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Carly

I take my place at the front of the room and open our Matchmaker’s Book Club meeting at the Hagen residence. They have a beautiful home with access to a large private yard on the outskirts of town. 

“I would like to call this group to order. Welcome, ladies.” I have been pondering my opinion and what to say since they attempted to set me up after our last meeting. The matchmakers are fun, but I don’t want to be fixed up. Ironic, I know.

A slew of replies echo around the room. Eva Hagen, Maggie Washington, and Kelsey Ramirez are sitting in a tight circle off to my right with wine in hand. Lina Gugliotti and her sister, Lia, are huddled together on the white couch in the rustic living room. 

Scarlett Smithson, one of my besties, barrels through the front door and takes a seat in the armchair to my left. She mouths an apology for her tardiness. “Sorry.”

“Before we get started, I want to address your attempt at fixing me up.” I look pointedly at Maggie. “I don’t want to be the subject of your matchmaking. I will rebuff any attempt to find a suitable partner for me by this group. I love you all, but I don’t want to find my better half due to your meddling.” I hear the hypocrisy in my words. I want to find a man to spend my life with. I wouldn’t mind if my group mates conjured the meet cute. It simply doesn’t seem like the right man is out there for me, at least not in York Beach.

Maggie sits up straighter. “Each woman here is a testament to said interference. Our success rate is impeccable.”

Undaunted, I reply, “That may be true, but pairing me with Séamus wasn’t a match. The idea of a stranger photo shoot was interesting, but the subject should be exactly that... a stranger.”

Kelsey is shaking her head. “We can’t agree to taking you off the list of eligible women. You’re a catch and deserve to be happy like the rest of us.”

Technically, I’m not an honoree. I don’t meet the eligibility criteria since we halted adding people to the list. At one point, we discussed including doctors and nurses but tabled it until we exhaust our current candidates. Kelsey means they could pair me with someone on the list. I want nothing more than to find a man for myself like these women have. I’m disappointed I haven’t yet, quite honestly.  

“I’m confident none of the nominees are going to work for me. I’m removing myself until we reach a point where we are adding to the pool again. Can we at least agree on that?” That is a lie. One of the men intrigues me, but history ruins any chance we may have as a couple.

Looking around the room, I see my book club buddies reluctantly conceding. 

Maggie huffs, “Fine. We’ll refrain from attempting to set you up until the list is reopened to new candidates.”

“Thank you.” Turning to my right, I say, “I would like to welcome Tatum Percy to our meeting.”

She smiles. “I’m happy to be here. How does this work?” Tatum stepped into my shoes at the stranger photo shoot. She stole Séamus’s heart between shutter clicks. 

The other members laugh.

I share the origins of our group. “Initially, we started as a gaggle of nurses and EMTs to de-stress from the rigors of our profession with a book club and a girls’ night in. There were four women at the beginning. Now, we have a membership of more than twice that. Over the years, this book club evolved into a girl gang of epic proportions. Not only do we host events for the local children’s charities, but we keep tabs on the most eligible singles in our community. Our matchmaking book club was created in good fun, and the tradition has continued for the last seven years. 

Along with the purpose of our group, the rules for inclusion on the list have evolved. Inclusion requires a few factors balanced against one another. First, an attractive package is a must. Candidates and admitted bachelors or bachelorettes must be a member of our first responder community, including police officers, firefighters, and EMTs. Most importantly, we attempt to maintain secrecy until after he or she has been legally wed. Now, I open the floor to all members to raise a motion.”

Slowly, Kelsey Ramirez raises her hand. “I wouldn’t call it a motion exactly. I have been approached by a few members of the community inquiring about the group. Two specifically asked if they were on the list as potential subjects of our... dating experiment. Their preference would be removal as an honoree.”

Ouch! 

Lina Gugliotti adds, “I had a similar experience. I won’t name the person, but she wanted to be taken off the list. Her words were something like ‘I have enough trouble with my family members trying to find me a husband. I don’t want a group of women I barely know attempting it as well.’”

I can surmise it’s likely a member of the YPD for Lina as her husband, Tino, serves as our community resource officer with Callan Craven.

“Yikes! I move to delete those three potential honorees?” My question is posed to the membership.

The ladies vote, and the motion to remove those who are disinterested is carried. 

“Kelsey and Lina, please let me know who has requested to be taken off the list. We certainly don’t want to force the issue.”

Maggie Washington speaks up next with sadness laced in her words. “Are we looking at the end of our matchmaking endeavors?”

I frown. “I hope not, but if our friends and coworkers are completely against our efforts then... perhaps we should consider stopping that portion of our group.” The matchmaking part of the group is fun but it wasn’t the original intent. Our track record is exceptional, but if the community is against it, ending that endeavor makes sense. 

A low hum of chatter begins. 

“Why don’t you talk amongst yourselves to come up with our next honoree? Until everyone begs off, I think we should continue.”

Rather than wait for the end of the meeting, Kelsey and Lina join me near the front of the room.

“If we scratch those who don’t want to be matched...,” Lina looks directly at me, “then what is the point?”

“I understand your frustration. Which woman asked to be removed?”

“Piper Montgomery,” Lina replies.

Kelsey adds, “Lacey Ransom and Callum Foster.”

A sliver of hope passes through me. My brother is still an option. If we’re nearing the end of our tenure, ideally, we can find him a partner first. The vote was close when Landry was suggested last time. “Very well. I’ll strike those three. I don’t love where this is going though.”

Kelsey purses her lips. “Me neither. I’ll share this disheartening news with Gladys and Lois.” They were the founding members of our book club.

I walk around and hear names like Aidan Madden, Landry Reed, and Mia Arden. I gaze out the large window in the direction of the shore. After about ten minutes, I meander through the chatting ladies and retake my spot at the front of the room.

“I open the floor to suggestions.”

Eva Hagen raises her hand. “Have we paired two people from the list to each other?”

I tap my lip with my finger. “No, I don’t think so. Anyone recall?”

The consensus is we haven’t.

“Who are you suggesting?” I ask her.

“Landry and Mia. Both are YFD. Mia is a little younger, but given your overshare about his social life, her age could be a benefit,” she replies. Eva’s right. Chances are Mia isn’t up on the town rumor mill and it could be a blessing for my big brother. 

“You have a point. Any objections or additional recommendations?”

I pause to give them a chance to voice concerns. Hearing nothing, I state, “I’ll reach out to anyone uniquely situated to assist in matching Landry and Mia. Before we get to this month’s book, I want to remind everyone about the softball tournament preparations. Our group is the main organizer this year. We need to secure at least two fields and set up merchandise, as well as snacks. YPD has offered Hagen to assist. The EMT liaison is Lacey Ransom. I’m waiting on the YFD helper.”

“Don’t forget shirts and trophies,” Lia Blake adds. She joined our group after falling for Finn, a newer member of the YPD. 

“The trophy is currently housed at the police department. It goes to the winner of our events each year. We do need shirts though,” I reply.

“I’ll share the current honoree list. How it may change is yet to be determined. Please vote on your way out if you want to continue with our matchmaking endeavors or focus more on the book club and philanthropy aspects. Currently our list of potential honorees includes the following from the York Police Department: Donovan Davis, Xander Greyson, and Esmeralda Garcia. York Fire Department includes Bradford Collings, Alden Rhodes, Aidan Madden, Landry Reed, Kellen McCormick, and Mia Arden. Lastly, the EMTs in York County include Jude Pascal, Hollis Booker, Marcello Auberon, and Tobin Vaughn.”

The ladies start clamoring over this month’s book. The 24th Hour was written by James Patterson and Maxine Paetro. The novel features a Women’s Murder Club. Scarlett thought it would be a fitting read and departure from our usual romance picks.

As much as I would like to continue our group, perhaps it’s time to cease meddling in the affairs of others. Our level of success is unheard of. I see all sides, but stopping means no more happy couples and that’s disheartening. I refuse to tally the vote to end our search of happily ever afters for our first responder community, at least for now. If we stop matchmaking, it might save me from my friends meddling in my love life again
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Alden

The busy months of the year are rapidly approaching. My small town on the Maine shore is fantastic. The tourist traffic begins to increase in late March or early April. We are on the cusp of the former right now. 

I was raised here and can’t imagine living anywhere else. York Beach is a quaint seaside location with a stately lighthouse, a cobblestone-lined street with shops, and even an amusement park. Nearby there are plenty of things to see and do, including state parks and outlet malls.

“You wanted to see me, Cap,” I state, knocking on his office door. Calling my father’s former lieutenant, twin, and my uncle by his title isn’t foreign like it was at the beginning of my career. Stephon Rhodes is younger than my father by three minutes. My only saving grace is they were fraternal not identical twins. If they were, working side by side nearly daily would’ve been harder after losing my dad a few years ago. The death of a parent is expected. It doesn’t compare to losing Asha and our baby girl by a wide margin despite it occurring even longer ago

“Please have a seat.” He points to the chair across from him. “I’m putting in my papers for retirement. I’ve had a great run in this office, but the demands of the job are taking a toll on me.”

“Congrats?” My response matches the lack of conviction of his statement.

He laughs heartily. “It’s that obvious, huh?”

“That you may not be ready to quit? Yeah, it is.”

“Either way, I want you to take over for me. I’ve spoken with Chief Bertoni, and he’s in agreement.”

Whoa! Running this house would be a dream come true. At least I’ll accomplish one good thing in my life. I push my stray thoughts away. Since losing my family, positives are viewed with skepticism and concern. I learned the hard way. The best things don’t always stay. Usually, I’m able to keep my thoughts in check while I’m on the clock. “Me?”

“You earned your seat in this chair.” He stacks books on the edge of his desk. “These are the manuals for the YFD. You should study them with special attention to the forms at the end of the binder. Your test results from the last exam are still valid. Otherwise, the promotion requires a vote from me and the chief.”

I remind myself there’s still time for me to have a family although it’s an outside one. Thirty-six, single, no kids, and a steady, heroic job is more than enough for most women. The problem isn’t the ladies. It’s me. I have been out of the dating game for too long. Plus, I forgot a single huge descriptor that every woman in town sees when they look at me... widower.

I had a fairytale courtship. Asha and I started dating in high school and never looked back. We met freshman year at the first pep rally. The school recognized each member of the sports teams. She was a cheerleader. I was the only swimmer from York High, which put me at the back of the line. Asha was the tallest, which meant she was beside me through the introductions of every other fall and winter athlete. 

Just before they called my name, I stepped closer to her and whispered, “Will you share a pizza with me this weekend?”

As Alden Rhodes reverberated around the gym, she shouted, “Yes. I’ll meet you in the quad after school to plan.”

I looked over my shoulder and flashed my signature dimpled grin in her direction. Then, I waved to my schoolmates while walking across the stage.

“Alden?” My uncle’s voice pulls me out of my head.

“Yes. Thank you for the opportunity. You won’t regret it.”

He shakes his head. “I know. Please keep this to yourself until I file my retirement packet.”

“Will do.” I rise from the chair and extend my hand to him. Instead, we hug, and I leave his office. I wasn’t expecting to inherit this house so soon. I’m excited for the opportunity. I don’t have much time before the alarm sounds and we’re off to a call.

I grab my gear and slide into the passenger seat of the engine. 

“Reed! Hustle up!” I shout before closing the door.

Landry is an above-average firefighter once he’s locked in. However, he often lacks urgency to get to an emergent situation. 

I use the radio as he leaves the station. “Engine Four responding to 1400 Watercliff Terrace.”

“Roger. Additional units en route for backup,” Craig from dispatch states.

Reed enters the complex and maneuvers the large engine to the rear of the community. Numerous high-end townhouses are set around a man-made lake. 

The homeowner is standing on her porch waving furiously. “Oh, thank goodness! There’s a fire in my kitchen. I tried to put it out, but the extinguisher didn’t spray.” The woman is a tiny thing with salt-and-pepper hair. If I had to guess, she’s probably in her late seventies.

“Thank you, ma’am. Reed and Madden, make entry and assess. Foster and McCormick, prepare a hose line to the lake.”

“Copy, Lieutenant,” Madden answers. Aidan Madden is from the same recruiting class as Reed. They are opposite in nearly every way. Madden’s neat and always on time. Reed is not. How they pull off being roommates is beyond me. Reed grabs a hand extinguisher before following Madden inside.

A few minutes later, they return to the rig. “Fire is out. It’s contained to the stove area,” Reed states. Turning to the woman, he says, “Ma’am. You’ll need to get that stove serviced by a professional or replace it.”

She throws her arms around Reed and exclaims, “Thank you, young man. I lost track of my dinner. With all that’s happening in the world, I was distracted by the newscast.”

“You’re welcome,” he answers. Then he steps away to assist Foster and McCormick in rolling up the hose.

Shortly after arriving at the station, my shift ends. I turn in for the night. Tomorrow morning, I’ll have a few hours before family dinner. Plenty of time to shower and change. 

Previously, these meals felt like forced torture. As mightily as I try to get out of it, dinner with my sister and mother is requested and required at least once a month. The unavoidable family time started about six months after I lost my family in an accident. The get-togethers grew less frequent until after my dad passed away a few years ago. The time with my family has grown on me significantly. I look forward to it now.

I drive the short distance to my mother’s house and park behind an unfamiliar car in her driveway. Knocking on the door, I wait for it to swing open.

“Uncle Alden!” My nephew Halston greets me with our secret handshake. He’s eight years old and the spitting image of his dad. 

“Hey, bud. Whose car is that?”

“Grandma’s boyfriend.”

I frown. “Thanks.” Boyfriend? Mom would’ve told us about him. Right? Following Halston, I hug my sister, Essie, and her younger son Henry, who tops out at five. Then I raise my eyes in question.

She whispers, “I didn’t know either.”

“Has Mom mentioned he was her boyfriend?” Attributing that word to a man in my mother’s life is difficult. Before my dad’s death, my parents were married for forty years.

“She didn’t correct Halston. It must be accurate,” Essie replies. My sister is two years younger than me. She’s tall and thin with mocha skin a shade darker than mine. “Ready for this?”

No. If my mom can date again, shouldn’t I be able to do the same? When I consider acknowledging my interest in a woman other than my wife, betrayal makes my chest tighten as if it were in a vise. True, I fulfilled my end of “until death do us part,” but moving on hasn’t come easily for me. I tried dating about two years after I lost Asha, but it was excruciating. Weeding through the locals hoping they didn’t know my story beforehand, was step one. If they didn’t, the small talk was simply too much. After a few months of failed dates—two to be exact—I conceded a local “need not apply.” Considering I didn’t intend on leaving York Beach, bachelor life became my new plan. “Nope. Who is it?”

“Harvey Kingman,” Essie answers.

He’s a local and spends time with my mom and Evelyn Penn. If I recall correctly, the three of them have each been through the loss of their spouse.

“There you are.” My mother crosses the kitchen and hugs me. 

“Hi, Mom.” Before releasing her, I notice a bouquet of flowers on the counter. I turn to him and offer, “Mr. Kingman, nice to see you.”

“Good evening, Alden. You as well. Please call me Harvey.”

I nod and take a seat while he greets Essie. “Where’s the hubby?”

Essie smiles. Her husband, Halston Jones Sr, is the mayor of our fair town. “He’s preparing for a committee meeting.”

My mother sets food in the center of the table. Silently, we dig into her unmatched lasagna, salad, and garlic bread. Gladys Rhodes can cook like no one else. When I was competing, she would make sure healthy food was available for me. During my college years, she would send meals weekly to my apartment. I studied fire science at the University of Cincinnati. It was a four-year program that allowed me to swim competitively as well. 

There was no grand announcement regarding mom’s dating status other than Halston’s statement. However, she seems happy, and for that I’m grateful. As I watch my mother and her companion interact, I reconsider my life alone. Has enough time passed? Can I jump back into the dating game? Honestly, there can’t be many women left in town who know my story and are single. I would still lean toward ignorance at this point.

I escape to my quiet home on the outskirts of town shortly after dessert. Soon after we married, Asha and I bought a fixer-upper. It was a disaster, but it was affordable and in a great neighborhood. Most importantly, it was ours. The old adage, “buy the worst house on the best block,” would be an apt description. We didn’t require a lot back then, but we hoped to have a large family. Asha wanted a massive walk-in closet with space to dress, and I needed a pool. Back then, I wasn’t training for anything specific, but I swam daily. Still do.

I lost myself in rehabbing the house for a few years. I started with a four-bedroom colonial with an office and an unfinished walk-out basement. Now, I have a modern home with a main floor master suite, including Asha’s closet and a finished game room in the basement. We were still in the planning stages for the nursery. I’m grateful. Tearing it down would have broken my heart again. After making our kitchen usable, I built an inground heated pool. Unfortunately, it only bought me about three extra months before I had to close the pool for winter. Two years later, I built a structure over it allowing me to swim year-round. It’s kind of a marvel. I’m able to retract the sides during the warmer months. Completely worth the money.

Once I arrive home, I drop the mail on the island and immediately prepare for a swim. I pad out the back door and enter the pool from the deep end with the perfect dive. My events were solo during my competitive carer. These days the laps are my therapy. I met with a lovely doctor after I lost my wife and daughter. Talking wasn’t enough for me. I still found my way into the water frequently. I stopped the appointments and focused my intentions while in the water about a year later.

Each lap I think about something different. First, I admit an attribute my beautiful late wife possessed. The next, I focus on a dream I had for our unborn daughter. Third, I find a positive aspect of my day. Fourth, I ponder a way to improve tomorrow whether in my profession or my personal life. This is where I typically get stuck and end up swimming miles and miles in the pool before exhaustion takes over. 

Today is a bit different than past years. My thoughts float to dinner with my mom and Mr. Kingman. While my father wasn’t stolen from us, the effect is the same. He’s gone. Gladys Rhodes deserves to move on. A new companion and card partner makes sense.

If finding someone to share life with is acceptable for my mom, why isn’t it for me?

Content I won’t find an answer with more laps or even tonight, I exit the pool and return to the house. This time though, I give myself a deadline to dip my toes back into the dating game. I’ll bring a plus one to the First In, Last Out Ball, no matter what. Six months should be long enough. Right? I’m not convinced.
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Carly

Hectic is the only way to describe this morning. I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s par for the course in the York Memorial Emergency Department. I’m the supervising nurse. The title means I handle the schedule and oversight of the floor. You would think my job would make me grumpy or grim. On occasion, like two days ago when a young girl came in with a gruesome injury from the playground at school, I leave here not in the best mood. More often than not, my outlook is pleasant and cheerful. 

Today has brought a steady stream of patients, including a couple of hikers who got lost near Mount Agamenticus. For a tourist, I can see it happening. There are numerous trails, and with the spring heat, it makes sense for them to lose their bearings. Hagen and his K-9, Roxy, found them a few hours ago.

The upside to being in charge is I have an office. It allows me to handle paperwork and such in private and quiet. Around noon, I escape the floor and hunker down before my brother is set to arrive for lunch. 

“Hey, sis.” Landry announces his presence without knocking. 

Not shocking. My older brother does things on his terms and in his own time. He always has. 

“Did you bring it?”

He smirks at me. “Perhaps.”

“Seriously though. You had one job, Lan.”

He laughs deeply. “I completed my task. Your turkey sub topped by banana peppers plus oil and vinegar. I brought sour cream and onion chips and a raspberry iced tea from Vocaturra’s, madam.” Landry sets the bag on my desk.

“You’re my favorite brother.”

Landry scoffs. “Stiff competition there. I’m your only brother.”

“Still makes you number one.” My brother and I get along well. While he’s older, I took on the stereotypical caretaker role. The skills dovetail nicely with my profession. I’m happy we were able to have lunch,

“Funny. To what do I owe the pleasure of your company? You never invite me to have lunch without an ulterior motive.”

“Ouch! True, but damn!”

Landry laughs. “Spill it, sister.”

“I’m volunteering you to be the YFD liaison for the softball game.”

He grouses a little bit and takes a bite of his own sandwich. “What exactly does it entail? I don’t have a lot of spare minutes on my hands with work.”

I glare at him. He can’t be that busy. He’s a firefighter in our fair town. His schedule is set. He works forty-eight hours and then has ninety-six hours off. 

“Don’t give me that look. How do you have time to spearhead the event yourself?”

“I have less than you, but I enjoy my philanthropic endeavors.”

“Stop with the big words. I’ll help, I guess.”

“Best ever!” I shove a few chips into my mouth and wash them down with the tea. “I need you to rally support, draft a team, and garner donations.”

He grumbles. “Fine. When is the game?”

“Yay! Thank you. I’ll be sure to include you when we have our next meeting. We’re still nailing down the exact date. The hope is late June. The funds raised are for Craven’s college assistance endeavor and a scholarship at York High.” Callan Craven is the school resource officer and created a few great programs during his tenure. This one offers help to students with their entrance essays like peer review and editing and application fees in exchange for community service. 

“Speaking of meetings....”

I frown at him.

My brother continues, “I know you and your gaggle of book club friends selected me for your next target.”

How? Who is the leak? A wave of nausea quickly passes over me. Do our fellow first responders truly dislike the premise of the group?

“I’ve been seeing someone. I don’t plan on sharing who, but I need you to stop whatever is planned for me.”

My head shakes involuntarily. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t play dumb, Carly. It’s beneath you. The first responders in our community don’t want to be your pawns anymore. Your list is no longer a secret, and we’re done.” I guess Lina and Kelsey were right. 

“Who told you about the honorees?”

“So you admit it?”

I purse my lips and reply, “No.”

“You’ve had a successful run for the last seven years or so. Your meddling needs to stop.” Landry crosses his arms over his chest.

A wave of sadness ripples through me. I understand a few people wanting to be removed, but for the most part, the group is unintrusive with our methods. “I can’t take you off a list if there isn’t one. You’re going to have to spill the beans about where your information came from.”

Is it worth it anymore? We deleted three at our last meeting. Now my brother wants off. Ugh! I spearhead this group mostly for the comradery with the members and the charity events. We would be fine with only those tasks—at least I believe we could be.

“The same way you’re protecting your group, I will for my source. I’m dating someone and don’t want to be fixed up. Okay?”

I close my eyes and process his words. We aren’t in the business of breaking up relationships. “I can neither confirm nor deny that you may or may not have been selected. However, I’ll pass along your request not to be fixed up at this time. I won’t remove you from the alleged list given your poor track record in selecting women to date.”

“Whatever. I gotta go.” He seems dejected that I won’t simply agree to leave him alone. I don’t fully trust him to find a good partner on his own. Oher people in town, perhaps, but not Landry, 

“I’ll text you when the next meeting for the game will be.”

He waves me off and exits my office in a huff. 

That went well. At least I achieved my short-term goal of volunteering him to help me. I don’t have long to consider my options before I return to the emergency room. The afternoon will feel short considering I have a staffing meeting at four with the hospital administrator. 

Once I leave my office, I watch three ambulances come and go for a multicar accident near the center of town. The only good news is the injuries were relatively minor for every passenger. 

With my mind still reeling from lunch with my brother, I take the elevator upstairs. 

My meeting with Willa is at a set time each month. We go over the current staffing levels and discuss if changes are necessary or improvements can be made. I knock, but she doesn’t answer. I can hear talking in her office. Before I opt to walk in, the door swings open.

“Hi, Carly,” Luca Cappelli states. He and Willa have been married for nearly five years. They have two adorable kids with a third on the way. They met by chance or through Luca’s persistence, depending on who is telling the story. Later they learned her father was his training officer before he returned home to York Beach. He has since moved to a position with the State Police.

I clear my throat and eye his disheveled uniform. Luca guffaws, fixes the collar, and tucks the tail of his shirt. 

“Luca. Have a nice evening.” I look past him at Willa, who is bright red with embarrassment. She’s gorgeous. Her jet-black hair is shiny from the pregnancy. They don’t know the gender, but given her complexion and hair, I’m thinking it’s a boy. 

“You too,” he replies. After a glance back at his wife, he rushes away.

Willa states, “I’m sorry.”

I raise my hand to stop her. “No need. If I were lucky enough to have a man in my life, I would take whatever time I could get, especially with our demanding professions.”

Willa is my bestie on top of being my boss. Well, more like a coworker. “Perhaps you should let our friends set you up.”

I can speak freely, as she’s part of the group but hasn’t been able to attend meetings lately. “The list doesn’t have anyone I’m interested in.”

“I know you know I know you’re lying,” she quips.

Willa is one of two people who are aware of my previous interest in one member of the YFD. Previous isn’t true. Dating him requires dredging up a day I wish to forget. He’s closed off. “It isn’t a lie. He is perpetually single. and therefore is unavailable. I know better than anyone to not pursue men who are disinterested.”

My friend shakes her head. “That was different. Kenneth lied to you. It isn’t the same thing. There were no indications he was married when he took the position here. Not even a telltale tan line on his ring finger. You never would’ve dated him if he were truthful.” 

“You’re right.”

“Of course I am. Nothing says you can’t put yourself out on a limb and ask Alden on a date despite your traditional girl preferences.”

Willa is right. I want an old-fashioned romance, complete with manners, flowers, and honest conversation. My parents’ relationship isn’t one I want to emulate. I have enough examples from my friends and their parents to witness a solid marriage. Mr. and Mrs. Cappelli, Luca’s mom and dad, have been married for north of forty years at this point. I suppose some of the novels we read provide examples as well. Does romantic fiction ever come to life? Yes. Really? Doubtful. 

“I’ll consider it.” I open my file, and we discuss my staffing plans. Putting myself on the line for Alden hasn’t crossed my mind. His choice to remain single speaks volumes.

After I lay out the details, Willa responds, “That works for me. I appreciate you. Please think about what I said. You deserve to find the happiness you have given numerous couples from our group.”

“Thanks.” I’ve learned the hard way not to go back down to the ER after these end of day meetings. More than once, I was pulled into a call or employee drama. I want none of that tonight. Returning to my office, I place a carryout order at Barley and Hops and exit to the parking lot. 
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