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      Roman rushed through the toy aisle at the department store, searching doll after doll. It was the fourth store he had tried that day, on top of the three he’d already stopped at the day before. But still, as his eyes skimmed for that bright pink and baby blue package — for the Barbie that Sadie had so eagerly begged for — he came up empty.

      He stopped as an empty row sat nestled between two other Barbies. He leaned down to look closer at the price tag.

      Barbie: Queen of the Mermaids. $30.00.

      Roman clenched his thick fingers into a tight fist. They were gone here, too. How?! Why? Why was this stupid mermaid Barbie the chosen one for this year’s little girls? And why had his sweet little niece been among the thousands of others who wanted this plastic doll?

      Roman huffed as he stomped back out of the store and made his way through the brisk February chill to his car. People all around him were joyous and cuddling as the holiday of love lingered only a week away. Girls giggled into their friends’ shoulders over boys’ pictures on their phones. Women had a mix of stress lines and frustrated frowns on their faces as they checked their phones every few minutes. Men rushed in and out of the store, raiding the candy aisle, the flower displays at the front, and yanking giant stuffed animals out of cardboard bins near the cash registers.

      All of these people prepared for Valentine’s Day, while Roman slammed his car door shut and sped in the direction of downtown, looking for a plastic doll for his niece’s birthday. Which just so happened to be in two hours. And his front seat was still empty of bags. He had only one envelope, wrapped around a blue and purple card with a mermaid on the front. She smiled tauntingly at him as if she knew his stress. She knew he had failed to find the only gift he promised Sadie this year. She knew how terrible of an uncle he was. She knew everything of his shortcomings.

      He flipped the card over and sped up.

      He was going to be late to the party if he didn’t hurry. Maybe if he could make one more stop at the department store in Evansville. It was only another twenty-five minutes away and then twenty-five back, plus fifteen more to get to his sister’s. As long as there weren’t any accidents on the highway and rush hour traffic wasn’t bad, he’d be just in time.

      He gripped the wheel tighter as the urbanized part of town thinned out, and the close houses and small shops along downtown Main Street started to form. Sweat beaded on his brow as he saw red and blue lights dance further down the road. People’s brake lights flared in front of him as they all slowed to a stop.

      “No, no! Come on!” Roman yelled. He leaned back and forth, trying to get a better look at the damage, but all he could see was the butt end of a busted up semi-truck alongside a police cruiser. “Okay, okay. It’s fine. I’ll just turn around and go up Route 45 instea—”

      Roman tried backing up enough to turn around, but the person behind him was too close, and the person on their tail was even closer. He wasn’t going anywhere. He slammed a fist onto the steering wheel, and with his blasted horn, a shrill chorus of horns mimicked him. Roman laid his head against the cold steering wheel. Not today. He couldn’t do this today. He didn’t have time!

      He glanced at the clock on his dash — 5:35pm. An hour and a half. Wonderful. Just wonderful. He’d never make it to Evansville and back now. He might not even make it out of downtown in time, with the rate things were going — forget the Barbie.

      Roman peered out of his window, trying to get a better view. That’s when he noticed the small shop nestled in the back of the busy street among two huge weeping willow trees. He squinted at the unlit sign in the dim light of the evening sun and just barely made out “Aunt May’s Antique Shop” swirled in loopy cursive. Roman had been downtown hundreds of times before. He lived only ten minutes away on the other end of their small town. But this shop… he had never seen it before. Never even heard its name.

      He didn’t know what it was. Maybe the stress of the last two days. Maybe his dire need to get something for Sadie. Maybe because of the hopeless situation he found himself sitting in. Whatever it was, he found himself turning his wheel in the direction of the shop and parking his truck out front.

      A low, dim light burned from the inside, and he took this as his invitation to enter. The door creaked violently as he entered and squealed as he pushed it shut behind him. As he glanced around, he realized that the “antique” part of the shop’s name was right. Everything was covered in a layer of dust. The furniture was stained and worn with the stories of people’s past. The wooden table at the front of the shop had cracks lining its surface and rings from old cups. Rusted tools, dated patterned fabric, crinkling book spines, and colorful ceramic models lined shelf after shelf as he walked further into the room.

      “Hello?” Roman called out. But only silence answered him.

      He rounded a corner, entering into another room, and then another, until he found the back of the shop. He heard a cough, brittle and raspy like that of an old smoker. He made his way toward the sound in the next room, but it, too, was empty. He sighed as he went to retrace his steps, but his eyes caught onto something in the back corner of the last room. He peered closer into the dim light and found an old shoebox, torn at the corners and faded with age, lying on top of a wooden table. It was open, and its contents were covered with a thin layer of tissue paper.

      Roman didn’t know why he felt compelled to that box. Why he felt the need to explore its contents. Why he was drawn so closely to this exact place at this exact time. But in that moment, he needed to know what was inside. He peeled back the crinkling layer of paper and unveiled —

      A tiny teacup with a doll in it.

      Her porcelain white face glowed in the last rays of sunlight seeping in through the torn blinds over the window. Her blonde hair glimmered and curled around her gentle jaw. Her painted lips curled into a coy smile that didn’t quite reach her large blue eyes. The rest of her body was petite, dressed in a faded blue dress with white lace details. She had white gloves to match, and a tiny handbag perched under one elbow.

      Roman stared down at this doll and found that he couldn’t take his eyes away. That smile — those eyes — they knew something about him. It felt like they could see right through him.

      “Ahem.” A throat crackled behind him, nearly making him jump out of his skin.

      Roman eyed the wrinkled and hunched woman in the doorway, just as she, too, peered at him.

      “Can I help you, young man?” She croaked, that thick smoker’s drawl reminding him of the cough he’d heard before.

      “Yes, uh. I’m sorry to intrude. I just made my way in and started admiring all your… antiques.” Roman coughed nervously as he brushed his dusty hands on the bottom of his shirt.

      The woman took a step closer and glanced behind him. Her lips curled into an almost toothless smile.

      “Found the doll, eh?”

      “What? Oh, uh, yes.” Roman glanced over his shoulder at the porcelain beauty.

      “A gift for your girl I suppose? Interesting choice for Valentine’s though.”

      “No! No, um, I’m not… no.”

      The woman’s brow raised in question. “You’re single then.”

      Roman shuffled his feet. Why were they having this conversation? Didn’t he need to be somewhere?

      Sadie!

      “Actually, I was looking for a gift for my niece. It’s her birthday today, and I’m on my way to her party. She loves dolls, and I thought this might do. Don’t you think? She’s beautiful.”

      The woman nodded slowly. “She is. She is… one of a kind, that one. Her beauty is unparalleled, but don’t let that trick you. She toys with every man”

      Roman watched the woman as it was his turn to raise an eyebrow. What did she mean?

      “Anyway, I’m sure you’ll be fine. It is a gift, after all. Now, are you going to pay with cash or card?” The woman waved as she made her way through to the next room and back toward the front of the shop.

      Roman eyed the doll one more time, the woman’s strange words ringing in his head. His phone beeped, and he checked the time. 6:15pm. Shit! How had it gotten so late? He grabbed the box and closed it tight before rushing out of the shop and racing to his sister’s.
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        * * *

      

      SADIE LOVED THE DOLL. It wasn’t Barbie — Queen of the Mermaids — as promised, but it was unique and beautiful, and Sadie couldn’t stop smiling at her new toy. As soon as she unboxed the porcelain girl, she brushed back her hair, straightened her clothes, and wiped down her fair face with a wet cloth to remove all the dust.

      She named the doll Vivien. Sadie and Vivien hadn’t separated once since Roman’s arrival.

      After a long evening of dinner — Sadie’s favorite, spaghetti and meatballs — present opening, cake cutting, board game playing, and joking around, everyone outside the family eventually left. Now, it was only Roman, his younger sister, Olivia, and Sadie left. The three of them sat in the living room, Roman and Olivia on the sofa, sparingly watching some Hallmark romance movie on TV, while Sadie played with Vivien the doll on the carpet.

      “Oh, John. It’s always been you, hasn’t it? You were my secret admirer all along.”

      John took Kate’s hands in his own. “I was too afraid to reveal myself earlier. But now… I’m more afraid of not telling you and losing that chance forever. Kate — I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      Kate gasped.

      The two characters on the screen then ogled at each other as snow fell around them in a light flurry. Olivia snorted as Roman feigned swooning at the confession.

      “Marry me, Kate. And I will love you every day for the rest of my life.”

      “Yes!” Kate jumped with joy, and John scooped her up into a hug. The two kissed in the final minute of the movie, and the screen faded to black as the credits followed.

      Olivia groaned. “I always hate these movies. They’re so unrealistic.”

      “I think that’s the point.” Roman chuckled. “They always end with a happy ending. Everyone wants a happy ending.”

      “I guess.”

      “You don’t?” He raised a brow at his sister.

      Olivia leaned back onto the couch and sighed. “Of course, I do. It’s just… not as satisfying knowing that those people started and will continue a relationship with almost no foundation built. They didn’t go through hardship together or work to make a life together. They just found each other, fell in love at first sight, and then poof! Happy ever after. Real relationships take time, energy, and effort from both people.”

      “Yeah, you’re right, I guess.”

      Olivia nudged him. “How’s the dating front been for you lately? Any dates set for Valentine’s Day?”

      Roman laughed. “No luck so far. I can’t even dream of falling in love and living a perfect little life with my Hallmark movie soulmate because I can’t seem to meet anyone. Good or bad.”

      “It takes time. It’ll happen when it happens. You can’t rush love.”

      “Very soothing advice. Thank you.”

      Olivia chuckled as she pushed herself up from the couch. “Hey, chin up. Ms. Right will come along soon enough. You just have to be patient.”

      Roman nodded quietly, and Olivia seemed to take that as her cue to move on.

      “Sadie, come on. Bed time.”

      Sadie groaned and asked for five more minutes, but Olivia remained stubborn. She told her to leave Vivien downstairs so she didn’t get damaged in Sadie’s “travesty of a room,” as Olivia so lovingly referred to it. Roman gave Sadie a tight squeeze as the girl hugged him goodnight. She thanked him one more time for her present and ran up the stairs, all memory of her protest to stay awake and play suddenly gone.

      Olivia told him she’d be back down in a bit, and she followed Sadie up the stairs. Roman sat silently in the living room as the next Hallmark movie started playing. He grabbed the remote and tried switching the channel, but it wouldn’t cooperate. He sighed as he pressed the button again and again, but the TV didn’t respond. Roman grunted as he pushed himself up and made his way to the TV. He felt for a button along its side, something that could change the blasted channel, but it was smooth.
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