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    To my reading army, small but mighty. If you keep reading, I'll keep writing and I thank you.
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EVERLY

“So...you weren’t planning to hook up tonight?” 

Seth’s eyes crinkle as he speaks and he’s so cute. I really, really want to forget his name because now all men named Seth will be forever tainted by the stain of this terrible date. Not that I’ve been on a lot of dates. Fine, six, mostly as a pity-pick for high school dances because I was so shy. That’s why I’m here, in this fast food place, dying inside. 

I know I don’t technically need a boyfriend, but recently, I’ve decided I might want a boyfriend, so...putting myself out there and all...I swiped right. This was a dumb idea. 

I don’t even try to stifle my sigh.

“No. Based on your profile, the hour we spent talking the other night, and the fact that you, weirdly, introduced me to your mother, I didn’t think you were either.” Shrugging awkwardly into my coat while still sitting in the booth, I grab my purse and stand.

“Waste of an hour,” Seth mutters, taking a noisy drink of his lemonade and avoiding eye contact.

“Beg your pardon?” The words roll from my lips before I can think. He looks up, eyes narrowing.

“Waste. Of. An. Hour,” he enunciates clearly and then huffs out a frustrated breath. “Almost the entire point of that site is to hook up, no strings, just some fun.” Seth stands too, pulling on his coat. “Welcome to reality, Everly.” I’m silent as we walk out the doors of the restaurant, so disappointed I don’t have any words. 

“Maybe I’ll see you around,” Seth tosses out, stuffing his hands into his pockets against the chill. I make a little sputtering sound of disbelief and he turns away, walking across the street and disappearing into a noisy bar without looking back.

Well that’s just great. I really loathe dating.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Enter the Busybody


[image: ]




JAKE

“Nonni stop, I’m fine!” I try to duck my grandma’s hand as she smooths down hair that I just spent a lot of time messing up in front of my bathroom mirror. She taps my cheek and clucks her tongue, finishing the job.

“You need to look like a man who is ready for a woman, Jake, no more messing around.” Patting my shoulder Nonni heads for the stove, giving the pot of chili a stir and glancing at my bowl to see if I need more. My stomach groans and I push away from the table before she piles on another refill.

“Why on earth would I need another woman when I’ve got you?” I grin and avoid the towel Nonni flicks at me, her eyes narrow at my teasing even as she smiles. 

“I’m serious, Jake, I’m not going to be around forever and then what, huh? You gonna learn how to take care of yourself?” Shaking her head she tsks at me again.

“Well the food quality would plummet, but I think I could get my shoes on the right feet. I’m 25, Nonni, and you’re going to live forever.” Standing I grab my coat and keys, planting a kiss on the top of her head as I pass. She keeps grumbling.

“Twenty-five thinks he’s some kind of good time guy, tsk, he needs a woman to take care of him, how am I going to get great grand babies at this rate? I’m not, that's how...tsk.” 

Shutting the door behind me, I laugh as I hop in my truck. 

There are worse roommates. When my grandpa died a year ago, Nonni wasn’t ready to leave her big old house, but she needed help taking care of things. I was fresh out of college and looking for a place to live, so it just made sense. The downside became evident the first time I came home very early one morning. The walk of shame joke I told Nonni went over like a fart in church.

Now Nonni is on a mission to get me to settle down. She’s constantly mentioning the ‘nice girl’ she met at church, or the grocery or the coffee shop. You name the place, if there is a female of child-bearing age there, Nonni is ready for me to marry that woman and make babies.

Pulling up at the building site, I park my truck and hop out, grabbing my gear. Denise spotted me driving up and is already hustling over, clipboard protectively hugged to her chest.

“So while you were at lunch, we got a call that the granite is delayed in transit, so Mick wants to switch gears and get the laundry wiring knocked out.” Denise pauses and looks briefly at her clipboard. As if she doesn’t have her list memorized. “Jeff is wrapping up the tile in the master, I’ve got the carpet guys scheduled and we’re finally done with the media room wiring, what a headache,” she sucks in a breath and I cut her off smoothly. 

“You’re my rock, Denise, I’m going to check in with Paulie.” While she smiles at the compliment, I sidestep around her and jog up the stairs to the front door of the house.

“Yo, Jake,” Paulie hails me with a wave from his perch up a ladder in the dining room. Finishing up with the light he’s connecting he climbs down the ladder and walks over to me, brushing off his hands. “Looks pretty good in here, eh?”

“Getting close to finished from the sounds of it,” I agree, looking around. An old Victorian mansion on what the locals call ‘Millionaire Lane’ in Edmundston, the house has been updated and all the old wood and character gleams.

Every summer during college, I came home and worked construction for my Dad. Soon after I graduated and became Nonni’s roommate, Dad and Mom retired to Arizona and Paulie and I became partners. Paulie had always been my dad’s go-to guy for detail work, he’s somewhere in his 40s with a dented boxer’s face that makes him look 50. He calls it ‘evidence of a misspent youth’ when he’s had a few beers.

Situated a couple miles off the interstate just north of Omaha, Edmundston is a pretty little river town in Iowa with a lot of history. It’s an easy commute to the city, so along with a lot of new construction, we’ve been taking on renovation projects and they’re getting bought as fast as we can get them ready.

Millionaire Lane is a row of homes built by the founders of Edmundston back in the day when the town was booming on the money that could be made shipping goods on the river. All mansions in their own right, they run two to a city block with elaborate grounds and gates. Paulie and I have fixed up a couple of them, a few are owned by private families. About a dozen more are in varying states of disrepair, begging to be brought back to their former glory. 

“Yep, on to the next one, eh?” Paulie grins, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his phone. “Before I forget, Nonni sent me a text, and between all of the monkey emojis she says you need to stop and pick up the belt she ordered so you can fix her car this weekend.” Laughing, he shows me the text.

“Nonni does love her emojis,” I just shake my head, still unsure if upgrading her flip phone was a blessing or a curse. I wonder if I have to pick up this part because Nonni tagged the cashier as wife material.

“Well sounds like your day is booked for some garage time, we grabbing a beer Saturday night?” Paulie points at me, waiting for a response.

“Marty’s on Saturday,” I nod, giving him a thumbs up as I head for the laundry to help Mick.
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EVERLY

“Dating is too hard, Pops.” I shake my head, staring into my cereal bowl as if I can read the soggy flakes like tea leaves.

“Ach,” My grandfather grunts, glancing at me over his newspaper. “It’s you young people that have ruined dating.” He folds the paper towards himself, turning the page and popping it back open. “In my day dating was simple. You find a girl, you ask her to dance, you decide you like each other, you get married. Done.”

“See, it’s that ‘find’ part that’s too hard, Pops,” I sigh, pushing my cereal around with my spoon. Getting up, I take my bowl to the sink and rinse the soggy bits down the drain, setting the empty bowl on the counter.
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