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      “That’s beautiful, Carrie.”

      Anna Shelby beamed as her student presented her latest artwork assignment. It was only Anna’s second year of teaching after graduating from college not long ago, and she loved all the students in her sixth-grade class.

      Anna turned twenty-six last month, and since then she had felt like time was getting away from her. She spent hours dreaming about the future she wished she could have, married to a handsome and caring man who adored her, with two children of her own. She wanted a boy and a girl, which she imagined to be the perfect family. In her visions of her perfect future, her children would rush ahead into the shelter they ran for homeless animals, excited to pet the new litter of kittens that had just arrived.

      “Do you think it will look good on display in the community center?”

      The eager student’s voice snapped Anna out of her brief daydream. “Yes, Carrie. I think it will look beautiful on our spring art display.”

      Anna taught her class at the only school in a small Midwestern town called Belleville, Anna’s hometown. The community center was one of only a few larger buildings in the town center, and it was used for most of the events in town, including the school’s annual art display. Every class in the school would present their best artwork, so preparing for the unveiling was at the top of Anna’s mind for the past several weeks.

      Until that afternoon.

      Class was over, and Anna went about her routine of putting away supplies and locking up her classroom for the day. She needed to stop by the grocery store on her way home, since she realized that there wasn’t anything that wasn’t still frozen to make for dinner. Most nights, she ate quietly by herself at home, unless she and her best friend Kelly Skitmore had plans for that night. Kelly also worked at the school as a fifth-grade teacher, and after they both closed up for the afternoon, they passed each other in the hallway.

      “I need to grab something at SavingsMart on the way home. Need anything?” Anna asked Kelly.

      “No, thanks, John is coming over to make me lasagna,” Kelly answered with a huge grin on her face.

      “Lucky you! God, I wish I could find the right guy.”

      “I wish you could, too. I can’t wait till we can double date. I hate leaving you alone in that house while I’m having all the fun,” said Kelly, her smile falling into a frown.

      “It’s not that bad,” Anna replied. “I spent a lot of time and money fixing up my place. I don’t mind spending time there. Besides, I’m so happy for you and John. I think you’re perfect together.”

      Anna wondered when her own luck would change. She’d broken up with her now-ex boyfriend Alan Shangle just a few months before. He was nice at first, but something about the way he treated her just never sat right with Anna. They’d known each other for a long time and had even talked about getting married. She had always dreamed of being treated like a respected princess, but she wondered now if that was just asking too much. Maybe she shouldn’t let her dreams interfere with reality, or time really would slip away from her.

      “Are you there, Anna? I asked if you had any plans this weekend.” Kelly looked at Anna, concerned, since she seemed to become so distant so quickly.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. No. After the art display Friday night, I don’t have anything planned, other than I thought I might go shopping in Devon City.” Devon City was about an hour away from Belleville. It was a medium-sized city but seemed huge compared with Anna’s tiny hometown, with traffic jams and crammed parking lots compared to her town’s wide, open spaces. There was only one stoplight in the entire town of Belleville.

      “Perfect, I think I’ll join you. I need a new dress for the festival next week.”

      “I’d forgotten about that. I guess I’d better get something for that, too.” Anna always had fun at the town’s annual festival in the park, which had live music, games, and concession stands with lots of food. Even without a date to accompany her, she had plenty of friends and family members who would attend.

      “I’m headed out,” Kelly said. “You sure you don’t want to join us for dinner?”

      “I’m not gonna be a third wheel. You two have a fun night,” Anna said, smiling at her best friend.

      “Alright, see you tomorrow.”

      “Bye, Kelly,” Anna said, holding her smile until just after Kelly got into her car.

      Anna and Kelly had been friends since childhood, which happened often in such a small town. Most people found jobs at the school, at the grocery store, or at a shop on Main Street to try to hold the community together. She’d been happy for Kelly when she finally got together with John, who had also been a friend in school. They hadn’t started dating until after college graduation.

      Sighing, Anna got in her car and went on her grocery shopping errand.

      “Hi, Anna,” said the cashier, Elizabeth. Everyone was on a first-name basis in Belleville, and for Elizabeth it was even more casual, since everyone called her Liz.

      “Hi, Liz,” Anna answered, pulling out a cart and walking on. When she passed by a couple of aisles, she overheard some women whispering and giggling.

      “Have you seen that man? Oh, my goodness, he has muscles on top of muscles.”

      “How could I miss him? It’s not like you see that every day here in this town.”

      “That’s for sure. We get Henry at the hardware store, who can barely reach the paint.”

      The two women laughed more and walked on, not noticing Anna. She giggled to herself and wondered who they were talking about. She hadn’t seen anyone handsome and muscle-bound anywhere in Belleville, but she secretly hoped he was shopping on the next aisle.

      But that was not the case, and Anna finished her shopping without seeing anyone else in the store. She chose a deli plate for dinner and thought about spending the night catching up on reading.

      The giggling women were still gossiping when she got back up to the check-out counter. This time, Liz joined in. Apparently, this mystery man was really something special.

      “I would die if that man came up and spoke to me. I’d just die because I wouldn’t know what to think or do or say,” Liz said excitedly. The other women laughed.

      “Who are you all talking about?” Anna asked.

      “You haven’t seen him? Oh, my goodness, woman, you are missing out. This Greek god of a man came into the store just a few minutes ago. You just missed him. I have no idea who he was, but thank God Regina was at the register then because I would have died.” Liz couldn’t seem to control herself as the words flew out of her mouth.

      “Well, I sure am sorry I missed out on that,” laughed Anna. When the women finished their purchase, she paid for her meal and left, driving home.

      She pulled into her garage, which was back behind her house. Anna was proud to have bought her own home, and she spent a lot of time decorating the interior and planting flowers in the yard. It was an older home, as were all the houses in the old Midwestern town, but she loved it. She felt so comfortable in it and smiled with pride at being able to purchase a house at her young age.

      But she knew there was something missing in her life, and for some reason she felt that more strongly now.

      The next day, she found out why.
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      The next day was Thursday, the day before her class was going to present artwork at the school’s art display. That morning, Anna decided to leave her daydreams at home and focus on the children, who had worked hard to express their creative ideas. She didn’t have children of her own yet, but she could certainly make life enjoyable for the kids in her class, who she loved as if they were her own.

      For the most part, she was able to keep her promise to herself, since the day was too hectic to stop and daydream about husbands and children and kittens and animal shelters that didn’t exist in her life yet.

      One of the other teachers had called in sick, and, as will happen in a small town, there weren’t any substitute teachers available to fill in. That meant that Anna, Kelly, and the other teachers all pitched in to help the sick teacher’s students get their artwork finished on time. They were all happy to help, and by the end of the day, everyone was ready to head home, including Anna.

      This time, she’d remembered to take dinner out of the freezer the night before, so she didn’t need to go gossip with Liz at the grocery store again. But she had thought of some things she wanted to do in her yard that weekend, but she needed some gardening supplies. As she started her car to drive home after work, she decided it would be best to get everything that night, since she would be too busy on Friday with the art display.

      She headed to the hardware store. It was the only place in town to get gardening supplies, paint, or tools for all the projects Anna had planned for her home, so she went there often. Since it was such a small town, there was much more than hardware on sale there. All the people in the knitting club bought their yarn there, and there were school supplies and even T-shirts and hats with the school’s mascot printed on them.

      Everything and everyone in the town had to multitask, including the hardware store.

      Anna parked her car and headed inside the store, waving at Henry, the store’s owner, who was sweeping up near the front door. The cashier, Brent, was talking to someone, but at first Anna didn’t look. She just marched ahead to the gardening supplies without a second thought.

      But a voice from behind made her heart seem to skip a beat.

      “I’m sure glad for your help. It’s amazing how friendly people are around here. That’s why I moved here.” A deep and confident male’s voice floated across the room, and when it reached Anna’s ears it sounded smooth, soothing, like gentle music.

      “You buy a house in town?” asked Brent, the cashier.

      “No, I’m out in the country. I’m told it’s the old Johnston place. Everyone around here seems to know where everyone lived or even used to live.” The man laughed, and the cashier joined in.

      Anna walked around to the back of the aisle, afraid to be seen. If this was the handsome stranger that Liz and the ladies spoke about, she definitely didn’t want to be the one who embarrassed herself falling over backward when he spoke to her, so she decided to try to get a look at him without him noticing. Luckily, he was busy paying for his purchases, so he wasn’t looking around the room.

      Liz and the others hadn’t exaggerated. He was tall, about six foot three, with a strong, athletic build and beautiful sandy colored hair that flowed gently, as if displaying a softer side of himself. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, as most men did in town, but he certainly wore the look better than any other man in Belleville.

      He looked up to take the bag from the cashier, and Anna slipped quickly back into the other aisle so she wouldn’t be seen. She took a deep breath and was surprised at herself with the way her heart pounded so loudly. She was even afraid he would hear it all the way across the room.

      ‘You’re being stupid,’ she thought to herself. ‘He’s just a man. Quit being so rude and shy, Anna,’ she chastised herself.

      In a small town, friendliness was deeply ingrained in the culture, and Anna had been there all her life. She picked up the flowerpots and other supplies that she’d set down in the other aisle before sneaking a peek at the handsome stranger and walked up toward the counter. Her heart was beating even faster.

      The man had just turned around and saw her as he was headed out the door. “Hello,” he said politely, in a voice that made her heart melt.

      “Hi,” Anna managed to say, awe-struck by his gorgeous blue eyes, the exact color of the sky on a clear summer day.

      He smiled, seemed to pause for a minute, then walked out the door. Anna was lost in a daydream again, and the cashier cleared his throat to get her attention.

      “Oh,” she said. “Sorry, here you go, thanks.” She placed her flowerpots on the counter, gazing at the door where she’d last seen the man.

      Brent laughed lightly. “I swear, every woman in town has the same reaction when they see Ethan Greenfield.”

      “Ethan?” Anna asked.

      “Yeah, that’s his name,” he said. “He just bought the old Johnston farmhouse on County Road 50 a couple miles out of town. I wish I was as lucky as that guy. I’d have the attention of every woman in Belleville. Of course, the wife might not like it much.” He laughed.

      Anna giggled, happy to have a release from the awkward tension.

      “Thanks,” she said, gathering her purchases and heading out the door. By then, Ethan was gone, but he was firmly imprinted in her mind and heart.

      She headed home, made herself some dinner, and settled into her daydreams, which now starred Ethan Greenfield. Would he want children? Would he love animals? In her dreams, he certainly did.

      She wondered if he knew about the festival next week and hoped she’d see him again there.
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      The days passed, and the school’s art display had gone well. Anna was thrilled at the way her students excitedly presented their work, and a couple of them even won prizes at the event.

      The town’s attention turned to the annual festival that would be held over the next weekend in the park. Trucks began arriving all week carrying what would soon be concession booths and small rides for the kids, and tables were set up next to equipment that would soon be used to cook food.

      Ever since that day at the hardware store, Anna had thought about Ethan Greenfield. She could barely get her gardening done as she handled the flowerpots and other equipment she’d bought that day, remembering most the way he looked at her with those bright, blue eyes.

      With a light workload, Anna’s mind had time to wander. She often daydreamed, working out real problems with an imaginary life in her head that made reality easier to manage. She had done it often when she lived with her ex-boyfriend, Alan, who often criticized her. But tonight, her imagination ran wild thinking of Ethan Greenfield and imagining a life with him, with the two kids, the animal shelter, and a happily ever after.

      She snapped back into reality after a few minutes, letting the dream fade away.

      “He only said hello, Anna,” she said aloud to herself. “He didn’t sweep you off your feet to the altar. You need to stop with the schoolgirl crushes. That’s what got you in that mess with Alan.”

      It was late, so she got up, brushed her teeth, and went to bed, with her black fluffy cat, Sammy, curled up at her feet.
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        * * *

      

      Friday afternoon arrived, and it was time to head out to the festival. As with every event in her small Midwestern town, it was a casual celebration, but Anna still wanted to look her best, especially as she wondered whether Ethan Greenfield would be there. She’d put on her favorite sundress that showed off her slender legs and styled her hair in a flowing beach wave look that framed her face to accentuate her features.

      Her best friend Kelly was already there when Anna arrived at the park, waving her over from one of the tables near the chili cook-off. Anna smiled and waved back, walking through the crowds of kids running around to be sure they were first in line for the carnival rides.

      There was a happy sense of excitement in the air, mixed in with the scent of popcorn and sweet spices from the chili cook-off’s crock pots that made Anna realize how hungry she was.

      “I’m starving,” she said as she plopped down next to Kelly on the picnic table bench.

      “Me, too, but I don’t think the chili will be ready for a while. I was just thinking about grabbing a cotton candy,” Kelly suggested.

      “You’ll look like a little kid.”

      “That doesn’t bother me!” Kelly exclaimed with a broad smile. “Want one?”

      “You know I do,” Anna said, laughing.

      “Be right back.” Kelly walked off toward a nearby concession stand, and Anna took a minute to take in her surroundings.

      She couldn’t find her parents, but she didn’t expect them to be there anyway since they preferred to come to the festival the next morning, when nearby farms brought in their fresh produce to sell.

      She was also looking for Ethan Greenfield and was disappointed when she didn’t see his muscular figure in the crowd. She hadn’t talked about her hardware store encounter with Kelly yet, even though she usually shared everything about her life with her best friend. She didn’t want to admit that she was having secret daydreams about an idyllic future with a man she had only seen once, and Kelly could read her thoughts as if they were her own.

      Kelly came back soon with the cotton candy and handed Anna a fluffy blue stick of the treat just when Kelly’s boyfriend John and some other friends walked toward them.

      “None for me?” John joked.

      “You’re late. No treats for being late,” Kelly said to him, then she moved in for a gentle kiss.

      “I was helping Randy with his car,” John explained. “Hi, Anna. Good to see you.”

      “Hi, John. I was just keeping your seat warm.” Anna laughed as the rest of the group of friends greeted each other.

      A while later, she saw him–Ethan Greenfield was walking up to a concession stand halfway across the park from Anna. He looked incredible, in tight jeans that hinted at his muscular frame and a short-sleeved T-shirt that revealed the well-defined muscles of his arms. Anna caught her breath, hoping he would see her and hoping he wouldn’t at the same time.

      ‘He only said hello,’ she thought, reminding herself that everything she felt about Ethan was just part of a silly daydream. She tried to enjoy the visit with her friends but couldn’t shake the nervousness she was feeling.

      “Anna, are you alright?” Kelly asked.

      “I’m fine. It’s just a little hot out here,” Anna replied. “Maybe I’ll go get a drink.”

      “I can get you one,” John offered.

      “No, thank you. I think I need to walk around a bit anyway.” Anna felt like she needed to get away from the friendly but prying eyes of Kelly before she started reading her mind.

      “Okay, don’t be long, girl!” Kelly said with a smile before she turned back to the conversation at the table.

      Anna got up and walked across the park, the opposite way from where she’d seen Ethan. She kept telling herself that he would never remember her, anyway. A man like that would have plenty of girlfriends around.

      As she walked up to a concession stand offering cool drinks, a smooth, confident voice surprised her from behind.

      “Hello. I think we met in the hardware store the other day?”

      Anna turned around and there he stood, Ethan Greenfield in all his muscular glory. Her heart leaped a bit in her chest.

      “Hi. Um, yes, I think we did,” Anna managed to say. “I’m Anna. Anna Shelby.”

      “Hello, Anna Shelby. Can I buy you a drink?” said Ethan.

      “Sure,” she answered in a voice that almost squeaked. She felt the warm flow of blood flushing her face. “I was just getting an orange soda.”

      “Two orange sodas, please,” Ethan told the cashier, who scooped up ice into two paper cups and filled them with the colorful drink. Ethan gave the cashier money and handed one of the drinks to Anna. “Keep the change.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the young cashier said, smiling broadly.

      Ethan turned to Anna. “I just moved into the old Johnston’s place on Road 50. I’m new to Belleville, but everyone’s been really nice. I’m assuming you’re a local?”

      “Yes, I was born and raised here,” she explained, suddenly wondering if she had blue lips from the cotton candy. It was too late to pull out a mirror. “I teach sixth grade at the school.”

      “That’s wonderful. The teachers of the world really do shape our future.” He smiled at her, meeting her gaze with those amazing sky-blue eyes.

      “Thanks,” Anna replied. “I try to do my best. Oh, and thanks for the drink,” she added.

      “You’re quite welcome. I’m really looking forward to that chili contest.” Ethan said.

      “Yes, it’s always delicious. It’s quite an important competition around here.” Anna explained.

      They continued for a while with polite small talk, looking into each other’s eyes. Anna was nervous, and with every statement, she felt like kicking herself for not saying something more meaningful.

      As they spoke, neither Anna nor Ethan noticed the man standing off in the distance with short brown hair, his green eyes squinting in the sun and a bitter look of contempt on his face.

      “I’d better get back to my friends before they worry,” Anna said after a few minutes. She didn’t think she could stand there for a second longer without doing something embarrassing like tripping over herself or, worse, spilling her drink all over Ethan. It was better to just cut the conversation short for now.

      “Of course. Yes, I wouldn’t want them to worry. I’ll see you around more, I’m sure.” Ethan looked gently into Anna’s emerald green eyes.

      “Yes, yes. I’ll–I’ll be here all weekend.” She instantly regretted how desperate she sounded. “And thank you again for the drink.”

      “It was my pleasure,” he said, and Anna smiled and walked away, feeling her heart pounding in her chest.

      Heading back to the picnic table, she noticed a familiar look on Kelly’s face. ‘Oh, no, they all saw that,’ she thought in a panic.

      “Sooo,” said Kelly, drawing out the word. “That looked--interesting.” She giggled.

      “Don’t you start. I was just being polite. He’s new in town.” Anna flashed a furrowed-brow look at her friend that told her to let the subject drop.

      “Okay, okay. Yep, folks, let’s move on, nothing to see here,” Kelly joked.

      The whole table laughed as Anna’s face turned beat red, and she slipped into a seat next to Kelly.

      “I’m gonna get you for this,” she whispered, and Kelly smiled.
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      The weekend had been exhausting for Anna, who normally found the festival to be a much-needed time to relax. Instead, this year she’d been constantly nervous, looking around for Ethan and dodging all the teasing comments from friends. Kelly had backed off as the weekend went on, and Anna knew she’d get an earful later when there was no one else around.

      Anna had run into Ethan more than once, and it almost seemed like he was looking for her as much as she was looking for him.

      ‘That was all just my imagination,’ she thought. ‘Of course he would be at a major festival in a new town. He’s just trying to meet people.’

      The excitement of the weekend hadn’t calmed down for the students in her classroom, so Anna was too busy all day to do much daydreaming, and she was grateful. She managed to get her class back into learning mode for the rest of the day, then she spent all afternoon planning lessons for the rest of the week.

      “What a day!” Kelly said as she popped her head into the classroom, noticing Anna busy with her papers. “You’re still doing plans?”

      “Yes, almost done though,” Anna answered.

      “Dinner tonight?” Kelly asked.

      “I’m so exhausted. I have some leftovers of stuff I bought at the festival that I think I’ll just heat up, then I’m gonna pass out early,” Anna replied.

      “Okay. Yeah, I’m tired too. But are you sure there’s nothing you want to chat about?” As usual, Kelly was very good at reading her friend’s mind.

      “There is, but I just don’t have the energy tonight. Tomorrow?”

      “It’s a date,” Kelly agreed. “John has to work late all this week, so we’ll get together for some girl talk.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Anna called out as Kelly turned to leave.

      “See you, girl!”

      Alone, Anna sighed and looked out at her empty classroom for a few minutes before she went back to finishing up her work. Finally, she put away her papers, locked the door, and headed out to her car.

      Once home, she was happy to be there, and she looked forward to the leftover chili and cornbread waiting for her in her fridge. ‘An easy dinner, and a good one, too,’ she thought, pulling out the Styrofoam packages and arranging it in a bowl for the microwave. Sammy looked up at her and meowed, and she picked him up to pet him.

      “You’re not getting this chili, young man. It won first prize!” Suddenly, her doorbell rang. “Well, who could that be ruining my dinner?” Anna asked herself.

      Standing on her porch was a skinny young delivery boy holding an oversized vase of red roses. “Flower delivery, ma’am.”

      “For me?” Anna asked.

      “Yes, Miss Shelby,” the boy said. Every young person in town knew the woman who taught sixth grade at their school.

      “Thank you,” Anna said, reaching into her pocket to hand the boy a couple of dollar bills.

      “Thanks,” the boy said, handing her the flowers and turning away.

      As she walked back inside, instantly she thought of Ethan.

      ‘But how would he know where I lived?’ she thought, instantly answering her own question in her mind, since he could have asked anyone in town for her address.

      She opened the card and nearly squealed with delight, thrilled that she was by herself so that she didn’t have to hold back her excitement. Sammy looked up at her. “Well, I don’t have to hide my feelings around you at least,” she said aloud.

      The flowers really were from Ethan Greenfield. ‘Thanks for sharing a drink. I’d love to get together for dinner so we can talk more. My number is 555-5656. Please give me a call. Ethan Greenfield.’

      Anna was thrilled that he wanted to go out, but something inside her made her pause. She’d had a rough breakup from her ex-boyfriend Alan, and she was just starting to get to the point where she could go about her day without bad memories. The invitation brought them back to the surface, and she sank into a chair as those memories poured into her mind.

      “I don’t know why you think you could do something like that,” Alan had once told her. “That takes a lot of planning and organization and you can’t get that done. You’re completely disorganized. Everything is a mess here in this house. It’s not just petting kittens, you know. It’s a business, and you need brains to run a business. You need to think things through before you start having crazy ideas, Anna.” Alan had said that to her after she had opened up about her dream of running a shelter for homeless animals. It was just one of the many times where he had insisted that she wasn’t good enough or smart enough to do something, and over time, Anna started to believe it.

      Eventually, she gave up pursuing any idea that Alan said was crazy and relaxed into a comfortable life teaching school in her tiny hometown. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to teach. She loved her students and felt like her job was meaningful. She just wanted to add to her life, supplementing it with more things that would make her feel happy and useful. Alan never understood.

      It took a couple of years for Anna to finally get up the courage to break it off with Alan. Their relationship had gone through many stages, and at one point, she had been convinced that she should marry him so she could finally have the family she wanted. Time was passing quickly, after all.

      But something about Anna accepting his proposal emboldened Alan, and his personality seemed to deteriorate. He started wanting to make all the decisions, always calling Anna crazy for any idea she would tell him about.

      She finally stopped telling him anything, and soon she felt like a robot, blindly obeying Alan’s commands. In the end, Kelly convinced her that it was no way to spend the rest of her life and helped her finally break it off with Alan.

      As all these memories flooded back into her mind, tears ran down her cheeks. How could she ever go through all that again? Starting a new relationship could end in just as much heartache if not more, and Anna didn’t know if she had the strength.

      “Kelly. I’ve got to talk to Kelly,” she said aloud to Sammy, who purred softly in her lap.
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      “Finally, we get a fun evening together,” Kelly said as Anna walked into Kelly and John’s small and tastefully decorated home.

      Anna and Kelly had been inseparable friends since childhood, going to the same school together and both teaching at that same school, but for the past few years, Anna’s complicated relationship with Alan had given Anna and Kelly less leisure time together.

      Anna’s engagement to Alan Shangle had been a difficult time for their friendship as Alan made more and more demands on Anna’s time. Kelly always suspected that Alan did that just to keep Anna isolated, away from the positive influence of Kelly’s friendship.

      After the breakup, Anna and Kelly spent more time together, but as Kelly’s relationship bloomed with John, Anna always wanted to be sure to leave space for that relationship to develop. She knew John and Kelly were the perfect match.

      “I’m so happy,” said Anna as she sat down in her friend’s living room, “and I have so much to talk over with you.”

      “Oh, that sounds like a handsome-new-man-is-in-town-and-I-want-him sort of talk, and I can’t wait!” Kelly brushed her long, straight blonde hair away from her face. “But first, we need some girl’s night snack food. I can’t talk about men on an empty stomach.”

      Anna laughed. “I agree. Let’s get a few snacks first. I require salt and sugar immediately.”

      Both friends laughed together as they headed toward the kitchen. Anna started rummaging through Kelly’s cupboards as if they were her own as Kelly pulled out some dishes. Eventually, they had bowls of pretzels, potato chips, and candy-coated chocolates arranged in bowls on Kelly’s kitchen table, where they both sat down.

      “Well, not exactly health food, but who cares? It’s our night to have fun,” said Kelly.

      “Remember that dinner party we planned when you first moved here? This reminds me of that. The menu sounded like heaven for a kids’ sleepover.” Both friends giggled at the memory.

      A few years ago, they’d hosted their first adults-only party. They had both planned it for months but realized only a couple days before the event that the menu of pizza, hot dogs, chips, and cookies sounded like something kids would make raiding the fridge when their parents weren’t home. Anna and Kelly laughed as they reminisced about the party and some of the other good times they’d spent together.

      “Oh, and I talked to Bree the other day,” Anna said. 

      “I haven’t seen her since college. How is she doing?”

      “Pretty good,” Anna explained. “She’s still in the city.”

      “I’ll have to give her a call. But stop stalling,” Kelly said. “Let’s get to the dirt on you and Mister Gorgeous.”

      “I’m not stalling. I was getting there,” Anna said with a laugh.

      “Mmm hmm, sure.” Kelly smiled.

      “Anyway, there’s no dirt. Zero dirt. But he asked me out.”

      “Oh, my goodness! Well, that would be dirt, my friend,” Kelly said with a laugh. “What did he say? How did he say it? Tell me before I die of curiosity!”

      “He didn’t say anything. He sent flowers with a card.”

      “Flowers! Oh, my goodness. That’s so romantic.” Kelly smiled broadly, obviously happy for her friend.

      “Red roses.”

      “Wow, big spender. Even better.” They both laughed.

      “He gave me his number,” Anna added.

      “So, what did he say when you called him?”

      “Nothing, I haven’t called.”

      Kelly almost dropped the pretzel she had just grabbed from the bowl. “What? Why not?”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready,” Anna replied.

      “Ready. Ready? Oh, my greatest friend of all friends, how is it that you’re not ready to date a gorgeous man who sends red roses? Did I mention that he’s gorgeous?” Kelly plopped the pretzel into her mouth.

      “Well, gorgeous isn’t the only thing in the world.”

      “Yes, yes. He’s also a big spender,” Kelly teased.

      Anna laughed. “And money isn’t all there is in life, either. I just don’t want to go jumping into something like a crazed schoolgirl just because a handsome, muscular man asks me out.”

      “Oh, those muscles,” Kelly said, turning her blue eyes up and plopping her chin on her hand. “I mean, I love John and he looks great, but oh, the muscles on your guy. Damn, that man is built.”

      “Well yeah, of course I did notice that, but still,” Anna said, shaking herself before she started on another daydream about Ethan’s good looks. “I need to know I’m not going to get hurt.”

      “My dear Anna, you know I love you,” Kelly began, her demeanor turning serious. “I’m your best friend in the world, and I don’t ever want to see you hurt. But if you don’t take a risk and take a chance, you’ll hurt in the end because you missed out on something in your life. I want the best for you, so I want you to take this chance. You need to call this man right away.”

      “You’re right. I’m just scared.” Anna plopped a candy into her mouth.

      “You’ve been daydreaming about him, haven’t you?” Kelly asked.

      “Ugh, you have to stop reading my mind. You know that’s scary, right?” Anna said, forcing a smile so her friend wouldn’t worry.

      “Too bad,” Kelly said. “We’re forever joined in the mind. Once you’re daydreaming, I know you’re serious about a guy. And I know you’ve also been sitting in your house stewing about all that wasted time with Alan, too.”

      “I wouldn’t trade our friendship for anything. You’re right. I’ve been thinking about Alan, and I don’t want a repeat of that disaster.”

      “Neither do I,” Kelly said. “But I’ve seen this new man around town, and he seems so nice with everyone. I just have this feeling that he’s different, that he’s right for you. I really want you to give him a chance.” She paused. “I don’t even know his name. What’s his name?”

      “Ethan Greenfield.”

      “Ethan Greenfield,” Kelly repeated in a dreamy voice. “Well, this Ethan Greenfield is about to get a phone call. Do you have his number on you?”

      “Yes, I put it in my phone. I just haven’t had the guts to call him yet,” Anna replied.

      “Well, you’ll get no more snacks from me,” Kelly said, pulling back the chocolate dish, “until you get on that phone and call that beautiful man.”

      “Stop that. Okay, fine, you win.” Anna laughed. She paused for a few minutes to think of what she would say to Ethan. Then she took her cellphone out of her purse, found her new contact, and clicked on it, closing her eyes as the phone rang on the other end.
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