercial building across from an orthodontics clinic. Ruben had taken in the white surfaces, angular furniture, and severe lighting, and it was as though he stood in a biomedical megacorp’s headquarters where they harvested organs for the elite.

      The receptionist who led him to the office rattled off options on an extensive beverage menu and returned with Ruben’s chosen glass of water set on a decorative tray. He’d been inspecting the drink when Mary entered the room with a perky greeting. She moved around in a hurry, her short, straight hair—the color of butterscotch—swishing in tandem. She spoke with a forced effervescence one might encounter in a biomedical megacorp’s employee training video, but when she realized who he was, her grin waned. Her displeasure was the first thing that had felt real since he’d walked in.

      “What are you doing here, Mr. Byers?”

      “Ruben. And it’s nice to meet you in person.”

      She was beautiful with a round face, dark eyes, and perfect brown skin. Naturally, a wisp of attraction took hold, but Ruben stamped it out, reminding himself of the purpose of the visit.

      “I’m here,” he said, “because we received a large response from our listeners following your appearance and⁠—”

      “Glad I could help.”

      Ruben was oddly delighted by the sarcasm. “Yes, well, on top of our weeknight broadcasts, we release a feature, a sort of radio documentary, every quarter, and we’ve decided our next one will be on modern dating.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “One research component would include me going through the matchmaking process with you.”

      She was shaking her head before he finished his sentence.

      “Hold on,” he said. “It won’t technically be a promotion, but Hearts Collide and your services will be highlighted. And if you want, we could do another interview.”

      “So I can get hung up on again? I’ll pass,” she said.

      “That was out of my control. It’s live radio, and I went over.”

      “You also went off topic.”

      “I’d say I went on reasonable, related tangents.”

      “I didn’t go on air for reasonable, related tangents.”

      He considered telling her she’d done a great job nonetheless, and that if it hadn’t been for the time constraint on their interview, he’d have stayed volleying with her for much longer. “I’m sorry,” he said instead. “I was concerned with the larger context we were having the conversation in. It wasn’t personal.”

      “All right, but I still don’t think you’re the right fit for our agency.”

      “Why not?”

      There was a pause. “We have an in-depth admission process,” she said.

      “That’s fine. I’ll do whatever is required of me.”

      “We’re also an expensive service, as you know.”

      He smiled. “The invoice will be paid in full.”

      “None of my clients signed up to be part of a documentary.”

      “My reporting will be on my experience, not on any specific person, and I’d disclose my work and assignment to each match.”

      After a bout of silence and some hope on his end, Mary crossed her arms and told him no. “I’m here to help people who’re actually looking for love,” she said. “I can’t in good conscience bring on someone who doesn’t believe in this method.”

      Any persuasive argument Ruben might’ve offered would’ve required him to lie about his perspective on matchmaking. “I understand,” he said and thanked her for her time. If he’d learned anything from his years in radio, it was to be adaptable. Things changed on a dime. News broke, equipment failed, and interviews fell through. An aggrieved matchmaker would not derail progress.
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        * * *

      

      There was a certain kind of character native to sitcoms that Mary always admired. They were the ones who weren’t afraid to say what needed to be said in a deadpan aside, to call out the hypocrisy, the irony, or the absurdity of characters and situations.

      Mary had sent Ruben packing without placation or apology, and she swore it was worthy of the cheers from a studio audience. She felt boundless, and at the first opportunity, she recounted the interaction to another matchmaker.

      “You’ll never believe who I had a meeting with first thing this morning,” Mary said to Francine as they fell into step with each other on the way to the break room.

      “Who?” Francine asked, her brows raised as high as the Reloxin in her forehead would permit.

      “That radio show host who interviewed me on Monday. He wanted to join the agency for a documentary.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “No. Obviously.” Mary laughed, expecting her colleague to join in.

      “Why did you say that?” Francine asked.

      “Because he insulted me and the agency as a whole.”

      Ruben was so sure of himself, so sure of his perspective, and she blamed the combination of his wit and handsomeness for that.

      “All right, but, hun,” Francine said, “that could’ve been good publicity.”

      “I don’t think he’s all that interested in finding love, though,” Mary said as they arrived at the break room. “He wants to do this solely for his documentary.”

      His enrolment would’ve meant betraying the purity of the process and that wasn’t worth it. Mary assumed their boss would feel the same way.

      “What documentary?” asked Sienna from the kitchenette where she was refilling her outsize tumbler with water. Eden, already seated with her lunch, looked up, curious as well.

      “The radio host Mary had a little spat with,” Francine explained, “wants to join the agency as part of a documentary.”

      “And she’s not taking him on—you’re not taking him on?” Sienna asked.

      Mary shook her head.

      “But that’s free advertisement,” Sienna said.

      “That’s what I was telling her!”

      Feeling desperate to make them understand, Mary said, “He thinks our operation works through mind control. Like we’re puppeteers or witches.”

      The Twins entered the room at that moment, asking, “Who’s a witch?” And Francine, once again, explained. Meanwhile, Mary joined Eden at the table with her lunch, hopeful her sharp, no-nonsense colleague would validate her choice. “You get where I’m coming from, right?” Mary asked.

      “Yeah, and I agree with you,” Eden said. “But I also get what they’re saying. Cassidy is a businessperson first before she’s a matchmaker.”

      Mary fell quiet as the fizz she’d been coasting on all morning flattened. Deep in thought, she picked at her food and tried to hold on to her convictions, so she didn’t immediately notice when the Twins, Sienna, and Francine assembled before her.

      “We don’t want you to think of this as a poaching situation,” one of them said, “but we were wondering if you would be okay with one of us taking on the radio host as a client?”

      Mary realized then that because she’d misjudged what her boss’s position on Ruben’s enrolment would be, she hadn’t appreciated how the situation could be personally beneficial. In bringing this opportunity to Cassidy, Mary might begin to repair the damage she’d caused with the radio interview.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Mary told the other matchmakers. “He’s mine. He’s my client.”
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