
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Is it ever too late to find happiness?

	 

	 

	They’re in their fifties. Grief-stricken (her) and battle scarred (him) from their previous loves, they don’t want to risk more heartbreak, ever. They’ll have to take it slow, talk it through, test the waters carefully. Can they make it happen at this speed, get it done in a short story, and reap the benefits of sizzling sex at their age? Why not?
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	Sitting at the restaurant table, Carol Hawkins looked up to see her best friend tap her cell for a message. Carol tried not to grimace as she glanced at Cliff Rutgers, the new man Sue Harper had decided to introduce to her—as if she was in the market for yet another man. Did he have any clue what Sue was up to? For sure Sue’s message would be urgent, and Sue would have to rush off to put out a fire of some sort, leaving Carol and Cliff to their own devices.

	She loved Sue—they’d been through so much together, starting in college. Sue had been a rock when Carol’s husband died eight years ago. But Sue could have a one-track mind. Ever since the sixth anniversary of Harry’s death, Sue had decided it was time for Carol to step out and date again. Carol had heard the refrains over and over. Fifty is hardly old... Harry would want you to move on and continue living.

	It wasn’t exactly like she’d stopped living. She had a career, two kids, and so many volunteer activities she sometimes wondered how she could fit everything in. There wasn’t room for a man. She did miss the intimacy she and Harry shared—she missed it a lot. She just didn’t think it could ever be replicated.

	Cliff Rutgers would be the eighth attempt Sue had made to set her up with a new exciting adventure. The other seven adventures failed miserably. She didn’t think number eight would fare any better.

	“Damn!” Sue looked at Carol, then at Cliff. “Sorry, I have to run. There’s a crisis at work that apparently only I can solve. Enjoy your lunch. My treat.”

	Carol shook her head as Sue scurried off, thrust a handful of bills at the cashier, and exited the restaurant.

	Cliff’s soft chuckle redirected her attention.

	His short salt and pepper beard framed an inquisitive smile. “I’m surprised Sue stayed as long as she did. You’ve known her much longer than I have. Is she always so obvious?”

	“That’s Sue.” Carol absently brushed hair away from her eye. “What you see is what you get. A big heart, and too often more than a bit pushy. But the truest, dearest friend I’ve ever had.”

	Cliff nodded. “That’s special. She left before the waiter came back to take our orders. Wonder how much she paid them! Do you want to stay? I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.” He gave her a sheepish smile. “Besides, sharing a meal that’s already been paid for with an attractive woman who seems as skeptical about this process as me might be an opportunity not to be missed.”

	Carol’s breath caught—but she didn’t want to look that interested. She shrugged. “Why not? So you don’t do the so-called blind date adventure often?”

	“Never. Until Sue twisted my arm so hard I thought it would break. By the way, I should add, I’m not disappointed I came. You do seem intriguing, and what is there to lose? We have a free meal to share, and who knows what we might discover.

	“Sure. We can always walk away and say nice meeting you, have a good day.”

	“Or perhaps we’ll want to take another small step to see where Sue’s scheming will lead us.”

	“Perhaps.” Carol opened the menu, signaling her willingness to stay for lunch. She wasn’t at all convinced there’d be additional steps, though unlike the previous seven men Sue had set her up with, she admitted Number Eight might have potential. He wasn’t so blatantly into himself, nor did he seem likely to presume she’d immediately strip her clothes off the moment they were alone. Probably safe, at least.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	After their orders were taken, Cliff looked around the downtown Minneapolis restaurant decorated tastefully for the Thanksgiving season. Nothing gaudy. Not overbearing. Classy. Sort of like the woman sitting across from him trying to look interested, yet not too interested. She had a habit of brushing silver-gray hair from her cheek, as if playing hide and seek. He knew part of her story from Sue, but he didn’t want to give away what Sue had shared. They needed some sort of ice breaker. Where to begin? Pretty bland, but at least it would be a start. “So tell me about yourself.”

	“I’m sure Sue has said more than she should have.” Carol tilted her head to the side as if pondering what and how much to share. “Why not? Only if you’ll reciprocate. Sue sang your praises, but she’s always hyping this guy or that one to me. Hope that’s not being too frank.”

	“Not at all. We’re both here, in part, because we trusted a third-party introduction. No doubt Sue has set us both up as if we walk on clouds. As you said, she means well, but...”

	“Right. Well, long story short, I’m fifty, and I’ve had my share of joy and pain. I’m not looking for more of the latter. My husband died of a sudden massive heart attack eight years ago—he was only in his forties.” She paused long enough to acknowledge his look of condolence with a wan smile. “I’ve raised two fine children, Cassidy and Ed. Both are married and live too far away. It always seems farther this time of year as we approach the Christmas season. Cassidy has two young girls. And Ed has a son, but he’s divorced, so I don’t see my grandson as often as I’d like.”

	She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, studying the decorations behind him. “What else? I majored in business administration in college and have held a number of management positions in retail stores over the years. Currently, I work as much as I want to for a local fashion store.” She smiled. “I especially enjoy being in the store this time of year, with all the Christmas carols playing and customers looking for that one special gift for a loved one. What about you?”

	Cliff gave a soft laugh. “You must’ve specialized in shorthand at some point. That was a barebones introduction. Okay, I’ll take a turn. But I do hope to learn more about you, or you’ll remain a mystery woman for sure.” At least she didn’t flinch—but she didn’t brighten, either.

	“I’ve probably been called worse. Go ahead.”

	“I’m fifty-two. Like you, I’ve lived long enough to experience much joy and too much pain.” He arched his eyebrows. “I’m not looking for more of the latter either, but I think it often comes hand-in-hand with joy, whether we want it to or not.”

	Carol nodded her agreement, her expression softening slightly.

	“I was married for a dozen years. She found someone else she thought would meet her needs better than me. That lasted a year or so, but that’s neither here nor there. No children. No grandchildren. Most of my contact with the next generation comes through coaching and other volunteer activities. There’s always exuberant kids with big eyes coming into the store this time a year. As Sue probably told you, I manage a sporting goods store covering everything from golf to hockey, football, baseball soccer, bowling, hiking, and camping. Not exactly a hodgepodge, but close.”

	“Sounds like you have most sports covered.”

	“We try.” Cliff leaned back so the waiter could set out their food. “Our lunches look really good. Are you into sports? You must be doing something to stay in such good shape.”

	Carol laughed freely this time. “Only a sports retailer could come up with that double-barreled line. Thank you. I used to play softball, but not anymore. I golf some in the summer and like to cross-county ski and bowl in the winter. And I do work out in a gym two or three times a week, and of course I walk a lot. You know what they say, you have to watch diet and exercise even more at this age. How about you? I assume you don’t just sell sports equipment.”

	Cliff sampled his soup before answering. She wasn’t going to pay him the same sort of compliment, but she clearly was okay with this line of conversation. He decided he liked her laugh. “I used to be more active in team sports. Now, it’s mainly golf in the summer and skiing and ice skating in the winter. I knock a hockey puck around now and then, purely for fun. I get out bowling occasionally. Our store sponsors a number of youth programs, including First Tee for young golfers, hockey teams for boys and girls, as well as soccer and baseball. And like you, I try to find time for the gym when I can.”

	 

	Their conversation continued comfortably as they ate their lunches. Once finished, Cliff leaned back and patted his stomach. “That was good. Will you be wanting dessert?”

	“No way. I’m already stuffed. You can, if you’d like.”

	“Don’t need the extra calories.” Cliff let the silence go on a bit longer than was comfortable. “Okay, I guess one of us has to take the leap. We could leave and I could wait two or three days before calling you, wondering if you’d want to get together again. That seems like jumping through a lot of unnecessary hoops and added stress. We either want to get to know each other better or we don’t. Frankly, I find you intriguing, and I’d like to spend more time with you. I’m sure that wasn’t very romantic. I’m afraid I lean toward the practical too much at times.”

	Carol absentmindedly wet her lips as if debating whether or not to take that leap. She nodded. “Sure. Actually, I appreciate practical. I find it to be a rare commodity in the men I’ve met.”

	He noted she hadn’t commented on romantic. “I take it that was at least a lukewarm yes about getting together again.” He didn’t give her time to rethink. “This may not be your thing, but a week from Saturday, my store is sponsoring an early winter
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