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Jackson

“You give the best hugs, Grams,” I said, taking refuge in her arms for several moments.

She gave me a tight squeeze. “Well, I’ve got seventy-four years of practice, dear. I’m sorry the new building owner is an arsehole.”

Sighing, I sat down. “I’m not happy I have to move. No one in the building is. The apartment market has a very low vacancy rate, and everywhere available is already flooded with people applying.”

“How many apartments are in your building again?”

“Fifty.”

“Jesus, that’s a lot of people desperately trying to find a new home with very few places available.” She rubbed my hand in a reassuring gesture. “Your room’s always available if you want to stay here for a while.”

A swell of love gathered in my chest. You’ve always been there for me. “I appreciate the offer.” Fidgeting, I peered at my grandmother through my bangs. “Um . . .”

Smiling, she poked my hand with her index finger. “Did Marie ask you to move in with her?”

“Yeah.” I grinned at her though my nerves made me fret with the tablecloth. “She needs to talk to her roommate first, but I guess Olivia suggested it while they were texting before Marie even asked. She’s unfortunately been working night and day the past few weeks and hasn’t been home much, so Marie hasn’t been able to talk to her in person yet.”

“Things still going poorly at the restaurant?” Grams asked.

“Unfortunately. Ugh, if this thing with my apartment building had to happen, I wish it could have been a few months from now. It’s a little too soon for us to move in together, isn’t it?” My eyes flicked up to her for a moment to gauge her thoughts, then back to the table. “We’ve only been dating for a month. Maybe I should stay here for a while.”

“Hey.” Gathering my hands in hers, she gave them a squeeze. “Try not to let your anxiety get away from you. The two of you are good together. You still have almost two months in your apartment, so you’ll have been dating three months by the time you need to move. I don’t think that’s too soon, but I understand you’re worried because you’ve done the same in the past and things didn’t go well. If you prefer, you can stay here for however long you want. I’m sure she’d understand.”

My mind warred with me, half of it insisting that anyone would think an adult moving in with their grandmother was a big red flag signaling that that person couldn’t cope with life and should thusly be dumped. The other half of my mind rightly insisted that Marie was a person who would understand someone living with a family member for a while when their building had evicted everyone in the middle of a housing crisis.

Closing my eyes, I did my best to ignore the bad thoughts and to hold on to the good ones. “Mmnn. It’s definitely too soon for what I want to ask her though,” I said, looking out the window at the pretty house across the street. Freezing, I realized my words could be mistaken for something very different than what I meant.

“Are you finally going to buy a damn house?” she asked when I sputtered.

I should have known Grams was too sharp to mistake what I’d been going to say. I’d worried she would think I meant marriage. While I had the bad habit of moving too fast in relationships, at least I’d never proposed to anyone.

“Most condos are shoddily built nowadays and I don’t want to live in one. I want a house. My finance guy says it’s better to buy a house now than two years from now, though he says I should have bought one five years ago.”

Grams jutted her chin at me. “I told you to buy years ago!”

Flinching from the volume of her voice, I nodded. The housing market had been much better a few years ago. I’d looked around a little then, but I’d been too comfortable in my apartment, and Eddie hadn’t wanted to leave the neighborhood, which had narrowed our options greatly. Not that he was a consideration anymore.

“You haven’t told Marie about your inheritance yet, have you?” She went on when I shook my head no. “Well, the dear girl grew up poor. I’ve met her enough times now to know she isn’t a gold digger. She won’t try to fleece you if you tell her about it. But she’s a feisty woman who’s always had to take care of herself. She’s not going to be okay with you suddenly announcing you want to buy a house for the two of you.”

“I know.” My forehead thunked against the kitchen table. “I have no idea how to talk to her about it.”

“If you buy a house, it goes in your name. Only your name.” Her voice was firm.

I nodded, thinking of what a nightmare it would have been if I’d bought a house in the past. If I’d bought a house with Eddie, I probably would have given it to him when we broke up. The fact that if I had bought a house while I’d been with Alice, I would have given it to her made me shudder. Eddie I could live with, but Alice very much didn’t deserve a free house on my dime.

“You’ll have to give her time after you talk about it. Move in with her and live together for a while to see how things go. Wait a bit before you start looking, and don’t buy the first place you look at. Take your time–months–to look at places and find one that will really suit you both. Be prepared to make concessions.”

She laid a hand on my shoulder. “If I’m right, she’ll want to pay half of everything, and she simply doesn’t have that kind of money. It’s going to wound her pride that she can’t, and you need to be considerate of her feelings. You’ll have to have some hard conversations about money, so you can get a sense of what she makes and what she can afford to pay. She’s not going to let you pay for everything, so let her do what she can, even though you can afford it all yourself.”

Still face down on the table, I nodded. It was going to be hell to get her to agree. I tried to squash down a shiver of fear that I was making yet another bad relationship decision. Marie wasn’t like Eddie though and nothing like Alice.

Grams, Lyla, Devin, and Jeremy all liked her. That, combined with how she’d treated me so far, had to mean she was a good person. Rubbing my face, I told my brain to shut up and that I wasn’t running into another abusive relationship.

Grams rubbed my back. “She’ll come around eventually. You need to be patient.”

Turning my head to look at her, I brought up the other option I’d come up with. “I don’t have to use my inheritance. I make enough money from my job to be able to put a decent down payment on a house with my own money. Then maybe she won’t feel like there’s such a financial difference between us and be more amenable to–”

“You’ll fucking buy the house outright with that bastard’s money,” Grams spat out. “You think I don’t keep up on financial affairs? The market isn’t great right now, but it’s only going to keep getting worse. Spend the next several months looking at places, and before a year goes by, I want you to buy a house outright. That way I never have to worry about the housing crisis leaving you homeless. You hear me?”

“Yes, Grams.” I lifted my head to look at her in concern. She’d never been afraid to curse, but her tone was vehement even for her.

Flashing me an apologetic look, she sagged in her seat. “Sorry, I don’t mean to boss you around. One of your aunts has made some very poor financial decisions. Recently, she admitted to me that she let her husband refinance their home, and then they made more poor choices. I think they’re going to lose it.”

Shit. “Aunt Martha? Can I help?”

“Yeah, Martha. But no, you’re not helping. You already bailed them out several years ago. They’ll only waste your money. Besides, bastards never helped you out when you needed it.”

I patted her hand. Grams and Gramps had, and they were all I’d needed. She hated it when I thanked her though, so I kept my mouth shut.

“I hate to ask this of you, but you’re going to keep up the illusion that you’ve spent most of your inheritance. I can see that you're feeling misplaced guilt. I’m telling you no, you aren’t helping them. And when you tell the rest of the family you’re buying a house, we’re going to make it out that you’re using the last of your inheritance and some personal money to do it with. We aren’t risking them knowing you still have most of it and start a whole new round of people constantly asking you for financial favors. I know you hate lying to them, but we’re going to pretend this absolutely finishes off your inheritance.”

“Okay,” I said, though the thought of lying filled me with unease. She was right though. I’d spent a substantial sum of money helping Martha out years ago, and now here she was on the verge of losing her home again.

She and her husband both had good paying jobs, but they tended to always be looking for a get rich quick scheme, which ah, never really worked for them since those were generally just scams. At least now Martha’s kids were grown up and all moved out, so they weren’t at risk of losing their home due to their parents' poor choices.

“Anyway, do you have time to go over to Danny’s with me? He wants to cut the grass one last time before the snow starts but can’t get his mower to start. He’s not one for the internet, but I figured you could look up videos and between the three of us we’ll get it to start.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, grabbing my laptop.

Making sure Grams bundled up because it was chilly, we walked a few houses over. I ended up fixing the thing pretty quickly by myself, though I did have to resort to the internet. Seeing Grams and Danny talking animatedly through the kitchen window, I smiled and started mowing the lawn. I wondered how long it would be before she admitted they were dating.

Kept up to date on financial affairs her whole life my ass. Danny’s house was too old. He didn’t have the money to keep up with repairs. I’d bet a million dollars she’d been researching what he could get for it. I was sure that within a year he’d be living with Grams.

Realizing I was mowing and not testing the machine out to make sure it was working properly, Danny ran out to try and take over. I ushered him back inside. He tried to insist I come in too, but Grams winked at me and dragged him back in. Chuckling, I shook my head as the door closed. I suppose this was her quiet way of telling me that they were seeing each other.

Someday, I’d show up for dinner, and Danny would be there, blushing like mad while Grams pretended there was no special reason for him to be at her dinner table. He’d become a part of the family without her ever really saying anything about it, just expecting us all to accept it without comment.

Danny was a kind man. He’d been helping Grams with yard work ever since Gramps passed away a decade ago. His wife had passed, hmm, what was it now? Five, maybe six years ago? It would be nice for Grams not to live alone anymore, and I could imagine he needed the company just as much. They’d be good for each other.
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Danny insisted I stay for supper. Since I had nowhere to be, I stayed. Talking to them helped keep my anxiety under control. I’d been to Danny’s plenty of times before, but now I looked at his home with a critical eye. He kept it fairly clean, and he could cook, which was good. I didn’t want Grams dating someone who expected her to do all the housework and cooking.

“I’ll do the dishes,” I said.

“No, you’ve done more than enough.” Danny reached out to take my plate.

When his back was turned to her, Grams gave me a pointed look and tilted her head toward the door. She clearly wanted time alone with him, so I made up an excuse to leave, just barely keeping in my laughter until I’d left the house.

Walking back to Grams’ to fetch my car, I called Marie. “Oh my god, you’re going to regret having to work today and missing Grams.”

“Oh no, is she mad at me?”

“No, no.” Quickly, I filled her in about having gone over to the neighbor’s. “Pretty sure they’re boning, like, right now.”

Marie shrieked in excitement. “What!?! Ahhh, I can’t believe I missed them being cute together. I’ll go next time. I’m sorry I had to work today.”

Relief filled my chest. She really did sound like she wished she’d been here to see it. I was so glad that Grams and Marie were getting along. Alice had only ever come to visit Grams once, and while Eddie seemed to like Grams, he’d come to visit her less and less during our relationship.

After Eddie and I broke up, Lyla sat down with me and told me that a good indicator on whether I was in a good relationship or not was if my partner got along with my grandmother. I’d been prepared for a long speech about why I should never have dated Eddie at all, but instead Lyla said she was sorry for how things ended between us and that she’d spent a lot of time thinking while I’d been in the hospital.

She managed to puzzle some things out that I hadn’t really noticed in Eddie and I’s relationship–mind you, I should have noticed them, but I was an idiot–and wrote down a short list of things to be wary of when dating in the future. Everything on her list had started two to three years into the relationship. She tried to make me feel better by saying she hadn’t noticed these things at first either, so of course, I wouldn’t have.

While I wasn’t sure if it was true that she hadn’t noticed those things at the time, I couldn’t help but notice most of them were concerns that Devin had brought to me over the previous two years as he quietly made noise that maybe I should take a step back in the relationship and take some time to think.

Of course, like the love-struck idiot I was, I’d convinced myself everything was fine and ignored Devin. Though younger than the rest of us, he was an intelligent man, and I should have listened to him more.

At the time, I’d just taken in Lyla’s concerns and nodded a lot, trying to be polite while thinking–I’m done, I can’t do this anymore. I’m never going to date again. Which of course, hadn’t lasted.

A few months after getting out of the hospital, I found myself lingering at Marie’s booth at each convention my friends dragged me to. Eventually, I started leaving the house again on my own, and once again, I started the hard task of deep diving into mental health treatments and piecing myself back together.

Thankfully, I had just enough good sense to know that I wanted a better life for myself. And I could no longer deny my attraction to Marie, which had not only reignited but grown. If I wanted to try dating one last time, no one deserved the mess I was in at the time. So I worked hard to look after myself and get better.

Hesitant about dating again after my last two failed relationships, I took things incredibly slowly. I deemed it wise to let my friends get to know Marie better first. We’d known her for years already but just in a chat for a few minutes while we perused her table at shows kind of way.

My entire life showed I lacked proper judgment on people, so while it felt awkward as hell, I asked my friends to let me know their thoughts not just on Marie, but also on myself and my current capabilities. I asked their thoughts on whether it was okay to start dating or if I should keep working on myself longer.

Everyone liked Marie and told me I’d done a lot on my own to get healthy. My mental health had improved significantly after getting those treatments Jeremy had arranged for me at the hospital he worked at. My friends all became quite enthusiastic about me asking Marie out.

The memory made me chuckle. My first few attempts went quite poorly. I chickened out each time. Frustrated at myself, I gathered my courage and bought her flowers. I really had been going to ask her out that day, but she was the one not doing well that time.

In the old days, her not seeming to notice who I was would have sent me into an immediate spiral, and I would have convinced myself that she had no interest in me and given up. But by then I’d done enough work in mental health to realize she was dissociating, not trying to ignore me or wishing I’d go away. She really worried me with how out of it she was. Thankfully, she had friends at the show to help her.

I decided it wasn’t the right time to ask her out and concentrated on helping her instead. The fact that she went and sought help for her mental health was good. She couldn’t keep working herself to death like that.

After giving her some time to rest and recover, my friends urged me to try again. Then I got fucking shy all over. Augh. It got to the point where our friends banded together to get us to go out. I was still embarrassed at how badly I spiraled that day, but Marie and I ended up together and things had been magical since. My gratitude to our friends would be undying.

I wouldn’t judge Marie if she didn’t want to visit my other family members, especially since I stayed away from a number of them myself, but my grandmother was one of the most important people in my life. Jeremy, Lyla, and Devin being the others. So, I decided that anyone I dated needed to either be friends with all four of them, or at least on very good terms with them.

A pang of sadness hit me. I missed Devin and Jeremy. It would be coming up on a year soon that Jeremy had been working over seventy hours a week. Twelve-hour days six days a week left him exhausted. And on his one day off a week, he had to . . . Well, if I thought about that right now, I was going to make myself sad. Just a few more months Jeremy. A few more months and you’ll have done it. You can do this.

Devin was away two out of every four weeks. During one of his volunteering stints at the hospital, a mother and son had been rushed into the ER in bad shape from a major car accident. With both people in surgery, and because the hospital hadn’t been able to find out who their next of kin was, Devin was tasked with staying by the boy’s side after the surgery. He’d be disoriented when he woke and would no doubt panic upon finding out his mother was in surgery. It wasn’t a time for anyone to be alone.

Neither the mother or son had much in the way of medical coverage and had to sign themself out of the hospital once the primary things were taken care of. Having befriended them, Devin started spending two weeks at a time with them, helping around their small farm, and looking after the two who lived together.

The son he was helping learn how to walk again since he couldn’t afford the physical therapy sessions, and the mother had lost half the use of an arm. Both suffered physical pain on top of that.

I’d offered to pay for a full run of physical therapy for both of them at the time, but they were too stubborn to accept charity. Devin only managed to convince them into taking three sessions each and had been working hard to help them since, so he was gone half the time, staying with them at their country home.

A gust of wind made me shiver, and I hopped into the car to get out of the cold. “It’s okay, hun. It was my fault for keeping you over too long the other day. I knew you had work to get to. I should start spending more time at your place. My work travels a lot easier than yours.”

“Mmm, but your place is soundproof.”

Her suggestive tone of voice made me smile, but the thought of my apartment made my belly tense. Ugh, it really sucks I have to move. “Olivia’s usually gone half the week,” I pointed out.

“Yes, but my upstairs neighbors are not,” she remarked.

She had me there. Still, I felt guilty for taking up too much of her time. “We’ll get some practice on being quiet then. How’s your newest art piece coming along?”

“Good, I finished the pencils and finally decided on a color palette. You’re right, we probably should hang out at my place more, but I still want to go to your place tomorrow night. I have plans.”

“Plans?” I asked, intrigued.

A fit of giggles interrupted her sexy talk. “Yes. Plans.”

My cock hardening made me shift in my seat. We’d been falling head over heels with each other and neglecting our work by spending far too much time in bed. Marie had scared the shit out of me the other week when she asked if we could talk about something. She’d looked so serious.

My damn brain had panicked that she was about to break up with me, even though nothing bad had happened. I needn’t have worried, what she wanted to talk about hadn’t been about anything bad. After talking together about her concerns, we decided to take a two-week break from sex.
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