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      My chair scuffs the floor loudly because of the inability to stay still while Hazel hounds me. I rub the back of my neck, trying to keep myself calm, but my feet have a different idea. I just want to get the hell out of here, but I’m practically cornered with no path of escape. She claims it’s not healthy to be at home on a Friday evening, even as a single man. I’m not a pitiful thirty-five-year-old living with his father. There’s more to it than that, and she knows it.

      Heat runs through my body as it tenses, not wanting to listen to anymore of her crap. Why is my personal life any of her concern? She only arrived an hour ago from Massachusetts for a visit, and already I find myself longing for her departure.

      “Surely there’s something you would rather be doing tonight,” Hazel says, her arms draped over the back of the couch.

      Is she trying to provoke me? My arms cross, and my feet begin to tap, waiting for her to be finished. My gaze flips upward as my father comes downstairs.

      “What are you two going on about now?”

      I open my mouth to criticize, but decide against it. She doesn’t make it down often, and my father deserves to enjoy her visit. Maybe she will understand after spending some time with him alone, that I don’t have the luxury of going places.

      Our father is my life right now. His fight with Alzheimer’s doesn’t award me with an abundance of free time and as it progresses, our window gets smaller and smaller.

      “Just trying to talk Jeremy into getting out and doing something tonight. Damon is throwing a barbecue and invited him. For some reason, he’d rather stay here, cooped up in the house.”

      Dad passes through the living room and goes into the kitchen.

      I clench my jaw, trying to keep my cool, but it’s hard when she won’t let it go. “My life isn’t a burden. You need to get off your high horse. You have no fucking idea what it’s been like taking care of dad.”

      She might lead a lavish life in Massachusetts, and I’m thrilled for her, but that means I’m liable for staying in Grapevine with our dad and taking care of him. Some days are smoother than others, but when Hazel brought in the at-home assistant, it made our lives much simpler to maintain. Living with Alzheimer’s is tough, but we keep on trudging.

      “You act like I choose to not be here. I’m sorry that my fucking job and life is in Cambridge. If it wasn’t for that, we couldn’t afford the nurse, or anything else for that matter.”

      She makes me sound like a spoiled little brat, and that couldn’t be farther from the truth. Ever since his diagnosis, it’s just been him and I. There’s never been time for friends, dates, or even the occasional hang out. If I’m not at work, I’m here in this house with him. My priority is taking care of my father.

      “Yes, Hazel, but what the hell does any of that have to do with me going to some stupid party? I’m not in my twenties anymore. In fact, they were never my thing.”

      Why does she need to intrude on my life? She just keeps pushing and needs to let it go before I blow up. It’s not like I’ve just been sitting around all day. I’ve been working on a construction site for the last nine hours in the blazing hot sun, and right now all I want to do is take a shower and lay in bed.

      “When did you last have a date? Or just went out with friends?” Hazel suggests.

      I glance up at the ceiling, struggling to recall. “A long time, okay?”

      She chuckles. “Why don’t you go to Damon’s party? He would love to see you. You guys used to be best buds.”

      Damon and my relationship has changed tremendously over the last couple of years. Like most people, our paths drifted away from each other. It happens. The party will have most of the guys from the fire department, and since I start there on Monday, he thinks it will be a good way to hang out beforehand.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket with his name on it.

      Damon: Just bring your ass here. Drink a couple of beers. All I’m asking for is two hours.

      My excuse is mute now since she has agreed to stay here with dad. Damnit. I close my eyes and sigh, knowing ‌I don’t have a fucking choice. Might as well bite the bullet and just comply. If this will make everybody happy, then it’s done.

      Me: Fine. Two hours is all you’re getting. See you soon.

      Dad is sitting in his recliner, watching an action movie, and Hazel is reading a book on her tablet.

      “You decide to go?” she inquires, leaning over the rear of the couch. “Get out and have some fun. I’ve got this handled.”

      It’s not that I don’t think she can deal with it, but his time is precious and I don’t wish to squander the insufficient time I have left. Pathetic, right? I don’t sit around here all day, but I guess that’s what she thinks.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m leaving. Damon won’t fucking leave me alone about it. See you in a couple hours,” I say, clutching the keys off the bench and shutting the door behind me.

      Perspiration forms on my upper lip after walking outside, and it emphasizes  why I didn’t prefer to go. Who the hell wants to stand around outside when it’s this fucking hot out? I get into my silver pickup, start the engine, and roll the windows down. It’s like a hot box in here, fuck. The sky is clear and blue, but that means the chance to have any shade is gone.

      The closer I get to Damon’s, the more my anxiety heightens. The sweat from my hands coupled with the over hundred-degree weather is making  the steering wheel slippery. I’m not good with meeting a bunch of new people at once. Tonight, I’m stepping outside my comfort zone long enough to meet some of the guys, have a beer, and then I’m going home. Everybody gets what they want, and I can get some much required sleep. The sun has already been on me all day, and the first thing I plan to do is find somewhere to get out of it.

      As I turn onto his road, there are at least ten cars lined up in front of his home. How many people are here, anyway? I rock my head and park behind a gold Toyota. What the hell am I getting myself into? I rub my sweaty hands on my pants, and hike up the driveway.

      “Glad you could make it,” Aiden says.

      A nod is my return, and I stroll past them. “Where is everyone?” There doesn’t appear to be anyone in the house.

      “We are all out in the backyard. Come on, man.”

      He slides the glass door open and I practically throw up. There must be at least thirty people in his backyard right now, but my eyes settle on a woman in a long lavender sundress with aviators on.

      “Everybody, this is Jeremy. He’ll be joining us starting next week,” Damon reveals, and everybody turns to look at me.

      My hand raises, and I force a half smile onto my face for the sake of not offending anyone. I’m not the type of person who likes to be in the spotlight; it gives me anxiety. Damon knows this. Once the eyes come off of me, I follow him, waiting for my chest to untighten.

      “Come on, we’re barbecuing over here. Need a beer?” Aiden asks.

      He drops into the container and hands me one. “Come on, drink one for me. I’m sober.”

      My sister cleaned his ass up, and I’m glad for it. Aiden, up until recently, was known as the township slut and drunk, until she showed up back into town for Damon’s wedding and whacked him off his feet again. It’s nice to see him sober and still having a good time. “Alright, this one’s for you.”

      This is the first time I’ve been to his new house, and it surprises me how extravagant it is. A shiny red swing set and matching slide pushed toward the back of it, and a tree house settled high in the branches of a huge oak tree. Around the back of the house are painted rocks speckling the flowerbeds. What catches my attention the most is the radio set up blaring country music now. Damon has always seemed to me like someone who is frugal with his money.

      “Ready to start Monday? It’ll be nice having you around. It’s a different pace than construction for sure,” Damon says.

      ‘Yeah,” I respond, but not fully paying attention to what he is saying. The woman is speaking to Tessa, but every so often, her attention shifts to me. Who is she? I can’t seem to take my eyes off of her, and her lengthy brown hair and fair skin.

      I try to pay attention to Aiden as he speaks about his bookstore, and how well it’s been operating, which I couldn’t be more thrilled about, but my focus isn’t on him. The eye makeup she has on enhances her brown eyes, and it only makes me want to approach her even more.

      Self-doubt takes effect, speculating if I should even pursue to present myself. What if we hit it off? It’s not like I have time for anybody else in my world right now. My old man would instruct me to go for it.

      “Are you even paying attention?” Aiden asks, whacking me on the arm.

      I rattle my head. “Who’s that girl?”

      “Not sure. Never seen her before. Go talk to her, bro. Never hurts to try.”

      Can I put the time and effort it takes to bloom a new relationship?

      “It’s been way too long for you. You need some pleasure in your life,” Aiden says, patting me on the shoulder and trying to instill confidence.

      Fuck it, I’m doing it.

      My chest rises and falls as I get closer, and I try not to chicken out. “Hey, Tess. Who’s your friend?”

      Tessa glances at me, brings her palms up, and answers, “No need for the banter. I’ll go hang out with Damon. She’s single, by the way.”

      When she leaves, the woman remains in front of me, offering a flash of a smile that doesn’t meet her eyes. I don’t wish to be assertive, so I take a sip of my beer, and evaluate her interest. She has been staring me down since I entered, so that means she must be keen, right?

      My pulse quickens, not wanting to be rejected. “And you are?” Someone with her elegance should keep her head high, but her eyes keep finding the ground. Who demolished her confidence?

      “I’m, uh, Raquel.” Her left hand is holding her right elbow.

      She is still not making direct eye contact with me, and self-doubt has me considering maybe it was very forward of me to come over here and introduce myself. My hand grazes across the back of my neck. “Not to sound like a total crackpot, but want to go sit down?”

      She nods, and I follow her over to a section with a couple of tables and armchairs in the grass, off from most of the guests. The warmth isn’t doing us any favors, but at least this spot brings us some much desired shade from the sun with an oak tree protecting us. There is still an hour until the sun sets. I try to get her to open up a bit, show me some of her charm. Her disposition transforms once we are elsewhere from everyone, and she grins. There it is.

      “You from here? I don’t think I’ve seen you around town before,” I ask. The question is theoretical. Grapevine is small enough to where, if I had seen her around before, I would remember.

      She raises her hair in a bun while replying. “No, I moved here about eight months ago from Dallas. Needed a bit of a scenery change. My brother lived here, so it seemed like the best place to come.”

      Not many people come here from the bigger cities, and that’s probably because it’s a different way of life. Small towns are famous for imposing in other’s business, but also for banding collectively as a community when needed. The best example of that is the housing that the Jacksons provide to those that need somewhere safe to stay. They weren’t required to do that, but helping others out that need it reminded me why I would never want to live in a big city.

      “Big city girl, huh? Too much traffic for me. I like to keep it simple.”

      She smiles. “Tell me about your simplicity.”

      I smile, set my beer on the table edge, and lean in. The discussion tracks as I reveal how the folks in Grapevine are a meaningful form of support for what’s happening with my dad right now. She needs to know that she has picked a wonderful city to live in.

      “It’s a refreshing pace here. Between construction and congestion, it takes too long to get anywhere in Dallas.”

      Our conversation turns, and we end up discussing sunsets. Living in Dallas, it’s hard to enjoy it because there are high buildings everywhere, but here there is nothing obstructing the view. You can sit on your porch and enjoy it every night. Raquel would look stunning on a blanket underneath the sky with a backdrop such as that. It might be a plan for a date if she says yes. First, I will need to work up enough courage to ask her. It’s been, what, like almost two years since I have asked someone out. What if she says no? Rejection isn’t something that I do well with, but who does.

      Something about her instills confidence in me, and the way our conversation flows easily without having to force it only makes matters better. Raquel needs someone to give hers back, because she is too beautiful to be staring at the ground. Her head should be held high, and someone needs to tell her how beautiful she is.

      “Serious question, ready?”

      “Okay? Shoot,” I respond.

      “If you could choose one superpower, which one would it be?”

      Well, that’s one hell of a question. Every action has repercussions and those need to be considered delicately. Super strength is great, but that also means you can crush everything. It’s not something you can switch on and off. Being invisible sounds nice, but I’m not going for that one. “To heal people. Or, to take away people’s pain.”

      Okay, I know how cliche that resonates, but I would do anything to diminish my dad’s condition.

      “You are the first person who has presented that as a superpower. Great choice. Mine would be to fly. So, I can just get up and go wherever I want while looking down at the magnificent sights.”

      Tessa serves her another refreshment, winks at her, and shuffles away.

      “So, you’re joining the department, huh?” Raquel asks.

      “Start on Monday. Was looking for a change.”

      “Don’t let my brother haze you. He can be a real jackass sometimes.”

      Fuck, of course. Why else would she be here? Not even officially part of the team and already I’m talking to someone’s sister.

      “Don’t worry, he’s not here yet.”

      “Well, if your brother doesn’t kill me on Monday, wanna go to dinner sometime?”

      She fidgets with her fingers. “I’d love to.”

      Her smile wavers, but we swap phones. My stomach sinks knowing that her brother might be upset with me once he finds out, but nothing worth it comes easily, right?

      “It’s been fantastic talking to you. It’s time to head home for me, but I’ll call you.”

      She watches me wander away, and I wave once I get to Damon and Liam. “Alright, guys. I’m outta here. We have so much to get done this weekend while Hazel’s in town. Thanks for the invite.”

      As much as I’d love to stay longer and chat with Raquel all night, sleep is calling my name after a long exhausting day outside. I marvel in my confidence tonight. It’s been too long since I’ve asked a woman out and rejection is always a fear of mine.  Women prefer bad boys, most of the time, and I don’t have time to play cat and mouse games.

      Once inside my truck, I head toward the house, thinking about how I would have left earlier if she hadn’t been there. Damon is my friend, but things like that just aren’t something I’m interested in. I’m skeptical because if Hazel and Damon didn’t push me to go, then I wouldn’t have met Raquel. Even with everything going on with my father, I still want to make time for her.

      I pull in behind Aiden’s truck and park, wondering how Hazel’s night is going with our father. She doesn’t get to come down as often as he would like, but at least she is making the effort. We have no way of knowing if he has years or months left, and like me, she needs to spend as much time with him as she can. Regret is a terrible thing, and I don’t wish it upon anyone.

      The front door opens, and Hazel steps out. “So, who’s the girl? Aiden claimed you were talking to someone.”

      Does he always tell her everything? What I do is none of her business. Jesus, we’re adults. “Yes. Don’t make a big deal out of it.”

      “It’s been a while since you’ve been on a date. Good for you.”

      I roll my eyes and ‌go up the stairs.

      “Make sure you call her,” Hazel yells up the stairs.

      I’m not the type of guy that asks for your phone number and then never calls. Some guys wait a day or two, but I find myself wanting to talk to her. Will she think it’s weird if I message her now?

      I shake my head, and put all my worries aside as I click on her name and bring the message screen up.

      What the hell do I even say?
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      The crisp air is rejuvenating resting underneath a beautiful oak tree concealing me from the brutal conditions of the sunlight. Most of the guests have taken off now, and Tessa has taken Jeremy’s seat. Aiden and Damon are cleaning the grill, and we are savoring our beers, just enjoying the night. After pondering over today’s events, why were Tessa and I the only women? Did she invite me to meet someone? Jeremy is charming, but is it in my best interest to get entangled with someone my brother is working with?

      My relationship situation has come up several times in conversation and this might have been her plan of seeking to set me up. I’m not keen on blind dates, because when do those usually work out? Although Jeremy has been a delightful shock. He is the first man to ask me out since being in Grapevine, and he didn’t sit around hitting on me the entire time. Maybe that’s why I am attracted to him. He seems like a gentleman, and those are troublesome to find these days.

      Tessa knows about my situation, and being divorced isn’t something that I holler from the rooftops. It’s embarrassing to know my marriage failed, but not for the lack of trying. Dean had straying eyes, and that’s not something I could solve. I would much rather be divorced, than stuck with a man who is not faithful.

      “Did you have any trouble dropping Lily off?” Tessa asks, searching around the backyard.

      I have met many of the men from the fire department, but they all seem rather playerish. Men in uniform seem to have an ego problem, and that’s not something I’m seeking at all. Confidence is sexy, but I don’t need to know how many women you could have other than me. Yes, I had one of them tell me something along these lines, and I ended up laughing in his face. Bryan is someone I try to steer clear of, especially after that conversation, but he is always wanting to strike up a discussion if he sees me. I’m thankful he did not show up tonight.

      “His new girlfriend or whatever she is, came outside when I dropped her off. Who does that?”

      My phone vibrates and I take it out of my pocket.

      Jeremy: I’m headed to bed after a long day’s work, but I wanted to let you know I will call you tomorrow. Have a great time at the party.

      A smile emerges and Tessa notices it. I didn’t predict he would contact me so soon. He proves to be a gentleman and I want to find out more about him. Sometimes men are good at putting on an act to get what they want, and I don’t have time for players.

      “What’s that for?”

      I lean over, and present the text.

      “I’m all for you getting back out there after what you have been through with your divorce. Jeremy’s a good guy, and my husband has known him since their junior high days.”

      This is a good sign. Texting me within an hour of leaving. Maybe Tessa can give me some knowledge about him. Jeremy has already gained points in my book. Yet, I don’t know how my brother is going to react if I date one of his coworkers. Should I even care? We are both adults, and it’s not like he has dated none of my friends.

      “I wonder how sexy he looks in his uniform, though. Did you see his arms?” I ask, giggling.

      Things have been turbulent since the divorce, but it’s not like my ex-husband isn’t already living with some new woman. In fact, she moved in about a week after the divorce was finalized.

      “I say go for it, girl. You deserve to be happy. Your brother will get over it.”

      The glass door opens, and Eli steps into the backyard. I know he is going to come talk to me but, should I mention Jeremy? Will he flip out and cause a scene?

      He approaches me and Tessa. “Enjoying yourself, sis?”

      I thrust my shoulders, and glimpse over at Tess. “You missed the special guest.”

      He searches around. “What special guest?”

      “The new guy, Jeremy,” Tessa responds. “He asked your sister out, you know.”

      Damnit, Tess.

      “Hold on a damn minute. The guy hasn’t even started yet and already he’s trying to date my sister? What the hell.”

      Why did she have to bring it up? Let him get some alcohol in his system first.

      “I mean, you’ve been trying to screw Brittaney for ten years. So, why does it matter?”

      To be fair, Brittaney has never been interested in my brother at all. And I think she has spelled out that it’s never going to happen. She isn’t the dating type, and by that I mean she does short-term relationships, but nothing long-term. For the decade I’ve known her, the longest one she has had is five months. Speaking of her, I haven’t heard from her in a while, and that’s an indicator she has met someone new. Every time she gets a new boyfriend, she goes MIA. I’m used to it by now, but sometimes it’s hard to consider her a friend when she can go months without even speaking to me.

      “Listen, I don’t care who you date, but it can’t be someone I work with, that’s weird. The guys talk about our relationships at work, and I don’t want to hear anything about you. That’s crossing a line.”

      “Grow the hell up, Eli. That’s such a double standard. You can try to screw my best friend, but I can’t go out with someone who works with you? Don’t be an indignant ass.”

      Why is he trying to act like my father? He has no say in who I date, but this could cause a problem between Jeremy and my brother at work, and he doesn’t need me making things harder for him. Damnit, what do I do?

      “My bed is calling my name. See you later, Tess.”

      I brush past Eli, knocking shoulders, and don’t look back. It’s one thing for him to be protective of me, but giving me orders of who not to date, that will not happen. He seems to still be upset about Dean, because Eli liked him, but who would want their sister to stay in an unhealthy marriage?

      The front door slams behind me before I get to my car and start it up. Things in my life haven’t been going great, but I refuse to let anyone stand in my way of being happy. And that might be with Jeremy or someone else.

      After trekking the six blocks back to my house, and getting inside, I text him back.

      Me: Party was lame after you left. Wish you could’ve stayed longer. =)

      I take my shoes off by the door, and grab water from the fridge before ending up in the bedroom. My king sized bed is big enough for three of me, but I always end up smack dab in the middle. It’s only like ten o’clock, but I can feel my eyes drooping. So, I go to YouTube and search to see if my favorite author has posted anything new this week.

      The notification pops up that he has responded.

      Jeremy: I could’ve talked to you all night. Parties aren’t my thing. Being from Dallas though, you are used to them, aren’t you?

      His assumptions are false, because being married, we didn’t get invited to things like that. He doesn’t know much about me yet, and I hope I don’t scare him away. The way I look at it, if being divorced is a problem, then he’s not the right guy for me.

      Me: Nope. Something you don’t know, I’m divorced. Most people don’t invite married couples to parties, I guess.

      I watch my screen to see if the three dots appear.

      Jeremy: What fucking guy would divorce you? Have you seen yourself? I could literally stare into your eyes forever, and still not be sick of it. Okay, that’s a little sappy, but oh well.

      I laugh, and lay back in bed. His humor is great, and we vibe on a level that my ex-husband and I never did. When we first got together, he was a very serious person, but after a couple years, he changed. He became very spontaneous and happy go-lucky. It’s then that I thought he was cheating on me, but I never could prove it.

      Me: I like sappy. Give me more!

      I switch on the tv and flip through the channels until I land on some rom-com. Some might call me a hopeless romantic, but learning love languages is my favorite thing to do. Each person has one and knowing which one they respond to will help your relationship be more successful.

      Jeremy: Okay, is it weird to say I want to know everything about you? When I saw you tonight, it’s like I could see our future. You are probably blocking me now thinking I’m some psychopath, right?

      Quite the opposite. It’s refreshing to have a man be upfront about things, instead of acting uninterested to keep up on the leash. Jeremy being truthful and telling me about how he feels is a plus for me. It shows he isn’t afraid to tell me things.

      Me: I find it sexy how open you are. Please don’t end up being some serial killer or something. I’ve watched way too many crime shows. LMAO

      My head hits the pillow, and I know it’s time for me to shut my eyes, but I’m enjoying talking to him. Plus, he is supposed to be asleep too.

      Me: Aren’t you supposed to be passed out? I didn’t mean to wake you up.

      The phone sits beside my pillow with my eyes closed, pretending to fall asleep, until it vibrates again.

      Jeremy: Your text woke me up, but I’m not complaining. So, are we still on for dinner tomorrow?

      I do nothing on the days I work because of my schedule, but there’s no way I’m turning him down. Guys like Jeremy don’t come around very often, and I’m not letting him slip between the cracks.

      Me: Pick me up at 7?

      Any earlier and I wouldn’t have time to get home and get ready after work. It’s been years since I’ve been on an actual date. What the hell am I going to wear?

      Jeremy: Perfect. See you tomorrow. Get some rest, beautiful.

      I don’t respond, but put my phone back next to my pillow and close my eyes. If Tessa didn’t invite me to the party tonight, then Jeremy and I wouldn’t have crossed paths. So, I’m thankful she didn’t tell me about her plans or the likelihood of me showing up is slim. Damon and Tessa’s relationship is what I hope to have one day. Someone who loves me, and doesn’t want me to change who I am to please them.

      Can Jeremy be the perfect guy for me? Or, will my brother get in our way?
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