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"If an event is meant to matter emotionally, symbolically, or mystically, food will be close at hand to sanctify and bind it."

—A Natural History of the Senses



Introduction




Nicole Frail




"Food is symbolic of love when words are inadequate." —Alan D. Wolfelt


Thank you for choosing to celebrate this day of all things love with Recipes for Romance: A Sweet Valentine’s Day Anthology. Within these pages, you’ll be treated to nineteen courses that will introduce you to both debut and established authors who have prepared for you a collection of fictional stories ranging in length from bite-sized but satisfying morsels to larger portions that may require you to take a breather between chapters.


​The stories in this anthology aim to demonstrate how powerful the experience of sharing a meal can be when getting to know another person and how much thought, effort, and care goes into cooking or baking for those that we love and cherish. Whether someone is treating you or you’re treating yourself, food can be a real comfort and perhaps even proof of true love.


In these short stories, the characters you will meet are all brought together leading up to or on Valentine’s Day in kitchens, bakeries, restaurants, bars, or other establishments where food and drink may be served—unless, of course, they snuck in their own snacks (I’m looking at you, “MJ’s Jersey”). You’ll spend time with the host of a matchmaking cruise and her unconventional ways of matching singles over their drink orders in “Misery on the Bounty,” a young witch who travels to the mortal realm and just so happens to pick up a Valentine's Day date (and a head cold) in "Comfort Food and Covert Magic), a mother from the Midwest as she teaches her children about the true meaning of Valentine’s Day while baking cookies in “Love Through a Cookie,” and two hilarious undergrads who prove that opposites attract and depression brownies can actually be quite delicious when made from scratch in “Brownie Points.”

Grab your soft blanket and warm beverage, cuddle up beside your real-life Valentine, and prepare to be smitten with this cute collection of sweet stories. Enjoy!


Short Story Summaries




“Another Fish in the Sea”

by Amy Kelly

Dating was survival of the fittest for Marie until a bad Valentine's date led to a car accident. Now, recovering post-surgery, it might be the lingering effects of the anesthetic, or she might just have found the perfect catch.

“Batter Together”

by Amy Fitzgerald

After a failed love connection, things are awkward between single mom Kaitlyn and her baker neighbor Eric. When Kaitlyn's daughter blindsides her with a last-minute bake sale, she brings the problem to Eric in the hopes of a second chance at romance.

“Strawberry Macarons”

by Jessica Daniliuk

Noah is a dreamer, hoping to honor her mother's memory and bring her recipes to the world, while Henry knows he needs to find a new dream, away from his father's influence. After Noah takes a job working for Henry's family, they seek comfort in each other and begin realizing these dreams.

“Better in Black”

by MK Edgley

After breaking up an engagement a year ago, Jasmine decides to get back in the game by attending a queer speed dating event at a fancy restaurant. She falls in love with the food but is unimpressed with the people, until she meets the chef responsible for such a culinary delight.

“Truffle and Truth”

by Elise Gilmore

Olivia and Heath sell the two things in high demand on Valentine's Day, chocolate and flowers; so after their busiest day of the year, they collapse at Olivia's shop to play a game of Truffle and Truth instead of going out with other people. But as questions are asked and stakes are raised, will it lead to these two best friends becoming something more or will it ruin the friendship they have?

“Comfort Food and Covert Magic”

by S.B. Rizk

When Aurora, a young witch, is persuaded by her best friend, Penny the ghost, to sneak into the forbidden human realm, she meets James, an unsuspecting human, and agrees to go on a date with him this Friday, which just so happens to be Valentine’s Day. But when her trip through the portal causes her to get sick right before the date, she struggles to keep her magic in check, and fears what James will do if he finds out her secret.

“The Day Before Life Goes On”

by Annabel den Dekker

Jess goes above and beyond to create a perfect Valentine's Day for her girlfriend, Meg, who is slowly healing from a painful past. Through baking and tender moments, she helps her feel cherished and safe, even if just for one special day.

“Second Time’s Sweeter”

by Melissa Mastro

A recipe contest brings two finalists to a chocolate factory in Belgium where they face off–and find love–in this heartwarming and hopeful story about second chances.

“Misery on the Bounty”

by Elizabeth Baizel

This is Dorothea’s last chance to save her failing cruise line, a Hail Mary throw into the world of matchmaking. But what happens when you have the uncompanionable on board?

“MJ’s Jersey”

by Mitchell S. Elrick

Valentine’s Day 1990: the Chicago Bulls traveled south to face off against the Orlando Magic. Prior to the game, Michael Jordan’s jersey was stolen. The cause is up for speculation. Some say it was a custodian. Some say it was rival players. Nothing has been confirmed. This is one variation of the story.

“We Already Have”

by Desi Stowe

In a bittersweet tale of tough choices, Henrietta longs to say goodbye. Her life in New Orleans is almost, but not quite, enough. 

“Love Through a Cookie”

by Heather Culler

In this family-friendly twist on a love story, join the Baker family as they learn about Valetine’s Day and bake message cookies to show love and bring joy to those who receive them.

“The Missing Cupcake”

by Megan D. Wood

Lucy, with her dreams of opening her own bakery one day, accepts the opportunity to bake cupcakes for a corporate event. However, this means giving up the perfect Valentine’s evening she had planned with her boyfriend, Ian, which potentially puts their relationship on the rocks.

“A Note to Remember”

by Bjarne Borresen

Charlie Nunley, following the death of his wife, has been walking through life in a daze, going through the motions. A note passed to him from a friendly bartender could be just the spark Charlie needed to start living again.

“Sweet As Pie”

by Krista Renee

After a run in with her daughter’s girlfriend’s mother, Georgia Lynn feels the most alive she's felt in years. Is that risk worth putting the fragile relationship she has with her daughter on the rocks? Is the chance of something new worth it?

“Brownie Points”

by Aimee Moineaux

Cordelia is having the worst Valentine’s Day ever, so she decides to do what any self-respecting college freshman would do—she plans to eat her feelings. The brownies she tries to make in her dorm kitchen are inedible, but she is rescued by David, an upperclassman who knows his way around the kitchen.

“Welcome Home”

by Melissa Cate

Joshua and Danielle find healing and forgiveness as they work through their shared history. Moving forward would be simple, if not for their years apart.

“Baked in Love”

by J.E. Smith

Being her brother’s best friend, Travis has always been off-limits to Katie. With her sister’s wedding underway, and a shared culinary profession between them, they find themselves working together to make the big day special for Kate’s family, but long-buried and forbidden feelings are returning.

"The Charred Grape"

by Caroline Baccene

Rachael, a single mom and waitress, is nervous when the restaurant gets a new owner, but sparks fly when she forms a friendship with the new chef. As their bond deepens, Rachael must decide if she can make room for romance in her busy life.


Another Fish in the Sea




Amy Kelly


“I love you,” I cooed as I woke to a gentle face. The face’s mouth twitched into a knowing smile.

I turned to the woman at the foot of my bed who was adjusting my catheter. I loved her, too.

“I love all of you.”

I felt deeply confident that these women were going to be my best friends.


“You guys are so awesome.”


A wrinkled face with a tight school-marm bun rolled her eyes to the other, exchanging a look that said: “Oh great, the Cheech of the postanesthetic recovery room.”

I was unphased by this because, as much as I knew I loved my new best friends/nurses, I also knew I was Ethel Merman. Or maybe I was the greatest Broadway showstopper of all time.

“Isn’t it a lovely day to be caught in the rain . . .”

I was really singing to the back of the room now. I felt the heat of the spotlight and the roar of the audience amidst the beeps of my pulse oximeter and burning smell of urine and disinfectant.

“Miss Smith.” The school-marm nurse interrupted my solo. “Marie, you just had surgery,” she said in exasperated blurts over my singing. “Take it easy.”

I was vaguely aware that I answered to Marie, but the audience needed me, so I sang even louder.

“You are disrupting the other patients.” Marm-nurse had switched gears to guilt.


Behind the curtain, a man cleared his throat. Here we go, another hater for my performance.


To my delight, however, he began singing the next line of the song.

“As long as I can be with you, it’s a lovely day,” he continued in a baritone voice. Was he the Louis Armstrong to my Ella Fitzgerald?

“Heaven, I’m in heaven . . .” He matched my melody and tune.

The nurses performed their perfunctory checks and threw their hands up in disbelief as we crooned.

“Just keep it down,” school-marm said, enamored by our obvious musical talent.

Drugs are funny beasts. You ride them and feel so strong and certain to your core, but then they gradually recede, your confidence trickling out as the cracks of life break through.

As reality emerged from  the anesthesia, I realized maybe I was just Marie, the substitute teacher who was a Broadway fanatic but who rarely sang except for “Happy Birthday” and only then for an audience of children.

Details flooded back.


Suddenly self-conscious after our last duet of “Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off,” I mustered up the courage to talk to my co-star. Maybe he was just as gooned as me.


“Hello?” I peeped.

“Hello, Marie,” the voice behind the curtain said. “What is a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”

His voice was light, flirtatious, and playful, like he was a fisherman dancing a fly across the surface of a river. Not what I expected from someone with an IV. Not a typical swimmer in my dating pool.

“Original,” I said, picking up on his humor but wanting to tease him.

“What are you in for?” he asked.

“Bad date, spilled shrimp, car accident. I think.”


I remembered biting into the oily, crunchy coating, tasting the savory flesh of fried shrimp. The flavor was a quilt wrapped around me by an affectionate parent. It will be all right, the carbs and fat had signaled to my brain. After such a bad date, the comfort permeated my body so completely that I almost closed my eyes, forgetting I was behind the wheel.


I had swerved in time to miss the person exiting the drive-thru next door, only to spill hot, oily shrimp all over my lap and floor. A moment passed where I was unsure of whether I was more upset about my burning lap or that I had to go back for more shrimp.

I must have been reaching for a shrimp on the floor when the truck hit. Flashes of a brown purse, long hair, shrimp, and wrappers rolled past my face as my car flipped into a ditch.

“You still there?” he popped me out of the slide show of my night—titled “Bad Times at the Corner of Sad and Sadder”—playing in my mind.

I shook my head. 

“Sorry. What about you?”

“Bad date, appendectomy,” he said.

“I win.”

“Hey, I lost an organ,” he said playfully.

“Sorry, broken leg and head injury trumps your useless organ,” I teased. My cheeks lifted and I could feel my eyes crease at the corner.

“I guess you have me there. What was your bad date? And on Valentine’s?” I heard the smile in his voice.

“Dating has led me to believe that someone has a penchant for kidnapping monkeys from the zoo and dipping them in noxious hair-removal agents to pass them off as bachelors.” I felt the dark, cold space of my heart in my chest as I spoke.

“Tonight was no exception?” he asked.

“Tonight’s date put both my patience and Darwin to task. Missing-Link, as I will refer to him, was a beautiful, muscular specimen.” I wet my lips with an ice chip from a dixie cup marm-nurse had just handed me.

“Must be the great ape family.”

I chuckled at how far from great anything that guy had been.

“He checked out his reflection, hair, and teeth in his spoon before ordering. That was my first red flag. When he thought he was picking his nose covertly behind the menu before flicking it into the potted plant beside us, I should have run. My stomach opposed my better instinct. I was at least going to get fed tonight.”

“Girl’s gotta eat.”

“Missing-Link had smoothed his oily hair and pulled at his collared shirt, buttoned just above a lowly tuft of chest hair where his gold chain nuzzled in his little monkey bosom.”

“They missed a spot,” he said. “Bad form for monkey converts.”

“It gets better. He proceeded to order for us. No pause for consent or input. It was like he had never been told no in his entire monkey life. Even my stomach gave up at that point.” I could feel him listening through the curtain. “When he excused himself to ‘powder his nose,’ I grabbed my clutch and busted out of there.”

“And you ended up here,” he prompted.

“Close. I ended up face deep in a cup of fried shrimp at the drive-thru on Fifth. Then a car accident. Then here.” The details still felt clouded. The drugs were like a fog lifting on a  midnight drive. The visibility on the night’s events was still poor.

I was suddenly aware of how much I was talking. “What about your bad date?”

“No show. I was on my way home when the pain hit. Came in hoping I was overreacting to maybe gas.”

“Not the deep-rooted pain of rejection?”

He laughed.

“Hey, can I tell you something?” He was switching gears.

“Sure.” I fiddled with my sheet, worried he was going to pause, to need to rest. My heart thudded, hoping that we would keep talking. There was a sprout of something green and new and hopeful germinating in the dank cave of my chest.

“I am really enjoying this . . . you,” he said coyly.

“Me too.” I flushed and fumbled for another ice chip, my fingers feeling less like overstuffed sausages each time I moved them.

I heard the nurses shuffle in behind the curtain. The mechanical drone of a bed being lowered before the footbrake is released. They were going to roll him away. I wanted to leap out of my bed, but my movements had been slowed by the melting-marshmallow effects of the drugs on my muscles and my body was skirting the edge of pain. My chest was tight with the thought of never actually seeing the man who belonged to the voice behind the curtain.

“Maybe sometime when we both get out of here, we can get you a redo on that shrimp. I’m the chef at Dockside. You should come in sometime.”

“I would really like that.”

Through the fog, the sound of the wheels squeaking away, the pain, and all that was broken, I felt a small tendril of warmth unfurl in my heart.


Batter Together




Katie Fitzgerald


“Natalie!” Kaitlyn Morgan stood in the kitchen holding her daughter’s stinky backpack and wondering what on Earth a twelve-year-old could be carrying around to create such a stench. A moment later, she found out when her hand descended into the depths of the main compartment and landed on a forgotten orange covered in mold and oozing rot.

“Ew, ew, ew, ew,” chanted Kaitlyn as she carefully extricated the furry fruit. Attached to the sticky rind was a crumpled piece of paper that floated to the floor as Kaitlyn dumped the orange into the trash. Before she could bend down to investigate the document, Natalie appeared.

“Mom, did you remember to—” She came to a halt midsentence. “Oh, you found it!”

“The orange?” Kaitlyn hoped she hadn’t just destroyed a science project.

“Not that.” Natalie wrinkled her nose. “The bake sale note! I just remembered you’re supposed to have twelve dozen brownies ready to sell at my concert on Friday night.”

Kaitlyn instinctively glanced at the calendar hanging above the kitchen island. Friday night was Natalie’s Valentine’s Day choir concert, “An Evening of Love.” Kaitlyn had been dreading it, as she imagined any single mom dreaded anything that required her to think about love on Valentine’s Day.

“I’ve got the concert on the calendar,” she said, happy to note that she had not forgotten, “but nothing about any baking.”

Natalie stomped over, picked up the paper on the floor, and shoved the wet, slightly browned notice under Kaitlyn’s nose. “It says it right here! Thank God you have this. I thought I forgot to give it to you.”


“You didn’t give it to me!” Kaitlyn protested, feeling a headache forming behind her eyes. “It was attached to your disgusting rotten orange!”


Quickly, Kaitlyn scanned the document. Her eyes popped when she saw that the requested number of brownies was, indeed, a whopping twelve dozen. “No way,” she said, shaking her head. “Do you realize today is Wednesday?” She smacked the note down on the counter. “I can’t do that amount of baking on this short notice. You’ll have to tell your teacher we’ll bring napkins or something instead.”

Natalie shook her head right back. “She said no napkins. I heard her say sixteen moms signed up for napkins last time. Now the school will have them out.”

“Then you’re bringing nothing, Nat, I’m sorry.”

Kaitlyn sighed as Natalie frowned and hung her head. She hated letting her daughter down, but she would have needed this information weeks ago to be able to pull off this task. She would have taken a day off, or asked her mother and sister to help, or used any of the other fail-safe methods she had developed over the past eight years since Natalie’s dad had walked out. But she didn’t have a time machine, and that seemed like the only thing that could help at this point.


“Mrs. Bentley is going to be mad at me, Mom,” Natalie said. “She specifically said that the same five moms do all the work, and she wants to see other families participating. We’re other families!” She paused, still frowning, then lifted her head to meet her mom’s eyes with a sudden pleading look. “Could you get in touch with Eric?”



Kaitlyn’s head snapped up and she eyed her daughter. Not this again. She pinched the bridge of her nose. “We have talked about this. Things with Eric are complicated right now.”


Kaitlyn’s history with Eric was fraught, to say the least. First they were across-the-street neighbors. Then they were friends. Then he was at her house most nights, helping with the dishes, assisting with science homework, changing light bulbs in locations that triggered Kaitlyn’s fear of heights. He had essentially become part of their family. Now, though . . . was there a word for a man you both loved and never wanted to see again at the same time? Whatever that word was, that was the situation with Eric these days.

But try explaining that to a very black-and-white-thinking twelve-year-old who loved and missed the only father figure she had ever really known.

“We haven’t talked about it at all, Mom!” protested Natalie. “I didn’t forget to give you the note on purpose. But he has big ovens at the bakery, right? You could help me and make up with him at the same time.”

Kaitlyn watched the light of hope rise in her daughter’s eyes, and her heart went out to her. She had not meant to hurt Natalie with her behavior toward Eric, but it was clear she had anyway. Would it be so bad to reach out and see how he responded? The ovens at Eric’s bakery typically weren’t in use between 4 p.m. and 5 a.m., when he baked the morning bread loaves. For Eric, twelve dozen brownies wouldn’t take that much longer than one dozen.

Kaitlyn looked at the clock, then glanced over at her phone.

“Please, Mom? I miss him.”

Natalie was all but pouting, but Kaitlyn had already made up her mind. She really didn’t want Natalie to be singled out at school because her mom never participated in anything, and she knew she owed it to Natalie to get closure on her relationship with Eric one way or another. Her daughter was right; this was the perfect excuse to make that happen.


Please don’t let me regret this. “Okay,” she said, exhaling slowly, still fighting that inkling of a headache. “No promises, but I will text Eric and see what he says.” She picked up her daughter’s backpack. “And in exchange, you will go hose this down.”


“Thanks, Mom,” said Natalie, kissing Kaitlyn’s cheek as she took her soiled bag. “You’re the best.”

Ha. The best. Eric used to say that, too. As she picked up the phone and selected his name in her contacts, Kaitlyn wondered what he thought of her now.
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The next evening, Natalie had a dress rehearsal, so Kaitlyn was entirely on her own when she parallel parked in front of the bakery and popped open the back of the SUV to grab her baking supplies. Eric’s text message had simply said, “Come on down!” in a much warmer tone than she’d expected given the way she’d been ignoring him since back in the fall.


Actually, ignoring wasn’t the right word. She was avoiding him, yes, but she was paying more attention than ever to the details of his life. She knew which nights he went to the gym because she saw him get into the car in his sweatpants with a water bottle in hand. She knew when he went grocery shopping, when he got the mail, when packages were delivered to his porch. When it snowed, she peered out the window to make sure she wouldn’t run into him while he was shoveling. During the most recent storm, Kaitlyn had found herself mesmerized by the sight of him effortlessly lifting and tossing scoopfuls of snow. Around the same time, she had also noticed with great pleasure that the car belonging to his girlfriend, Angie, had stopped coming around. She really wanted that to mean something.



Kaitlyn set down her supplies on the sidewalk, shut the SUV, carefully stepped over a snowbank, picked up her stuff again, and then ducked between the bakery and the Chinese restaurant next door, heading for the employee entrance around back. Angie. She knew how pathetic it was to hate a woman for liking the same man she liked, and it was worse because Kaitlyn had specifically told Eric to move on. Correction. First, she had almost kissed him, then he had said he wanted a relationship, and then she had told him it was a mistake and he was free to date anyone he wanted from now on without thinking about her. What kind of hypocrite was angry with someone for doing exactly what she told him to do? This one right here.


“It’s me!” Kaitlyn called. Her hands were full, so she gave an awkward knock with the toe of her boot. The click of a lock sounded from inside, and then the door opened, and there was Eric. Kaitlyn was surprised when he grinned from ear to ear and immediately relieved her of her box of ingredients. His grin faded after a few seconds, though, as he set the box on a nearby counter and began to unpack its contents. Holding up a box of dollar-store brownie mix as though it were the corpse of a rodent, he said, “I’m sorry, did you bring a box mix to my bakery?”

“What’s wrong with that?” Kaitlyn shut the door against the February chill and rubbed her hands together, enjoying the snug warmth of this neat, yet cozy, kitchen. “It’s just a school thing. Kids don’t care.”

“Are you trying to kill me right now?” Eric shook his head. “I’m not putting that abomination in my oven. You had to know when you asked for my help that I’d want to do it right.”

“I don’t need a whole involved thing,” Kaitlyn said. The last thing she wanted was to be more of a burden to Eric than she already had been. “I just need Natalie to feel like her teacher doesn’t hate her.”

“You’re allergic to involvement,” Eric said pointedly, and Kaitlyn felt her cheeks flush. “This has been noted. But I’m allergic to baked goods made from garbage. My kitchen, my rules.” Then he began to move around the space, opening cabinets and pulling out various items.

As with shoveling snow, Eric’s baking preparations seemed effortlessly choreographed. For a few moments, Kaitlyn stood watching the way she might watch a ballet recital or Broadway performance, losing herself in the efficient and natural way he could pull together a recipe without even thinking about it. She only snapped out of it when she found Eric standing in front of her, blinking.

“You’re gonna want to take that coat off. You should know by now how hot three ovens can get.”

“Right,” Kaitlyn said, loosening her scarf. She willed herself not to remember past evenings spent together in the kitchen, talking and hanging out while Eric worked. They felt like scenes from another life. “Sorry. I’m just—sorry.”

Eric’s gaze lingered on hers for a moment, but when she broke eye contact, he moved away again. Had he thought she was apologizing? Would an apology even be welcome? She shed the coat but immediately started to sweat anyway.

Eric stood at the counter surveying everything he had pulled from the cabinets. “Okay,” he said. “We’re going to make four varieties, a double batch of each. We’ll do one plain, add a little cherry to one, some chocolate chips to another one, and some cream cheese to the last one for a marble effect.”

Kaitlyn turned to smile at him, so impressed by his magic in the kitchen that she temporarily forgot to feel awkward. Eric was completely focused on the task at hand and didn’t even notice. She hoped that just meant he was in the zone and not that he was completely shutting her out. It would be hard to make up with him if he wasn’t willing.

For the next few minutes, Eric called out the names of ingredients, and Kaitlyn dutifully handed them over, keeping pace with him as best she could. It was hard not to remember the times they had cooked together at his house, or hers, or the times they had worked together on other projects, like building Natalie’s bookcase or planting Kaitlyn’s front garden. She would be lying to herself if she tried to say she didn’t miss those things. What if she just broke the ice and said so? As she stood by with the chocolate chips, her mind wandered, trying to come up with the words for what she wanted to say to make things right.

When Eric turned around and they were suddenly face to face, as close as they had been the night on his patio when Kaitlyn had leaned in for a kiss and then bailed at the last second, she startled back to attention, the open bag of chocolate chips falling to the floor and losing some of its contents.

“Sorry!” she gasped.

“You keep saying that,” Eric muttered as he instantly bent to clean up the mess.

“Sorry,” she said again, then laughed at herself. “It’s a nervous habit.”

“Why are you nervous?” he asked, tossing the escaped chocolate chips into the trash. “We’re just baking. It’s not like we’ve never done this before.”

“But we haven’t done it since . . .” She didn’t know how to describe the whole kissing debacle, so she just repeated her last word. “Since.”

“Since you kissed me, then threw me at Angie, who then broke up with me because I talked too much about you? Since then, you mean?” Eric shook his head. “Again, why are you nervous? You know exactly how you feel about me. I’m the one who’s all over the place.”

Well, that showed how much he knew. Kaitlyn had never known exactly how she felt about him, and she still didn’t. When they were in separate homes, in their separate orbits, it was easy to convince herself all the warmth she felt toward him was just admiration and friendship. When she caught him shoveling, or in gym attire, it was equally easy to convince herself she was just lonely and would feel the pull of any halfway-attractive male. Here in the kitchen, though, nothing seemed clear, and everything seemed possible.

“All over Angie you mean,” blurted Kaitlyn.

Eric laughed sardonically. “You don’t get to be mad about that,” he scolded. “I don’t stick around where I’m not wanted. You made your position clear. It’s not my fault you didn’t like her. I couldn’t just wait for you until the end of time, Kaitlyn. I had to see where things with her could go.”

He turned his back to Kaitlyn and finished mixing the batter for the first batch of brownies, then poured it into a pan and popped it into the oven. Meanwhile Kaitlyn tried to come up with the best way to explain herself.

“I freaked out, okay?” She followed Eric from the oven to the fridge, where he pulled out the maraschino cherries and cream cheese but kept his back to her. “I relied on you so much, and we make such a great team. On paper, it makes so much sense. But then I just thought . . .” She sighed. “I thought about what it would be like if we made that leap and it fell apart.”

Silently, Eric began to mix the next batch of brownies. Kaitlyn wondered if she was saying too much, but she also couldn’t seem to stop herself. She needed him to understand that she liked depending on him for companionship and emotional support, but that she also worried that her messy, disorganized life was a burden that would eventually crush him, and by extension, her and her daughter. 


“Natalie would be heartbroken,” she went on. “I would be heartbroken. I couldn’t risk it. Angie has no kids, and she’s really pretty, and it seemed like you guys would get along so well, and I just wanted you to be happy. I want you to love someone who isn’t such a needy mess all the time.”


After a moment, Eric finally turned to face her, batter-covered wooden spoon in hand. He brought it to Kaitlyn’s mouth. “Taste this, will you?” he said gently, and Kaitlyn opened her mouth to accept the chocolate-covered spoon, then took the handle from him as well.

“There,” said Eric. “Now let me talk for a second.” He wiped his hands on his apron and leaned back against the counter. “Angie is the most annoying woman on the planet. She’s so perfect. Coasters under every glass. Hospital corners on the bed. She vacuums four times a day. There is not a LEGO set or a headless Barbie doll in that house. Her life is utterly sterile.” The second oven beeped to signal it was preheated. Eric took the tray of marble brownies and shoved it into the oven before turning back to Kaitlyn. “Basically, she’s everything I want in an employee but absolutely nothing I want in a girlfriend. I need more personality. More unpredictability. Somebody who needs me sometimes.”

Kaitlyn savored the chocolate in her mouth and swallowed, trying to take in everything Eric was saying to her. “Well, I’m sorry,” she said. “The truth is, I do know exactly how I feel about you, and it’s terrifying.” She finished off the chocolate on the spoon, then tossed it into the sink. “I thought seeing you with someone else would snap me out of it.”

Eric laughed. “How’s that working out for you?”

“Not great, to be honest.” Kaitlyn exhaled shakily. “Many regrets. If I could do things differently . . .”

“It’s not too late, you know,” Eric said. “I’m a free man. Back on the market. Yours for the kissing.”

It was already warm in here, but now Kaitlyn’s cheeks flamed. “That’s what got us into this mess in the first place,” she pointed out.


“Almost kissing got us here,” Eric corrected. “We don’t know where actually kissing leads until we try it.” He raised his eyebrows.


Kaitlyn took a tentative step toward Eric. She knew she could not get this wrong a second time. But what was she afraid of? Eric had never been anything but supportive. Even when he had dated someone else, he had done so mostly to please her. She’d been telling herself she was angry at him, but really, she was frustrated with herself for refusing to pursue her own happiness. This was her second chance, and she would not squander it.

Meeting Eric’s warm, brown eyes with her own steady gaze, Kaitlyn took another step. Then, reaching up to cup his cheek, she guided his face toward her own. They kissed, and instantly his fingers were in her hair, his other arm at her waist, pulling her in closer until the front of her sweatshirt brushed his apron. Kaitlyn was entirely swept away on a stream of all the swoony, giddy, and foolish feelings associated with Valentine’s Day.

The kiss continued for a long moment until the timer announced that the first batch of brownies was done. Kaitlyn stood back, finding it impossible to suppress a grin as Eric retrieved the brownies, set them on the cooling rack, and then immediately returned his attention to Kaitlyn.


“Now that was a kiss,” he said playfully, toying with a lock of Kaitlyn’s hair, then placing it behind her ear. “That’s what I want, Kait,” he said. “I want this with you.”


Kaitlyn fully expected her fight-or-flight response to kick in and send her screaming into the night with her dollar-store brownie mix. But Eric’s words soothed her fears. Kaitlyn could no longer think of a single good reason why they couldn’t be across-the-street-neighbors, best friends, family, and something more.

“It’s what I want too, Eric,” she whispered. “I think it’s what I’ve always wanted.”

It should have taken no time at all to finish baking the last of the brownies, but with all the kissing, they weren’t done until right before Kaitlyn had to leave to pick up Natalie.

“Eric’s brownies are definitely the best ones,” Natalie told Kaitlyn as they stood together in the lobby before the concert the following night, surveying card tables laden with baked goods for sale. Kaitlyn had to hand it to Mrs. Bentley. Threatening the parents had apparently been a great success. There were tons of treats. “Too bad none of them are orange flavored.” Natalie smirked, and Kaitlyn frowned.

“Sorry, kid, I’m never eating anything orange again.” She shuddered. “That was gross.”

“Well, these aren’t gross. Make sure you tell him Mrs. Bentley said they were beautiful. I think she might buy the entire batch of the marble ones herself.”

Kaitlyn was about to take her phone out to text Eric this compliment when she looked across the room to the glass double doors and saw that she didn’t need to. She nudged her daughter in the side. “I think you can tell him yourself, Nat.”

As Eric made his way through the gathering crowd of tweens and parents, Natalie launched herself at him. “Eric! You’re here!” A flutter of joy rose in Kaitlyn’s chest as she understood the full implications of his presence. They could really do this. They could be a family.

“Where else would I be?” Eric grinned broadly, locking eyes with Kaitlyn even as he spoke to her daughter. Twice last night, Kaitlyn had woken up and become convinced that the events of the evening had been nothing but a dream. He was here, though, and that meant it was all real.

Natalie looked back and forth between Kaitlyn and Eric. “Does this mean you guys finally made up?” That hopeful, optimistic look was back in her eyes again, and Kaitlyn was so glad she didn’t have to disappoint her.

Reaching for Eric’s hand, Kaitlyn laced their fingers together, savoring the look on Natalie’s face as her jaw slowly dropped. “It means,” she said, “the three of us are sticking together from now on.”

Natalie’s eyes widened as the news sank in. Suddenly, she pumped a fist. “Yes!”

She was still doing a victory dance when the choir director appeared to ask the singers to follow her to the choral room.

Natalie clung to Eric’s arm. “I don’t want to let you go!” she said.

“I’ll be here after,” Eric said, lifting his eyes to meet Kaitlyn’s, apparently letting her know this promise was for her, as well. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Satisfied, Natalie ran off to join her classmates.

“She’s thrilled,” Kaitlyn told Eric as they stepped toward the auditorium entrance.

“And what about you?” he asked with a sly grin.

“I couldn’t be happier,” she assured him, squeezing his hand.

Eric held the door, and Kaitlyn walked through, ready to enjoy “An Evening of Love” with her own sweet valentine.


Strawberry Macarons




Jessica Daniliuk

Noah

February 12, 2025


Noah had never cared for macarons. She believed each only had a whisper of flavor and didn’t like that, after two bites, it was finished. When it came to desserts originating in Italy, she much preferred tiramisu. But, her potential employer, Mrs. Arison, wanted to see her make a macaron, and she needed this job, all her preferences aside.


She began crushing up dragon fruit, hoping to turn the mush into a beautiful pink cookie. Her mother always said that a messy kitchen made for a beautiful dessert, and Noah’s kitchen was a disaster. She continued pressing the berries, preparing to dry them out and add them to her flour. She paused for a moment and turned to see her competition. He was already tapping the baking sheet against the counter, ensuring there were no bubbles in his perfectly circular shells. Being two steps and what appeared to be many years behind, Noah was hoping for a miracle. She needed divine intervention, or at the very least, an innovative take on the played-out dessert.


Even though she was nowhere near a romantic, she would have to come up with the perfect Valentine’s Day treat. Suddenly, it hit her. A macaron with chocolate filling and a dash of strawberry jam: her take on a chocolate-covered strawberry. It wasn’t the most inspired idea, but it would do.


For what seemed like only a moment, Noah blacked out, and when she came to, she was plating her macarons. This happened a lot when she was baking; the activity would take her, and she wouldn’t return until there was a finished product. She looked down at her cookies, noting the few bubbles and cracks. She still cared about presentation, but Noah’s favorite part of baking was always seeing the looks on people’s faces when they ate what she made. She’d watch the person do a little dance as a wave of deliciousness washed over them. Noah peaked over at the competition to see a variety of macarons: chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry, all adorned with a tiny fondant heart. Noah convinced herself this man was a practicing witch because magic could be the only explanation for whipping out that many macarons in such a short amount of time. In a panic, she rearranged her macarons into a smiley face, hoping that she would get some more recognition for creativity and that Mrs. Arison had a sense of humor.


Mrs. Arison walked up to Noah’s station, a smile plastered across her face after trying Fancy Chef’s macarons. Noah could feel her heart clawing its way to the surface. She needed this job, and she knew a decision would be made soon. Mrs. Arison looked Noah up and down; Noah knew this dress had been a mistake. With a perfectly manicured hand, Mrs. Arison grabbed a macaron and took a bite. Noah waited for a smile, but it never came. Instead, Mrs. Arison placed the rest of the macaron back on the plate and looked at Noah with what could only be described as pity. Turns out she didn’t have a sense of humor.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Finch, but we are going in another direction. Thank you for your time.”

Noah couldn’t help but laugh at the way Mrs. Arison spoke like she was sending an email and Noah couldn’t turn to her right and see this “other direction.” Noah began packing up her equipment and tried her best not to cry. After having four interviews, she’d thought this job was guaranteed. It was only when she’d arrived at the house that she realized it was between her and someone else, and of course, now they’d gone with that someone. Noah folded up the apron that once belonged to her mother and left the house as Mrs. Arison discussed plans for her party.

Noah’s car sat in the shadow of the mansion. She opened her door carefully; the hinges were old, and Noah feared the day they would finally give out. The seat creaked as she sat down. She looked at her phone: ten missed calls from Kelly. She turned the key in the ignition, giving her Toyota a second to roar to life. Without calling her friend back, she traveled down the long, windy driveway and drove in the direction of Kelly’s.











Henry

February 12, 2025


Henry heard what he thought was a cat being slaughtered but looked outside to find a beat-up old car. He recoiled as the sun bounced from the monstrosity to his hazel eyes. He quickly pulled the curtains in and trudged back over to his bed, hoping the comfort of his cotton sheets would relieve the hangover. Drinking eight shots of tequila with some of Hollywood’s greatest stars seemed like a wonderful idea at the time, but as Henry’s brain pounded against his skull, he realized it had been a mistake. He closed his eyes, basking in slight alleviation for a few seconds. Suddenly, his entire stomach leapt toward his throat, and he ran to the bathroom.

His sweaty, hot hands grabbed around the toilet bowl as he regretted the drinking, going out, and even meeting the guys that “forced” shots down his throat.

“Rough night?” Henry turned to see his older brother, Ryan. Even though no other words came out of his mouth, Henry knew Ryan was judging him; he had a great angle from his high horse.

Henry slowly collected himself and got off the floor. He pushed past Ryan and sat back down on his bed. “This is what fun looks like; I know a married square like you wouldn’t get that.”

“Square? You’ve been spending too much time with Dad.” Ryan laughed and sat on the bed next to Henry. Ryan turned to the right, and Henry followed his older brother’s line of vision: on Henry’s nightstand sat a protein bar wrapper, empty Fireball nip, and crumbled-up contract. He saw the chill that ran up Ryan’s spine.

Ryan pointed to the nightstand. “I see you’re ready for married life yourself.”

Henry turned toward Ryan and tried not to show his emotions but could feel the anger bubbling to the surface. “I wouldn’t call it a marriage. More like a business deal.”

Henry tried to inch back under his comforter, but Ryan stopped him, putting a hand on his back.


“You know you don’t have to go through with this, right?” Ryan’s eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned, a sign Henry categorized as Ryan being serious.


“Tell that to dad.”


Ryan paused. “Well, if you aren’t ready, you don’t have to do it now.”


“Wait, crap, what time is it?”

Ryan checked his Rolex. “Nine twenty-seven, why?”

Henry ran over to his closet and started chaotically shuffling through clothes. A blazer would be too formal, but a sweater would be too casual; Dad always hated the way Henry looked in sweaters. He’d have to wear a button-up shirt; it was the best fit for the occasion.

“Turn around.”

Ryan turned, and Henry began changing, almost putting his leg in the shirt sleeve. After getting everything on, Henry started combing through his hair while fixing his collar. He paused for a moment before tapping Ryan on the shoulder.

“You got engaged on Valentine’s Day, and now it’s my turn. I want to, I promise.”

Henry looked into his brother’s eyes, hoping Ryan couldn’t hear the insincerity in his voice. Ryan seemed to believe him, and if he didn’t, he wasn’t obvious about it. Henry smiled at his brother and then ran down the stairs to the first-floor study.

He pushed the door open, the slam echoing through an otherwise quiet room. His father, George Arison, sat at the desk in front of two chairs: one already occupied by Hollywood’s latest bombshell, Christine Paxton. Henry could smell lavender and vanilla from the doorway, Christine’s signature scent. He took the empty chair, noting how Christine was shaking her leg and, ultimately, the entire area around them.

George cleared his throat. “Glad you could join us, Henry, even if you are late.”

Henry looked at the big clock behind his father to see it was ten seconds past nine-thirty. His shoulders relaxed against the cushioned chair until he realized his father was still looking at him. He made his back completely straight and sat tall.

Christine gave him a small smile that seemed to be a mix of annoyance at his “lateness” and pity for his father calling it out. George stood up slightly and pushed a piece of paper toward each chair. Christine picked hers up, but Henry was too scared. Taking the paper was acceptance, and even though he’d spoken the words out loud to his brother, making an agreement like this in front of his father was different. It was law.

Henry looked over at Christine, who appeared to be engrossed in the paper. Her eyes would widen at some parts while a slight grin made an appearance at others.

“You have to read it, son. You should both know what you’re getting into.”


Henry picked the paper up like it was covered in molasses and infused to the table. He read the title: Marriage Contract. He had always heard that getting married was like entering a contract but seeing the words right next to each other in Times New Roman felt all sorts of wrong. He continued reading:



“This agreement between Party A (Henry Arison) and Party B (Christine Paxton) shall take place from February 14th, 2025, until at least February 14th, 2027, or longer, if both parties agree . . . Party A hereby agrees to maintain a faithful image with Party B, meaning the party will not be seen with any other females in a romantic and/or non-platonic setting performing a romantic and/or non-platonic activity. . . . Both parties agree not to have any offspring in the duration of the agreement, and . . . Party B shall appear in seven Arison Studios productions within the duration of the agreement. . . . After the minimum two years, Party A shall assume the position of Vice President of Arison Studios, assuming the parameters of the agreement are met. . . .”


Henry couldn’t help but throw up slightly in his mouth. He attributed part of it to the previous night, but most to how all of the romance had been sucked out of one of the most romantic endeavors there is. He’d seen his father conduct hundreds of deals over the years, and this was no different. He wore the same unwavering expression, where he hoped his clients would agree to the terms and the case would be closed.

Christine pushed the paper back on the desk. Henry hoped Christine had more of a backbone than him and would speak on how insane this whole deal felt.

“So, the proposal will happen at the Valentine’s party on Friday?”

Christine being so unnerved made Henry deflate in his seat.

George smiled. “Yes, this Friday.”

“And I get to keep my last name?”

“If you so choose.”

Christine turned to Henry, looking through him. “I’m keeping my last name.”

Henry just nodded. Christine grabbed a pen from the holder and scribbled her signature on the contract. George clapped quietly, seeming to be the happiest he’d been in a while. Henry hated disappointing his father, even though he proved to be so good at it, but the feeling of discomfort gnawed at him, willing him to speak up.

“Henry?”

Both George and Christine glared at Henry. He wondered if they could see how much he was sweating.

“Can I have some time to think about it?”

Henry’s potential wife rolled her eyes, but George remained calm, like he’d been expecting this kind of reaction from his son.

“Of course. You just need to sign before the big toast at the party.”

Without saying another word, Henry rose from his chair and rushed out of the room. He ripped away at the buttons on his shirt as heat spread across his chest. With slightly blurry vision, he reached for the chair at the island but couldn’t grab onto it. He kept pawing at it until, eventually, he was able to pull himself around and into the chair. His heart was beating almost as violently as his head while thoughts of his father never forgiving him flooded in. A wave of pure fear took him over to the point where he didn’t even hear his mother enter the kitchen.

“Henry, are you okay, darling?”

Henry’s face contorted as he tried his best to appear okay. Patricia walked over and placed one hand on her son’s shoulder while she used the other to present a professional chef. Henry was never one for fine dining; he always preferred a fast-food burger over a Michelin-star steak, but he knew how much his mother loved that level of sophistication, so he went along with her whims.

“Meet Chef Gravateau; he will be making the pastries for the party on Friday.”

“Nice to meet you, sir.” Henry leaned over the counter and attempted to keep his hand steady while he greeted the chef, but he knew he’d delivered a clammy, shaky handshake.

Patricia walked over to the chef and took him to the side to assumingly talk about party details. The shaking moved from Henry’s hands to his legs, almost throwing him off the chair.

He looked around for something to eat, hoping that the chewing would distract his body and eventually stop the shaking. There was nothing on the island, but on the counter right next to the stove and near the trash was a plate of little macarons in the shape of a smiley face. Henry couldn’t help but match the expression of the dessert as he walked over to grab one. He took one of the eyes and bit into half of it.

The fluffy texture of the cookie mixed with the tartness of the strawberries and the richness of the chocolate transported Henry to a new place where he forgot about his problems for a second. As he finished the cookie, Henry noticed that he wasn’t shaking nearly as much. There was a slight twitch in his eye, but somehow, the cookie had done what breathing exercises couldn’t.

Patricia and the chef walked back over as Henry was finishing up his second cookie.

He pointed to the plate. “These are excellent, by the way!”

Patricia looked down with horror and disbelief, an expression Henry had only seen when he was a kid and had been particularly bad. She rushed over, picked up the plate, and threw it in the trash, giving Henry a dirty look the entire time. She walked back over to the chef, said something about seeing him tomorrow, and then rushed him out the door. When she returned, she looked a new shade of red.

“Hey, I was still eating those.”

“Those weren’t Chef Gravateau’s. I hope you know how much you just embarrassed me.”

Patricia walked over to the dining room and started going over options for table settings.

Henry followed her and sat in one of the seats, causing her to look less embarrassed and more aggravated.

“So, what’s on the menu for Friday?”

The headache was still there, but Henry was forcing himself to think of a plan because, for some reason, he needed more of those chocolate-strawberry macarons. His body begged for more.

Patricia looked over doily options, each with unique places where they were cut. “Chef Marge is doing seared scallops and a citrus salad to start, and the entrée is going to be either a spaghetti carbonara, coconut curry chicken, or baked lobster tails.”

“Delicious, delicious, you know I love carbonara.”

Patricia began to warm, her scowl melting into indifference.

“What about dessert? What’s Chef Gravoo cooking up?”

The scowl returned. “It’s Gravateau, darling, and I think he’s going to do some eclairs and a variety of madeleines.”

Henry began to perform. He sighed deeply and looked around like he didn’t know what to do. “Bad news, Mom, Christine’s like, deathly allergic to almonds. She can’t have madeleines. And she told me recently that she’s trying to stay away from custard. Some weird fad diet where she can’t eat custard but can eat other desserts. It’s some actress thing.”

Henry looked at his mom, hoping she’d taken the bait. She was a very smart woman, but over the years, Henry had learned exactly which buttons to push. And at the end of the day, she always wanted to make her baby happy.

“I’ll never understand the diets these actresses are on. I’ll call Chef Gravateau right now to revise the menu. Better yet, he may still be outside.”

Patricia began walking toward the exit, but Henry shot up from his seat to block her path. “But there is one thing Christine does love. She loves chocolate-covered strawberries but hates the texture of strawberries. I don’t know why. Again, she’s weird. Anyways, I think she’d love those macarons in the kitchen.”

“You mean the ones I threw away?” Patricia didn’t seem to be buying it.

“Not those exact ones, but maybe if the chef made a fresh batch . . . and also catered the party.”

Patricia’s eyes grew wide. “But we have Chef Gravateau; he’s the best pastry chef in the state.”

Henry got closer, putting his arm around his mom, hoping to achieve his goal. “I’m just trying to be a good future husband and look out for my partner’s needs. Something I learned from you.”

Every ounce of anger or upset from Patricia subsided. She hugged her son and rubbed his back, the biggest indicator of her love.

“I guess I could call Ms. Finch and see if she’s still available.”

Henry dragged his mother into a hug and practically jumped up and down. Maybe now his body would stop screaming for sweets.

“Thank you, Mom. Christine will be so excited.”

Patricia began walking away. “But if Chef Gravateau comes here in an angry fit, you’re dealing with that.”

“Of course.”


Patricia gave her son a quick kiss on the cheek and walked away. Henry celebrated quietly.
 













Noah 
February 12, 2025



Noah arrived at Kelly’s to find the front door wide open. She slammed the brakes, put the car in park, and ran out of her car, hoping she’d find her best friend in one piece. When Noah got into the apartment, she found Kelly to be perfectly alive and well, staring at her computer screen.

“What the hell, Kel?”

Kelly closed her laptop slightly and looked at Noah with annoyance. “Took you long enough.”

Noah put her hand on her hip, trying to catch her breath. “I thought you were dead or something.”

“Why would you think that?” The complete lack of awareness from Kelly replaced the fear in Noah’s heart with anger.

“Why would I think that?! You called me a thousand times, and when I got here, your front door was open.”

Kelly chuckled to herself with slight contention. “Yeah, you weren’t answering me, and I was trying to get your attention, and I thought, ‘hey, I’ll be nice and open the door so she doesn’t have to knock.’”

“Never do that again.” Noah began to catch her breath as she plopped down on the couch next to Kelly.

Kelly opened her laptop and showed her a picture of Mrs. Arison and people who Noah guessed were her family, as the title of the article read “The Arison Empire.”

After that large occupational heartbreak, the last thing Noah wanted to do was look at the person who’d rejected her. She started to close the laptop.

Kelly pushed the screen back up. “I know you don’t care about celebrity drama, but you need to hear about who you’re potentially going to work for.”

“I didn’t get the job.”

Kelly looked at Noah with empathy but no remorse. “I’m so sorry, Noah. Okay then, let me tell you about the family you aren’t gonna work for.”

Noah thought about arguing, but there was no use. After a decade of friendship, she knew there was no stopping Kelly when she was set on something.

“So, you already know Mrs. No Taste, Patricia Arison. Well, she’s married to George Arison, who is the founder of Arison Studios. They produced that movie we liked about the cowboy traveling through space and time.”

Noah’s face was stone.

“But I hate it now, that movie is dead to me. Anyway, George has two sons: Ryan and the oh-so-yummy Henry. Ryan is a philanthropist; he’s started a bunch of charities with Daddy’s money and is married to Senator Beatrice Arison, the one whose platform is mainly about the green initiative. We love her.” Noah nodded to show she was still sort of listening. “Henry, although I wish he was, is not single. He’s dating upcoming actress Christine Paxton. She’s dated a bunch of big names, and the two met at the Emmys or the Oscars or whatever. They started dating right after Henry went through a bit of a rebellious phase, if you know what I mean, and have been dating for around a year. Now my theory is that they’re gonna get engaged at that Valentine’s party, because five years ago, Ryan and Beatrice got engaged at the same party also after dating for a year.”

Kelly paused to take a deep breath.

Noah tried to wrap her brain around all she just heard but was having trouble. “And you told me all of this, why?”

“You said you were interviewing for an Arison, so I did a deep dive and got really invested. Someone had to hear my findings.”

Noah couldn’t help but lovingly laugh. “Good thing I didn’t get the job. It seems like a lot of drama. Want something to eat?”

“I knew I became friends with you for a reason.”

Noah smiled with fake irritation and went back to the kitchen. She looked through Kelly’s tiny pantry to find a half-full box of Ritz crackers, some salt, and a box of Kraft Mac and Cheese. She grabbed all of the ingredients and put them down on the counter. Looking at everything, she was taken back to many Sundays shared with her mom. After cooking all week, the last thing Noah’s mom wanted to do was cook another big meal, but with Noah’s dad in the living room watching football all day and a hungry mouth to feed, she had to improvise. Even at a young age, Noah had a pretty sophisticated palate, so she would ask for stuffed chicken and mushroom ravioli, but her mom would say that Sundays were for something simple, like mac and cheese. They ate mac and cheese on what they lovingly called Simple Sundays. A box of Kraft, a dash of milk, a bit of butter, topped with Ritz cracker breadcrumbs. Noah’s mom had the innate ability to make something as small as Sunday night dinner seem fun. Noah hadn’t eaten mac and cheese since her mom passed, but after the day she had, she needed a little reminder of home.

Noah whipped up the mac and cheese and brought it back over to Kelly.

“Mac and cheese at 10 a.m., yum.”


Noah rolled her eyes. “I think the phrase you’re looking for is thank you.”


“Thank you, Noah.”

Noah placed both bowls down as Kelly started to search for something to watch. The entire table shook when Noah’s phone started vibrating. She lifted it to see “Patricia Arison” appear across the screen. Noah turned the phone over to show Kelly, both of their expressions puzzled.

“Does she want to reject me for a second time?”

“Well, if she does, I’m going over there, and not just because I want to see her son shirtless.”

Noah laughed as she answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Hello! Ms. Finch?”

“This is she.” Noah tried to remember if she’d accidentally stolen something or maybe left her whisk behind.

“Thank goodness. It appears I made a mistake. I hope you will still consider my offer and come work the party.”

Noah lit up as she realized the proposition. “Wait, are you saying I have the job?”

“Yes, if you will take it.”

“Yes, yes, I will!”

“Great. I have many things to do today, so you will have to come in tomorrow. We will work all day, maybe even all night, so you can stay in one of the guest bedrooms.”

“Stay over?” Noah repeated.

Kelly snapped her head up to look at Noah, interest finally piqued.

“Yes, it’ll be an early morning on the fourteenth, so you might as well stay here to avoid the commute.”

“That sounds good. Thank you so much.”

“No, thank you. See you tomorrow, goodbye.”

Noah hung up the phone, feeling pleasantly surprised and stressed. Kelly waited for a debrief that never came.

“She just like, offered you the job?”

“Yeah, I guess something happened to the other guy.”

“Or, she realized you’re clearly the better choice, and she’s an idiot. I feel like you could have made her work for it more.”

“That would insinuate I don’t need the job, and I desperately do.”

Noah couldn’t hold back her giddy, joy-filled scream. Kelly joined her, and they both got off the couch to jump around, exuding pure excitement.











Noah

February 13, 2025


Noah stood outside the grand front door with the same amount of anxiety as the day before, even though she felt far more secure this time. As she went to knock, someone opened the door. Her hand slid forward, almost hitting Patricia Arison in the face.

“Oh god, I’m so sorry.” Noah dragged her hand back, wanting to punish it.

“It’s fine. I’ll show you to the kitchen.”

Noah followed Patricia inside. She had already been in this house three times before, but each time, her vision had been clouded by the panic of wanting to perform well and be awarded the job. This time, she was trying to allow herself a moment to take everything in. There was a large table under an even larger chandelier in the foyer, a word Noah never thought to use before because she’d never seen one in person. The table was adorned with a vase of flowers and a bowl of fake apples.

Noah was at the point in her life where she couldn’t even afford real apples, never mind having ones just for decoration. She continued walking through the dining room, even though Noah half-remembered them having another dining room on the other side of the kitchen, but it didn’t seem impossible that they could have two. This dining room had a gorgeous china cabinet along the wall filled with beautiful glasses. Noah had a mantra that as long as it held liquids, you could drink wine out of it, but the Arison family had specific glasses for the different kinds of wine as well as every alcoholic beverage you could imagine. There was one piece in the middle that was not made of glass. It was a pot that seemed homemade and possibly from a middle school art class. Noah didn’t know Mrs. Arison very well, but she did not seem like the type to let something that did not match the fine china stay in the cabinet. Noah was glad to be wrong.
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