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EMILY ARIANE CAME to the Kenstone Grove ice cream social feeling more than a little out of sorts. In her trunk, she had her degree, proclaiming her to be a professional seamstress and ready for designing any outfit she could think up. In her back seat, she had a pile of suitcases filled with childhood dreams about starting her own business.

The only thing she hadn’t come back with was anyone who shared her hopes for a better life than the one she’d been leading. 

As she made her way onto the park grass in the center of town, a tiny part of her looked around, hoping to find someone who might still be available for her to be with. What she saw, though, were dozens of young families, and plenty of older people, all hanging out and laughing it up across picnic tables covered in ice cream trappings.

Emily got a scoop of chocolate from the vendor, and sat by herself, watching everybody.

They’re all gone, aren’t they? The kids I went to school with. The people who came back here once a summer, just to say hi to their families. It’s just me now, isn’t it? The only unmarried twenty-something ever to leave Kenstone Grove, and then come back.

She stuffed a large bite of ice cream into her mouth, already thinking about going back for seconds.

“Hey,” a deep, familiar voice said from behind her.

Emily startled, choking back her bite. Looking up, she found her oldest friend from high school, Charlie Evans, staring down at her. He had a cone of vanilla with sprinkles in his hand, and a bright-eyed look on his face. His smile widened as she studied him, made the whole park seem brighter.

“Charlie! Oh my goodness, I can’t believe it! You’re back!” she said, getting up and throwing her arms around his shoulders him.

“Just graduated,” he said, hugging her like he never wanted to let her go. “I thought I would stay here while I found a job.”

“You, too, huh?” she said, pulling him down to sit beside her. “No girlfriend to live with?”

He shook his head, eyes searching hers. “You?”

She shook her head right back. Sitting next to him, the whole day seemed warmer. She couldn’t even avert her gaze. He tapped her desert with his.

“To finding someone,” he said, licking a drip off the top.

For the next half hour, she told him about wanting to start a business. He told her about going into robotics, maybe at a major company. Little by little, they found themselves sitting closer and closer, until he cradled her hand in his.

By the time the day started winding down, she felt like nothing had changed. If anything, they were as tightly knit as before.

She leaned into him. “You want to get out of here for a while?”

His smile brightened, and he averted his gaze. “Actually, I was thinking. Remember how we said, if neither of us were with anyone when we got back, we’d get together?”

Emily nodded, hardly daring to breathe. She went totally still, tasting her heart on her tongue.

His Adam’s apple bobbed with his swallow. In slow-motion, he got down on one knee. “Emily Ariane, will you marry me?”

For a second, she couldn’t breathe. Her head bobbed up and down. She felt like the stars were shining brighter. Then she started laughing. He hugged her hard, and she laughed harder, unable to believe her luck.

Could this really be the man of my dreams? She asked herself.

It certainly felt like it…
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“ROSES OR PEONIES?” she asked Charlie as they hovered over pictures of floral arrangements.

“Whatever your heart desires, my dear,” he said, leaning close and nuzzling her cheek.

Emily’s smile tightened. She tried not to focus on too closely on his lack of engagement to the wedding preparations. Still, after weeks of talking, and planning, and just plain old thinking about what they were going to do, she’d expected more input from him.

“Some men just don’t care about those things,” her mom had said. 

Emily couldn’t help wanting someone who did care, though.

Hadn’t that been the whole reason she’d been friends with Charlie in the first place? She certainly thought so. As she put together her images of flowers, and paired them with the fabrics she thought might go well, she thought back to the days when they’d first become friends.

He’d been so interested in what she was doing. They’d spent hours in fabric stores, him holding open books of patterns while she decided what she’d be making dresses out of.

And she’d given him her sewing machines, and radios, and all kinds of things to fix up. As he’d explained AC currents, and twisted wires together to repair what was broken, she would often lay her head on the table, smiling up at him. She’d loved his voice, his kind patience, his understanding.

Now, though, he didn’t even bother helping her put the flower photos in the folder with her. He spent more time tallying up the costs of the blooms, and then sighing through his teeth.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, trying to read him.

He shook his head, and smiled at her. “Who knew parties could be so expensive?” he asked, rubbing a hand over his face. 

“You only get married once!” she said. She made her voice as bright as she could, but even to her, it sounded forced. She felt herself trying to win him back.

He pushed a couple forms across the polished dining room table they sat at, and sighed again. “Maybe,” he said, and then got up.

Emily hurried to follow, desperate to catch up. By the time she’d collected everything, though, he was already through the back door, and in the yard. She’d barely made it down the back stairs before he was in his tool shed, the sound of the baseball game filling the air as he put his latest machine together.

Emily made her way over to the door. Usually, he left it open, letting the warm air in, through as many places as possible.

Today, though, it stayed closed. She pressed her manicured hands to the worn wood, the hum and rattle of machinery rising to life on the other side.

“What could I do to help you?” she asked, lifting her voice as high as she dared so that, just maybe, he might hear her.

She jumped as he poked his head out of the window, his safety goggles gleaming.

“There’s nothing to be done, my dear. I just need to think, that’s all,” he said, giving her a tight smile. Then he slipped away again.

“About what?” she called, slipping her head into the window after him.

But he had his back to her, his dress shirt straining across his back. Loud humming filled the air, escalated by the cheers of the baseball game. It hit her, then, that he was choosing to ignore her.
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AT THE WEDDING, Emily found herself chasing Charlie through the party.

She couldn’t think of anything but him. None of the fairy lights in the trees of her parents’ backyard held any appear for her. None of the linens on the tables, or the flower arrangements held by her bridesmaids, could do anything to catch her eye.

She kept her eye on her husband, though.

He raised his glass in a toast, cheersing to her, and his family, and the magnificent night they would all have together. He brought her out for a dance right away, and then danced with both of their moms. He even brought her dad out to talk with a few of his friends.

Still, something had died in his eyes after they’d said “I do.” She couldn’t explain it, but she knew it was there.

She’d felt it in the way he hugged her. She felt it in the way he talked to everyone else, but spent so much time avoiding her.

She picked up the skirt of her dress, something she’d been so proud to show him, and followed his back as he made small-talk with their guests. Even when she stood beside him, he didn’t seem to notice her.

She felt, for all the world, like he was looking through her, instead of at her.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He didn’t turn, didn’t respond. He stared at the person who was talking, laughed at
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