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The Cafeteria Meeting

Maren was not looking for anything—certainly not a relationship. Her days as a nurse at Linden Falls Medical Center were long and exhausting, her nights quiet and solitary. She had grown used to silence, to self-containment, to the belief that love had passed her by. But on an ordinary Tuesday, while she stood in line at the hospital cafeteria fumbling with the lid of a lukewarm coffee, a voice behind her said, “Rough day?”

She turned and saw him. Mateo. Broad shoulders beneath a dark jacket, warm hazel eyes, and a smile that disarmed her instantly. He was dressed in a black tracksuit and white sneakers—casual but confident. She assumed he was hospital staff, maybe a physical therapist or tech. But then he pulled out his badge.

“Police,” he said. “Interviewed a patient in the ER. Thought I’d grab some caffeine before heading out.”

Maren smiled politely. “We all live on caffeine in this place.”

They ended up talking for ten minutes—an easy, unexpected conversation. He made her laugh. He asked questions that didn’t feel obligatory but were genuinely curious. When he asked if she wanted to grab dinner sometime, something inside her hesitated, but she said yes anyway.

Later that night, she called her friend Liz, who had been trying to fix her up for years.

“I saw him again,” Maren said.

“Who?” Liz asked, already intrigued.

“Mateo. The cop from the other night. We’re going to dinner tonight.”

Liz shrieked. “I’m on my way over.”
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The First Date

Liz didn’t live far—less than 30 minutes. By the time she arrived, Maren was knee-deep in outfit panic. It was only 1 p.m., but her closet looked like a hurricane had passed through. Mateo was coming at 7.

“Tell me everything,” Liz demanded as she stepped inside, dropping her purse and heading straight to the closet.

Maren described the cafeteria moment, Mateo’s black tracksuit, the ease with which he spoke, and the warmth in his eyes. “He looked like a god, Liz. Calm, cool... beautiful.”

Liz raised a brow. “Okay, goddess, we need to get you looking like you weren’t sitting around waiting, but you accidentally slayed anyway.”

She sifted through hangers and pulled out a black sequined dress. “What about this one? It plunges in the front and back—sexy, but elegant. Shoes?”

“Black patent leather pumps?” Maren offered.

“Perfect. Let me look at your nails.” Liz examined her hands and nodded. “They’re okay. But you’re getting them done next week. Tonight we want glam-but-effortless.”

As Maren stepped into the shower, Liz called out, “Shave your legs. And your arms. And... wherever else. You don’t know where this night’s going.”

“Liz!” Maren laughed. “Nothing is happening tonight. We’re just going to dinner.”

“Uh-huh. Sure. But if he looks the way you described, and you’re in that dress? I’d prepare for anything. Just sayin’.”

Maren rolled her eyes and smiled to herself. She had no intention of letting it go that far. But she did want him to remember her.
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The Date

Mateo picked her up promptly at 7. He wore a navy blazer over a crisp white shirt and dark jeans. His hair was brushed back in soft curls, and he wore a scent that was clean and warm. He opened her car door and stared at her for a moment.

“You look stunning,” he said softly.

“Thank you,” Maren replied, heart fluttering.

Dinner was at an intimate restaurant tucked into the historic district. Candlelight flickered between them as they took their seats. Mateo ordered a glass of red wine for himself and sparkling water for Maren.

“So,” he began, “nervous?”

“A little,” she admitted.

“Don’t be. I’m just a guy who thinks you’re fascinating.”

They discussed the appetizer and continued through the entrée. He told her about growing up with five siblings, the chaos of Sunday dinners, and how he used to sneak comic books under his mattress. Maren shared her childhood experiences, her nursing journey, and her favorite things—jazz music, rainy mornings, and writing poems that no one ever read.

At one point, Mateo reached across the table to gently move a strand of hair from Maren’s face. His fingers brushed her cheek. “Sorry,” he said. “You’re just... beautiful.”

Maren reached back, her hand resting on his. Then, leaning across the table, she kissed him—softly, briefly, but full of meaning.

Mateo smiled, his voice dropping low. “Can I see you again?”

“Of course.”

“Tomorrow,” he whispered. 

She grinned. “Okay. 

Later, when he brought her home, he walked her to the front porch. The moonlight cast soft shadows across their faces.

“Tonight was amazing,” he said.

“It was.”

They kissed again—this time deep and passionate, the kind of kiss she’d only read about in romance novels. When she finally closed the door behind her, Maren leaned against it, her lips tingling, her heart racing.

And just like that, everything she thought she knew about her future had begun to change.
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Brunch and Doubts

Maren sat at her kitchen table with a mug of coffee in hand, still smiling from the night before. She hadn’t felt this giddy in years. When her phone rang, and Mateo’s name appeared on the screen, her pulse quickened.

They talked for over an hour. The conversation was effortless and natural. It felt like he was sitting right there with her. Then he asked, “Would you like to go to brunch today? And then I promise I’ll leave you alone.”

She laughed. “I don’t think I want you to leave me alone. But I’m going casual—jeans and sneakers.”

“Great,” he said. “I’ll be there in an hour.”

“It’s 7 a.m., Mateo. Brunch at 8 is just breakfast. How about 11?”

“Deal.”

When he picked her up, he brought a sunflower. “You remind me of one—bright, grounded, strong.”

They spent the next few hours talking over omelets and coffee. Mateo shared that his father had been a Marine, his mother a homemaker. His parents, an interracial couple, had faced scorn in the 1970s, but they built a warm and loving home. He had two brothers—an attorney and a transportation police captain—and three sisters, one of whom lived in Japan with her Navy husband.

Maren listened, enchanted, but couldn’t shake a gnawing feeling. How could a man like this be single? He was kind, attentive, and grounded. Something didn’t sit right.

As if reading her mind, Mateo admitted, “I did have a girlfriend. We broke up three months ago. We were just on different paths. I haven’t seen anyone since—until you.”

Maren nodded slowly, her heart and mind tangled. “Thank you for telling me.”

He leaned in, eyes soft. “I know what it’s like to be lied to. I won’t do that to you.”

Maren wanted to believe him. She desperately did. But somewhere deep inside, her guard remained.

Still, she smiled. And stayed.

And hoped.

The following Saturday, Maren stood in front of her closet, holding a navy wrap dress in one hand and her hospital badge in the other. The badge—worn, clipped, familiar—had her name beside the title Charge Nurse, Oncology. It grounded her. It reminded her who she was.

She had just finished five consecutive twelve-hour shifts—five days of chemo drips, palliative conversations, wound dressings, and hallway tears. Her feet ached, her back was tight, but her heart felt full in that strange, sacred way it always did after a brutal stretch on the unit.

Maren wasn’t just another nurse. She was the nurse—the one families asked for by name, the one who caught medication errors before they happened, who sat on the edge of the bed during night shift and held hands when the labs were bad and the prognosis worse. She knew the difference between silence and despair. She could read the nuance in a patient's breath before a monitor even changed.

She loved it.

She loved the mess of it, the urgency, the intellectual puzzle, and the aching beauty. She loved teaching newer nurses how to listen with more than their ears. And she loved working alongside the oncologists—Dr. Lester, with his encyclopedic mind and shy kindness, and Dr. Alvarez, who brought bakery boxes on Thursdays and always deferred to Maren’s nursing instincts. They treated her like a peer, not just a nurse, and that had taken years to earn.

Each shift left her drained but alive.

Still, tonight was different. She was meeting Mateo again, and somehow that made the exhaustion fall away. The navy dress didn’t feel too dressy. It felt right.

When she stepped into the restaurant, he was already at the bar, a glass of water in front of him, absently tracing the rim. He turned at the sound of the door and stood when he saw her. His eyes lit up—not in a performative way, but something quiet and warm.

“You look...” he began, then laughed softly. “I’m not even going to try. You look amazing.”

Maren blushed and thanked him, and they followed the host to a corner table. The lighting was dim and soft, the kind that made the whole place feel like a secret.

They talked over bruschetta and Chianti—about music, siblings, the movies they rewatch when they can’t sleep. Mateo confessed that he liked jazz and old records. Maren admitted she used to sing in a college a cappella group, something she hadn’t told anyone in years. It felt easy. Safer than she expected.

But as the plates were cleared and the rhythm of conversation softened, a familiar question rose: Is this real? Is he real?

She picked at her pasta and studied him—the way he spoke with his hands, the careful attention he gave to her words, how he didn’t check his phone once. He felt real. And yet, a flicker of doubt remained, like a storm cloud on the edge of an otherwise clear sky.

Later, as they walked to her car under the amber glow of a streetlamp, he reached for her hand. She let him.

They paused near the curb.

“I had a good time,” he said, voice low.

“Me too,” she said, and meant it.

He leaned in, but not too fast—giving her time. When their lips met, it was brief, warm, steady. Not a spark, but a flame.

When they parted, he searched her eyes. “I’d like to see you again.”

Maren hesitated—just for a breath—and then nodded. “I’d like that.”

But after she drove away, she sat in her car for a long time outside her apartment, hands on the wheel, heart in her throat. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him.

She didn’t trust herself to believe in happiness.
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Meeting the Reyeses

Mateo sat in the driver’s seat of his black unmarked Charger, watching his reflection in the rearview mirror. He wasn’t vain—at least, that’s what he told himself. But he knew the effect he had. He always had.

It wasn’t just the strong jawline or the smooth voice. It was the way he moved through a room—confident, controlled, the son of a man who taught him how to command attention without ever raising his voice. His father had been all presence and poise, a former Marine whose silver hair and towering frame made people sit up straighter. His mother, with skin like polished mahogany and posture like royalty, had been the soft strength behind that power. Together, they were unforgettable. Mateo had inherited that legacy, and he wore it well.

But tonight... Maren rattled him.

She wasn’t flashy. She didn’t giggle or bat her eyes. She didn’t play the game. And that made her unforgettable in a way no one else had been in a long time.

He had been with women who admired the badge, the body, the image. Maren had asked him questions that mattered—about his family, his work, the things that made him him. And when he looked at her, across that little candlelit table, he realized she wasn’t impressed by the surface. She wanted the truth.

And that was the one thing Mateo had always been careful with.

Because the truth was complicated.

He hadn't lied. He had broken up with his girlfriend three months ago. They'd outgrown each other—she wanted babies and brunches, he wanted blood work and wire taps. The job consumed him, and he liked it that way. Now that he was newly assigned to Narcotics, the stakes were higher. His unit was watching a violent uptick in synthetic fentanyl cases, and the detective exam loomed next year. Commissioner? That dream wasn’t just a fantasy. It was a plan. He was rising, and he wasn’t slowing down.

But then there was Maren. With her eyes that saw too much. With her stillness. Her goodness.

Jerry used to call her "a detour waiting to happen."

“You’re too close to your goal,” Jerry warned. “You don’t have time to fall in love with someone who doesn’t know the game.”

Mateo had laughed. “You act like I’m getting married. It’s dinner.”

“Yeah,” Jerry muttered. “Until it’s not.”

Jerry was more than his partner—he was family. They had started in patrol together, run drills together, and nearly died together. The two of them had a rhythm, a shorthand that allowed them to communicate effortlessly. They fought like siblings, swore like sailors, and always—always—covered for each other. Mateo could trust Jerry with his life. But not with his heart.

Because Jerry had seen what Mateo couldn’t admit out loud.

He liked Maren.

More than he meant to.

She’d texted him after dinner—a simple message: Thank you. I really enjoyed tonight.

He stared at the message now, parked outside the precinct, thumb hovering over the screen. He could reply with something smooth. Something charming. That was easy. That was what women expected.

Instead, he typed:
Me too. You're different. And I like that more than I should.
He stared at the message for a second, then hit send before he could think better of it.

Inside the station, the night shift was starting. Cases were piling up. The streets were hot, and the work was brutal. But for one quiet moment, Mateo let himself imagine a life with something more than ambition.

Something like hope.

And maybe, just maybe, someone like her.
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The Long Night

Mateo didn’t go home that night.

Instead, he drove through quiet neighborhoods where porch lights glowed like fireflies, through city streets still humming with late-night traffic. His thoughts, like the roads, twisted and doubled back.

You're different, he had texted Maren.
And I like that more than I should.
He hadn’t expected to send it and hadn’t planned to feel what he felt. But something about her—her quiet grace, her stillness, her strength—it shook him.

She reminded him of Catherine.

Not in a mirror-image way. Maren was sharper around the edges, more self-protective. But there was something in her quiet. The way she listened. The way she moved through a world that asked too much of her, and still gave more.

It had been nearly nine years since Catherine died. Nine years since she’d kissed his cheek before work and told him, “We’re going to be parents.” She’d been glowing that day, her smile softer than ever. He remembered lifting her in the kitchen, spinning her once, his laughter echoing off the walls of their small apartment.

And then—

He gripped the wheel tighter.

And then it had all ended.

Catherine had gone into labor early. Complications. An emergency cesarean. He’d gotten the call while picking up takeout. He never made it to the hospital in time. By the time he arrived, she was gone. The baby—his son—had never taken a breath.

They hadn’t even picked a name yet.

He never went back to the apartment. Left it just as it was. His father cleared it out for him while Mateo stayed at Jerry’s place, drinking too much, sleeping too little. He quit the family construction business and enrolled in the academy six weeks later. Everyone said it was too soon. Mateo didn’t care.

He needed something to bleed into. Something that required his full weight. The badge gave him a purpose. The streets gave him silence. His pain, at least, had somewhere to go.

And he’d been good. Very good.

Mateo rose through the ranks faster than most. Narcotics was just the beginning. He had his sights set on detective, and eventually, commissioner. He was a natural leader, a tactician, a negotiator. He was, in many ways, untouchable.

Except now.

He parked outside a 24-hour laundromat and sat there, engine idling. The fluorescent lights buzzed through the windshield. His mind, however, was still in that restaurant. With her.

Maren.

He hadn’t told her about Catherine. Hadn’t told anyone new in years. Jerry knew. His mother, of course. His siblings rarely brought it up anymore, as if grief had an expiration date.

But it hadn’t expired. It had just gone underground.

And now it was stirring.

He remembered how Catherine used to hum when she cooked. How she’d fall asleep with her hand resting on his chest. How she’d once said, “You try to make people laugh so they don’t see how deeply you feel.”

Maren hadn’t laughed much at dinner. But she’d looked at him—really looked. And for a split second, he’d felt seen again.

Maybe, he thought, I’m getting a second chance.

Not to forget Catherine. He never would. But maybe to live again. To love again. To finally let someone in.

But how do you offer your heart when it’s still cracked in the middle?

Mateo turned off the engine. Sat in the dark.

And somewhere, deep in the hollow place grief had carved out inside him, a small, unfamiliar feeling flickered.

Hope.

Maren was halfway through her charting when her phone buzzed.

Mateo: In court this morning. Cleaned up nice. Got time for a quick lunch?

She smiled in spite of herself. Tucked behind the nurse’s station, she was still in her ceil-blue scrubs, her hair up in a loose knot, a pen clipped to her badge reel. The floor had been chaotic—two new admissions, one patient refusing chemo, and a code blue in the recovery bay that had left her heart pounding. But somehow, she still had energy left.

Maren: Fifteen minutes. In the garden courtyard.

Ten minutes later, she stepped outside into the hospital's small but lush garden space—a hidden nook with wrought iron benches, a trickling fountain, and the comforting rustle of wind through leaves. She had just sat down when she saw him coming through the sliding doors.

Mateo in a suit was... something else.

Charcoal gray, tailored to his broad shoulders. Crisp white shirt. A navy tie with subtle silver accents. He walked with quiet command, his sunglasses tucked into his breast pocket, a paper bag and a small gift bag in hand.

“Look at you,” Maren said, standing. “Do they hand out modeling contracts at municipal court now?”

Mateo grinned. “Nah. The judge was late, so I figured I’d use my freedom wisely.”

He handed her the lunch—a turkey sandwich and iced tea from her favorite café downtown—and then sat beside her, close but not crowding.

“Big morning?” she asked, peeling back the wrapper.

“Prelim hearing. Low-level dealer. But I had to be there. DA’s office wanted a statement on record.” He paused, then turned to her. “But honestly... I kept thinking about seeing you.”

Maren looked at him, eyes softening. “You could’ve texted.”

“I wanted to see your face,” he said plainly.

She didn’t know what to say to that.

There was a quiet between them as they ate. Not awkward—just full. Full of things unsaid. Full of things neither of them knew how to give language to yet.

Then Mateo reached into the gift bag and pulled out a small velvet box.

“I saw this last week,” he said, almost sheepishly. “Didn’t plan on giving it to you so soon. Wasn’t even sure I should give it to you at all.”

Maren blinked. “You got me
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