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      Rooney Jennings is out of his mind. 

      

      To be fair, a lot of his friends would claim that he was never in his right mind.

      

      He was raised by two carefree pranksters who fell head over heels in love and he grew up hearing about their love story and wondering if he would ever just see someone and instantly know that they were meant to be. 

      

      He had just about given up on that happening when he spots Sayler Jones, the spunky graphic designer who can make him laugh like no one else.

      

      They should be happy together, they’re both interested in one another and they just click. 

      

      There’s just one problem. 

      

      Sayler has been promised to another. 

      

      Will pursuing Sayler ruin everything? Or will he finally get the happily ever after that he’s been dreaming about ever since he first laid eyes on her?
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      Rooney

      

      My phone buzzes as I’m finishing cleaning up from my last client and I tense. I already know who is texting me and what they want and I really don’t want to get into this right now.

      I also know that if I ignore her, then my mom will just keep texting, or worse, she’ll just show up here.

      

      Mom: So, when are you going to meet your girlfriend??

      Rooney: She’s not my girlfriend.

      Mom: You could bring her by on Sunday.

      Rooney: She’s not my girlfriend.

      Mom: Still.

      Rooney: I love you. Got another client, so talk to you later.

      Mom: Love you too, boo bear!

      

      I toss my phone back onto my desk, sighing as I run a hand through my messy black hair. My mom has been dying for me to get a girlfriend since I turned twenty. I think she always thought that it was weird that I never dated in high school, but the truth was that I didn’t want to.

      I wanted a love like theirs. I wanted to see someone and just know in my bones that we were meant to be together, and I never felt that way about any of the girls in my high school.

      My best friend and roommate walks by my room, smiling down at his phone and I turn away before the now-familiar surge of jealousy can hit me.

      I love Harvey. We might not actually be related, but he’s my brother in every way that counts. We’ve been best friends since birth and I want him to be happy.

      It just sucks that the woman that he fell in love with is also my dream girl’s best friend. Now he’s on cloud nine and I’m busy panting after the girl who stole my heart with just one smile.

      Coraline and Harvey are perfect together though and he deserves to get everything that he wants in life, so I suck it up, forcing the jealousy down and just being happy for him.

      My next client is going to be here soon and so I force my mind off of Harvey, Coraline, and my girl Sayler and get back to work.

      It doesn’t last long.

      I’ve already got the tattoo designed and on the tracing paper. I just need to pour the colors that the client wants and I’ll be good to go.

      I’ve wanted to ask Sayler out since the night that we met. I had been grabbing a bite to eat with Harvey at The Culinerdy Cruiser, the food truck that Coraline used to run that was parked across the street from Eye Candy Ink most nights.

      Harvey was going there to eat because he was already head over heels in love with Coraline. I was going because I was hungry and also to make sure that Harvey didn’t crash and burn with his girl too much. The guy has no game.

      Then I had looked up and spotted Sayler through the food truck window and that had been it. One look was all it took for me to know that she was it for me. I could feel it in every fiber of my body. I could feel it in my soul.

      She was my one.

      I left that night with her phone number but she had seemed a little hesitant to start anything so I’ve been taking it slow instead. I’ve been trying to take my cues from her, but that’s getting harder now.

      I used to see Sayler almost every night at The Culinerdy Cruiser food truck, but ever since Coraline started working as the head chef at Uncle Max’s new restaurant, Wild Thyme, and closed down the food truck, I’ve had to resort to texting instead.

      I pull up our messages, scrolling through the ones from the last few days. There are some GIFs, a few pictures of my latest tattoos, some funny ones of her pretending to cry over her computer, and then a bunch of texts in between.

      We talk about our days, what we need to get done and when I’m getting off of work. She works from home, designing book covers, graphics, and websites. Sometimes she asks my opinions on some of her work and I’m always blown away at how talented she is.

      Mixed in with those messages are a few of me inviting her out to eat.

      She always turns me down gently.

      Harvey walks back past my room, whistling, and I look over to see him shooting me a grin. I roll my eyes, glaring at him and he laughs, heading up front to grab his next client.

      It’s late and this is my last client of the night. I yawn, stretching my arms over my head to work out any kinks and tight muscles before I stand and head up front to grab my client.

      When I see that it’s two girls, both a few years younger than me and probably still in college, I groan. They’re already eyeing me like I’m a piece of meat and I paste on a smile. Looks like I’m in for another few hours of dodging flirty banter and listening to giggles.

      “Ready?” I ask them with a smile and they both giggle as they stand and head my way.

      I barely manage to hold back a grimace as I turn and lead them down the hallway toward my room.

      My eyes stray to my phone as I walk in and I wish that I was texting with Sayler instead of tattooing this rose onto this girl.

      Luckily, the tattoo doesn’t take long and I’m packing up all of my stuff and heading for the door a little over an hour and a half later. I pass by Harvey’s room and see that he’s just wrapping up his client too.

      “I’ll meet you at the car,” I tell him and he nods, wrapping up his client’s arm with plastic wrap.

      I push outside, waving at Gray as he checks out his last client at the front counter. I head across the road, leaning against Harvey’s car. He drives us pretty much every day since I’m not the best driver. I tend to have a bit of a short attention span and I talk with my hands a lot, neither of which are great for driving.

      I pull out my phone as I wait for Harvey to finish up and open up my messages with Sayler. The last one was from this morning but she was busy with work so we didn’t talk for long.

      I debate for a second, but I’m weak, especially when it comes to her, so I give in and send her another text.

      

      Rooney: Get everything that you wanted to get done today?

      I wait, wondering if she’s busy but she replies right away.

      

      Sayler: Almost! The rest I’ll be able to get done tomorrow for sure though. How was your day?

      Rooney: Good. Busy. I miss seeing you every day.

      Sayler: Me too. Plus, now I have to go to Wild Thyme if I want to eat some of Coraline’s food!

      Rooney: She doesn’t cook for you at home?

      Sayler: Sure, when she’s here but she’s always at the restaurant or with Harvey now.

      Rooney: Ugh, true love is the worst.

      Sayler: LOL! Right?

      Sayler: I wish I had what they do *insert dreamy sigh*

      

      I want to text back and tell her that I’ll give her anything that she wants but I bite my tongue.

      

      Rooney: Me too.

      

      I tuck my phone back into my pocket when I see Harvey headed my way. He and Gray finish locking up Eye Candy Ink and as Harvey gets closer, I head around to the passenger side.

      “Pizza?” Harvey asks as he unlocks the car and I nod.

      “With extra cheese.”

      “Duh,” he says as he starts the car and pulls out of the lot.

      I smile as he drives us down the mostly deserted streets.
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      Sayler

      

      I scroll through Netflix, bored out of my mind. Ever since Coraline took the head chef position at Wild Thyme, my nights have been long and monotonous. Don’t get me wrong, I’m so happy for her, and I know that she deserves it, but I miss hanging out with her every night.

      I don’t have any other friends in this city since we just moved here a few months ago and I work from home. I’ve been trying to keep myself busy, but I’m not doing a great job of it.

      I tried watching a few different television series, but nothing was able to hold my interest. I even tried working and now I’m two weeks ahead and still bored.

      The only time that I’m not tired of being alone is when I’m texting Rooney. He always knows what to say to make me laugh and I love the way his mind works.

      My phone rings and for a second, I wonder if my thoughts conjured up Rooney. My stomach flips and I hurry to grab my phone. Then I look at the screen and see my mom’s name on the screen and my stomach drops.

      I really don’t want to answer it. It’s late and I know that she must just be getting out of some fancy event. It also means that she’s probably at least a little drunk. My mom isn’t the nicest, but when you put a few vodka martinis into her, she turns downright nasty.

      I don’t want to answer it, but if I don’t, then she’ll just keep calling until I do. She would never even consider that I could be busy or that I don’t have time to drop everything and answer her calls. It’s always been like this. What my mom wants, she gets.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Sayler, what took you so long to answer?” she snaps and I bite back my sigh.

      Because I didn’t want to talk to you.

      “Sorry, I was sleeping,” I say instead.

      My mom is big on beauty sleep so I know that she won’t have anything bad to say about that excuse.

      “Hmm, you don’t sound like you were asleep.”

      “Well, I was. Did you need something?” I ask, hoping to wrap this conversation up fast.

      “Yes, your father and I wanted to know when you would be coming back to New York. The Radcliff’s son has finally graduated from medical school and it’s time to start planning your wedding.”

      My stomach cramps, turning into knots at her words.

      My parents had a deal that I would marry the Radcliff’s son, Dalton, pretty much since the day that I was born.

      The Radcliffs are a big deal in New York society and it was an even bigger deal that they agreed to this union. My parents are both lawyers and while they’re extremely wealthy, it’s nothing compared to the Radcliff’s oil fortune.

      “I don’t know, Mom. I just moved to Pittsburgh and I really love it here.”

      “In Pittsburgh?” she says, derision dripping from each word.

      “Yeah, it’s a cool city. You should come visit and check it out.”

      She laughs outright at that and the sound grates on my nerves. It’s cruel sounding, filled with malice and absolutely no real humor. I should be used to the sound. She’s always either putting on a fake laugh, one that’s high pitched and phony sounding, or laughing like she just did.

      I’m not sure which one I hate more.

      “We expect you to come home soon. This silly fantasy of yours is a waste of time. Dalton is waiting on you and it’s time for you to fulfill your commitments.”

      I want to scream that it’s not my commitment and that I don’t want to be married to Dalton Radcliff. The guy is a sexist asshole with a god complex and a circle of friends who are just as uptight and materialistic as he is. If I were to marry him, my life would be hell and I would be miserable.

      “Is that understood, Sayler?” my mom asks, her voice hard and filled with a warning.

      It’s not really a question.

      It’s a warning to behave, to toe the line or face the consequences.

      “I understand,” I say, my heart sinking as tears sting the back of my eyes.

      “Good,” she says, hanging up on me without saying goodbye or that she loves me.

      She didn’t even bother asking me how I was doing. I can’t remember the last time that she asked me how I was or what I was working on.

      I hang up, turning off the TV and resting my head against the back of the couch. I don’t even want to think about my parents or the life waiting for me back in New York. Luckily, my phone dings and this time it is a message from Rooney.

      

      Rooney: So, I was thinking. How would you like to join me for dinner at Wild Thyme sometime? I know that we’re both missing Coraline’s cooking and I miss seeing your face.

      

      I bite my lip, rereading his words. I know that Rooney is interested in me. That he’s been interested in me since we first met, but I didn’t want to get tangled up in him only to be summoned back home to fulfill “my duty.”

      Maybe I should though. Maybe this is my one chance to date someone that I choose. Someone that I actually like.

      “Whew!” Coraline says, dumping her purse and a few takeout containers down on the kitchen counter as she breezes into the apartment.

      “Hey!” I say, abandoning my phone and jumping up to see what goodies she brought home. “How was work?”

      “Awesome,” Coraline gushes, a big grin on her face and I smile.

      I love how happy she is. She deserves to be the head chef, to reach all of her dreams and I’m so happy that she’s getting it here in Pittsburgh.

      Can I really leave Coraline behind and go back to New York? She’d have to choose between me and Harvey then and I never want to ask her to do that. Or maybe Harvey would move too, although then he’d be leaving Rooney and his own family behind.
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