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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I type in NeverTooBusy and click search on the app store. Am I going to do this? Once the download finishes, an exhale escapes before I tap the open button. The screen has a ‘welcome’ home page and wants to know everything about me and what I’m looking for, and it sinks in how long it might take to set up this profile. This could be all for nothing. Will I find anyone on here worth a damn?

      The guys are hovering over me, encouraging me to at least try it out a couple times and see what I find. See, some of them have used it for the wrong reasons—you know, booty calls. Men like that only cloud the waters for those of us looking for something substantial. I might be damaged goods, but even I deserve to be happy, right? Shooting blanks isn’t something anyone knows except Larissa, and she didn’t even wait twenty-four hours before leaving me after hearing the news. Is this going to be the issue that ruins all my future relationships?

      All the guys are huddled around me at the station, trying to talk me into using this new app. For the life of me, I don’t know if it’s worth my time.

      “My cousin met his wife on there. Just give it a shot,” Pedro says, slapping me on the shoulder.

      “Don’t think of her,” Damon says, placing his hand on my shoulder. “You deserve happiness. Get out there and find it.”

      I’ve thought about telling him, but being sterile isn’t something that just comes up in casual conversation. Damon already worries about Aiden and me enough, and he has plenty on his plate without adding to it.

      “You still coming over tomorrow for dinner?” Damon asks.

      “Free food? I’d never miss it,” I reply, walking out of the station.

      I get into my brand-new Jeep and head home to answer the bazillion questions to finish my profile. I’ll try it for the guys, but if it doesn’t work out, then I don’t want to hear them say another word. The ride is smooth from the fire station toward my house, until my stomach starts to growl, and I call in a to-go order. There’s probably nothing in my fridge at home besides a six-pack since I haven’t been grocery shopping this week. Maybe tomorrow.

      I stop my Jeep in front of the diner, and the bells rings, alerting the staff to my arrival.

      “Hey, darlin’. Your order is almost ready.”

      This place has been around forever and as teenagers, my brothers and I spent a bunch of time here. The waitresses usually recognize us as soon as we walk in. I don’t eat here often, but when I do, it’s always good.

      She comes back with a bag and tells me to have a good night, then I get back in the Jeep and leave. The grilled onions are all I can smell now. Probably should have thought that through, but oh well. After hitting every red light back to my house, I slide the key into the door and then use my foot to close it behind me. Finally fucking home. My boots come off at the door, and I set the food on the coffee table before changing into some sweatpants. I snatch a cold beer out of the fridge and then return to the living room and sit on the couch, bracing my feet on the table and phone in hand. Let’s see what they want to know about me.

      The first couple of screens are basic. I’m looking for a female, but then it asks about an age range. Okay, that one might be a little harder. Not sure. I’ll say twenty-eight to thirty-four. I don’t have the energy to keep up with girls in their early twenties that want to drink and party every weekend.

      Nice to meet you, Liam. Let’s dig a little deeper so you can be on your way to better matches and better dates. Ready?

      I take another sip of my beer and slide left. What is your height? Six foot. How would you describe your body type? They’ve got to be fucking kidding me. What kind of question is that? The options crack me up. Slim/Slender, Athletic/Fit, Muscular, About Average, Curvy, A Few Extra Pounds, Big and Beautiful, or Heavyset. My first pick is muscular, but then I’m pretty fit, too. What do they consider muscular? I don’t body build or anything. I choose athletic and move on to the next stupid question.

      What is your relationship status? Definitely Single, Separated, Divorced, or Widowed. This presents some deeper thoughts from me. So many divorcees come on this app looking for love. Am I okay with being matched up with someone who’s already been married? I guess so, but sometimes that comes with a problem. Did they initiate the divorce or did the ex-husband? It can get messy if they still love their ex-husband and are not over them. Yet answering for myself is easy. Definitely single.

      Do you have kids? Now, isn’t this a big question. I click the No, but talking about kids always messes with me. Oh wait, and there's the next one. Do you want kids? Fuck, how can I answer this? Of course I do, but the chances of me having them are slim to none. Only a five percent chance. The options are only, Yes, Someday, and No Way. So I click Yes, since that’s honest. I quickly get through the next questions about my education and where I grew up and currently live, but they just keep coming. Do you smoke? No. Do you drink? I start to laugh reading the options on this one. No, In moderation, Sometimes—it depends on the day, and when is happy hour. Since I do enjoy a beer or two after work, the only option that seems fitting is in moderation.

      Do they really need to know all this stuff about me just to agree to a date? Jesus. Oh, then there’s the next one. What is your religion? There are like twenty-two options listed and I decide to go with not religious. I think the last one is bad, but then here’s a doozy. What makes you the happiest? It lists almost fifty options to choose from like cycling, basketball, fishing, stand-up comedy, playing cards, and so much more. I don’t get out much so I hesitate to pick any, but it won’t let me move on without selecting at least five. Playing cards, movies, stand-up comedy, travel, and working out.

      Tell us about your partner in crime. It wants me to select what I want based on those same questions, but for her. So I elect for her not to be a smoker, occasional drinker, and at least five foot three. The thought of her having kids is fine because then maybe it will alleviate some pressure for me. If she already has kids, maybe the subject of having more won’t ever come up. I didn’t care if she had kids already. Some men might see little squirts as a deal breaker but not me. I welcome it. Especially, if she is a good mom who takes care of her kids and puts them first like they all should.

      Interests to show the real you. I laugh and type: Learning to cook without the microwave. And finally, the last damn step is to upload four to six pictures of myself. I click on the camera icon to pull up my library and notice I’m not really a selfie taker. I went to my Instagram which I haven’t updated in probably a year or two and pulled some photos off there.

      Right after submitting, a page comes up with some profiles that match what I’m looking for and I start scrolling through them.

      The first girl is blond, curvy, and her bio screams only wanting sex. It literally says, Don’t DM before 1 a.m. because I’m not looking for someone to buy me dinner. Next! This one looks promising. Long dark hair, beautiful blue eyes, and almost a perfect smile. I scroll down to read her profile. She seems like she is well educated since she graduated from Penn State and she works in a law firm. At the same time, I’m about to hit the message button, one comes through from her.

      Leslie: I know it’s already eight, but would you like to meet up for a drink?

      I take a look at myself and decide why the hell not. The guys want me to try this out, then so be it. They can hear all about it when I go back to work.

      I change my clothes, tracing a finger up my shirt to the last button, which I left open. Then I run a comb through my dark-brown hair, praying that tonight goes well. Are there any good women left around Grapevine? We’ll see.

      Once inside my car, I give myself a pep talk to get through the nerves and prepare myself for what might happen. Just go in with an open mind. Stay positive, damn it.

      I arrive at Dixie’s bar and sit in a booth toward the back, hoping that she at least looks like her picture and this isn’t a total waste of my time. I scour my surroundings, looking for her, but she’s nowhere to be found. I’ve been told that it’s normal for women to be late on dates because they obsess over their outfits and such. But twenty minutes? If she’s not here in the next ten, then it’ll be time for me to leave and call it a day. Punctuality is something I look for in a woman, and I hate when people are late. I’m always early to everything, and I don’t want to be sitting around waiting for her forever. It looks pathetic.

      The server comes over and sets a menu down on the table, but I come here often so I know exactly what I want. “Buffalo wings and a Bud Light please.”

      A woman resembling Leslie’s picture is standing behind the waitress as she leaves. “Liam, right?”

      I nod, taking in her appearance.

      “Leslie. Nice to meet you.”

      My first concern of the night is the very short dark-red dress and heels that are easily five inches. Why do women feel the need to wear something so skimpy? It’s not a turn-on for me. I try to overlook it and get to know her while enjoying my wings and a beer.

      “So, what do you do?” I ask, hoping to start off the conversation so we aren’t just sitting here staring off into space. An easy way to see if you are compatible with someone is to see how the conversation flows. If there is constant dead air, then it’s probably time to find someone else.

      “Accountant. Boring job. Can’t do it without a calculator though. Gotta triple-check everything. You?”

      Her profile says she works at a law firm, so did she lie? “Firefighter.”

      She shoots me a seductive smile, almost undressing me with it. “Oh really? Can I see you in uniform? Or better yet, help you out of it sometime?”

      Really? A sex joke? I barely even know her, but that’s what people expect nowadays with all these apps that make it easier to just get laid instead of getting to know someone on a personal level. Not that I don’t enjoy sex. I do, but it’s not something I enjoy with just anyone who throws themselves at me. In fact, it turns me the fuck off.

      “I don’t let women see the uniform. I’m saving that for my wife,” I reply, jokingly at first.

      She looks at me. “You’re married?”

      “No, my future wife. You seriously think if I was married, I’d bring her up on a date?”

      Already she doesn’t seem to be highly intelligent and a part of me wants to go home, but I let her continue her story. “So, tell me about yourself.”

      Instead of telling me about her career or her children, she talks all about her ex-boyfriend who screwed her over, and even I know you aren’t supposed to bring up exes on a first date. Let alone bitch about them. It’s a telltale sign you aren’t over them.

      “My boyfriend cheated on me with some skanky hoe, and he wanted me back. I can do better than him. I’ve been screwed over so many times, I lost track.”

      It’s strike after strike; first the outfit and now the language. This goes on for about another half hour; my food is gone, and my beer is warm. It’s not that I don’t cuss, but most people on a first date are on their best behavior, and if this is her best, then I’m out. Not interested. “Listen, I think I’m gonna head home. It was nice to meet you.”

      I flag down the server for the check and drop twenty bucks on the table for her.

      “Are you serious?” Leslie grabs her purse and gets up, pulling down her dress. “Let’s go.”

      I cringe at the thought of her accompanying me home. She seems a little crazy, and I don’t need any more of that in my life. “I meant alone.”

      She grabs my arm. “I’d like to go back to your place.”

      “I’m not interested in sleeping with you, Leslie,” I say bluntly.

      It might be normal, sleeping on a first date, but that’s not me. Hell, even in my younger years, there had to be feelings there. Sex isn’t meaningless pleasure for me. That doesn’t mean I haven’t had one-night stands before, but Leslie is not my type. Plus, I doubt she really has a degree from Penn State.

      “And why the fuck not, you pompous prick?” Her hands land on her hips, and she’s looking at me through her fake lashes.

      “For that right there. I’m looking for someone who doesn’t talk or act like that. Have a good night.”

      She follows me at first, and I worry it might escalate, but she must have found someone else to prey on inside the bar, because once outside, I look back and she’s nowhere to be seen.

      What a fucking nightmare that was. These guys are insane if they think this app is going to help me find my future wife. It’s probably like all the other dating apps that only have tinder mindsets and it’s all about sex.

      Driving home, the Bluetooth alerts me that Aiden’s calling, so I press the answer button on the dash. “Hello?”

      “Already done with your date? That bad, huh?” He laughs, and I can feel the judgment through the phone. “Why don’t you just give in? It’s been too long, and you are pent up, bro. Get some and maybe it’ll help.”

      My brother is the womanizer and I swear, I don’t understand how he can sleep with a different girl all the time. I’d be worried about catching something. Hazel fucked him up in the head, and until he finally gets over her, looks like it’s one-night stands.

      “You don’t even know half of it. She’s still there if you need someone. Not my type, but definitely yours,” I tell him.

      “No, thanks. Heading to the airport. Think you can cover for me next week on Tuesday?”

      My brother isn’t one to take vacation days—hell, I can’t remember the last time he even called in sick.

      “Sure, where you going?”

      “Don’t know yet. Spontaneously going to the airport, and wherever the next flight takes off to, that’s where I’m going.”

      “You might end up in Michigan or worse.” I laugh out loud.

      “I’m hoping for somewhere warm. Since when did Texas get ice and snow like this?”

      Aiden isn’t great about communication, and even more so about saving his inheritance. There’s no telling how much he has left with the way he spends it. The only good purchase he’s made is the duplexes. Other than that, it’s luxurious and extravagant spending for no reason other than he’s bored.

      “Whatever. Be careful. Call me from wherever you end up.”

      I press the end button and get out of the car. The wind is howling, and the temperature has dropped drastically in the last couple of hours. A chill takes over my body as I unlock the front door and slip inside. Thankfully, I remembered to turn the heat up before I left.

      I grab a beer and sit down on the couch. So much for finding anything on that app.

      My phone dings, and a part of me thinks it’s Leslie bitching about me leaving her there alone. Honestly, I think her profile is made up and the only thing true is the pictures. I open the notification from NeverTooBusy. My eyes swivel over the woman’s profile that just started viewing mine. She’s beautiful with long black hair and blue eyes. Her name’s Harper. I patiently wait to see if she likes my profile instead of sending her a message first, and then another notification pops up. Harper has liked your profile. Send her a message now. I contemplate whether I should say anything. But look at her, she’s gorgeous. Looks really sweet.

      I click the send message button, and my finger hovers over the keyboard on my phone, trying to think of something to say. Your eyes are so beautiful. No, that’s probably something she gets all the time. I look at her profile, trying to find something that might give me an indication of something she likes, and notice she teaches chemistry. Well, I bet her mailbox gets flooded with puns and pickup lines, and I’m definitely not going to be that guy. Ugh, come on, just ask her out. It’s not that hard. I send something basic, just to see if she’s interested, and if so, we can get to know each other better.

      Criminal Minds is playing on the TV, and I almost doze off when my phone dings with a message back. My chest rises and falls before opening it.

      Harper: I’d love to. What about tomorrow night?

      Tomorrow is New Year’s Eve. Everywhere is going to be packed, but I agree anyway. I can go after dinner at my brother’s house. He won’t mind if I leave a little early.

      Me: I’m free if you are. Around 7?

      After Leslie, I’m not sure if it’s a good idea, but then the guys come to mind, telling me I won’t ever find someone if I don’t take risks, so here I am.

      Harper: Sure, drinks? Dixie’s?

      She must live close to me if she knows about that place. It’s the same bar my brothers and I go to when we want a good beer every now and again.

      Me: Perfect. Looking forward to it.
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          HARPER

        

      

    

    
      I stare at my phone, seeing his last message. His profile tells me he wants kids, likes to travel, and apparently can’t cook. I shake my head, thinking of him burning something on the stove after his comment, learning to cook without a microwave. At least he’s honest. That’s hard to find from anyone. His hair reminds me of the CEO-type, but the muscles seen through his uniform make me hot.

      About a month ago, Tessa talked me into downloading this app and trying it. I just want to find someone to share my life with, you know, an honest person who wants an actual partner.

      When I first see Liam’s profile and click on the pictures to scroll through, the uniform gives me bad vibes. He probably doesn’t even have to work for it. Ladies are lining up outside his door right now, just to have a shot with him, and he probably has a wall of trophy underwear. He is definitely pretty-boy-esque, and usually I steer clear of them, but after reading his profile, he makes me laugh. Ugh, maybe I shouldn’t have looked or messaged him, but I can’t take it back now. Please God, don’t let him be a douche. I can’t take any more of those.

      The pretty boy types are the ones who always think about themselves first and us later. They never want to engage in foreplay and it’s always about their pleasure. I stay away from those guys. Of course, I have a list, but doesn’t every woman who is looking for their Mr. Right? He needs to be attractive, but in a plain sort of way. I’m not looking for someone with a six-pack, perfect teeth, and looks that make me want to grab their shirt and rush to the bedroom, but someone who can make me laugh long after his looks depreciate. If there’s one thing I know, when I’m old and saggy, the man sitting next to me is going to be the same, and things that once made him seem perfect like being great in bed and being easy on the eyes, aren’t going to matter. It’s what he stands for, how he treats me, and that’s it.

      Agreeing to the date, I fear the worst. My luck with dating apps has turned out to be a monumental mistake, so much so, I promise tomorrow will be my last one. I can’t handle sitting through an hour of horrible conversation with guys who do nothing but stare at my breasts and talk about themselves. It’s a waste of time, and I’m not getting any younger.

      I’ve been on five dates since joining, and they have all been terrible. Although Jamie had to be the worst. His profile showed him in Abercrombie & Fitch clothes, which I didn’t even realize was still a brand. So, I guessed he would be preppy, but I was wrong. When I showed up at the bar to have a drink with him, the man who sat down across from me was anything but what the profile depicted. He had a long beard with matching hair, biker clothes on, and tattoos everywhere. Now, this might be some women’s type, just not mine. I like my man to be clean-shaven or maybe a bit of a five o’clock shadow and I’ve never been one to like tattoos.

      So, one thing I really should have put on my profile is that I hate body hair. It’s called trichophobia. I don’t like excessive hair on the face, like Jamie. Hell, sometimes, I can’t even look people in the eye because of their nose hairs or their ears have hair sticking out. Gross. And don’t even get me started on loose hairs all over shirts and clothing. Don’t people lint roll their clothes before leaving the house, or is that just me?

      When I asked him why his profile was so different, he said the pictures were from ten years ago, and he saw nothing wrong with it. I’m not one to judge someone purely on their looks; however, so much differs from the profile that I was hesitant to even continue the date, but I did anyway to give him the benefit of the doubt. He could be a really sweet guy and surprise me.

      We ordered some wings and beers while he asked me some basic questions that were answered on my profile. Clearly, he didn’t actually read it and just sent me a message based on my picture. So, he can judge me based on my looks, but it’s wrong for me to? Kind of a double standard.

      For about an hour, he mostly talked about himself, telling me about his job and things he wanted to do in life. It’s great to have aspirations, but he barely let me talk, and when I tried, he would cut me off and finish his sentence. Rude!

      I finally decided I was done and let him know I was ready to head out and that’s when he asked if I wanted to go back to his place. My firm answer was no, and so he slid me the check and said, “Why don’t we split it then.”

      “So, because I don’t agree to go home with you, you want me to pay for my half?” Fine. So I did, and I let him know I was not interested in seeing him again before hustling out to my car to get the hell out of there.

      Some men just really appall me. The way they think that just because we don’t sleep with them, we should have to pay for our own dinner? Now, do I think it’s always the man’s responsibility to pay for the ticket? No, but he made it clear the only reason I was paying was because I said no to his offer. Jamie was a perv, and I never wanted to see him again or that ridiculous beard.

      When Tessa asked about the date, after I filled her in, she laughed hysterically for like ten minutes. I don’t know why it’s so funny. We’ve been texting each other every day, and when I found out she got engaged, she asked me to be her maid of honor. Of course, I said yes, because she’s a wonderful woman and has my back. That’s what friends do.

      I commend her for all she does. Being a single mom for almost six years takes a lot out of someone, and she is still caring and willing to help others. I haven’t met her fiancé yet, but the way she talks about him makes my heart melt. They seem so perfect for each other, and they found each other when neither of them were looking.

      I pick up my phone and shoot her a text.

      Me: I have a date tomorrow night. I'll text you 911 if I need you to call and give me an excuse to leave. You know the drill.

      I haven’t used her for that yet, but the day is bound to come eventually. Hopefully Liam turns out to be a good guy and his profile rings true.

      Kids have always been a big part of my future, and to do that, a husband is required. Although, I guess I could go to a sperm bank, but I want my child to have a loving mother and father, just like I did.

      Thinking about that makes me tear up, reminding myself that I’ll never get to see my parents again. Yet, I don’t let myself get caught up in it, and instead, I start surfing more of Liam’s profile.

      He doesn’t smoke, thank God. The lingering smell on smokers is overwhelming. I briefly dated one, and it just didn’t work out. He drinks. Well, good because I sure do enjoy my wine at night. There is wrong with that.

      Although when school gets back in session, I take over as the chemistry teacher and it’s a little overwhelming. Most of the break has consisted of me coming up with my lesson plans. After I graduated with my degree and moved to Grapevine, the receptionist position put me in the position to take over once their current teacher was set to retire. So, all I had to do was bide my time for a little while. It’s what I enjoy doing, helping students learn a subject, especially if they think they won’t do well and end up acing my class. That’s my goal in my first year—to help students find a love for chemistry and get an A at the end.

      I’ve always been an ambitious person at everything in my life, and that’s what my parents were most proud of. They knew I would work hard to achieve my dreams no matter what was put in front of me. They believed in me, and I wish they were still alive to see how well I’m doing.

      My phone vibrates.

      Tessa: Good luck. Hope it goes well. Have you picked an outfit yet?

      She has a good point. What the hell am I going to wear? I’m not exactly a big shopper, and most of my clothing has been with me for years. I dig through my closet to the back where all my nicer dresses are.

      Me: It is New Year’s Eve. So should I dress up a little more? What do you think?

      I snap a photo of a maroon dress.

      Tessa: No, something more… glittery.

      Okay, something that has that New Year’s vibe. I get all the way to the back and my eyes land on a silver strapless dress, not too short but just long enough, and I snap another picture.

      Tessa: Perfect! That’s the one with your black pumps. He won’t know what hit him.

      I glance at the clock. Holy crap, it’s one in the morning. I hang up the silver dress at the front of my closet, and then I get in bed, smothering myself with the covers. School is back in session in just a few days, and I need to show the principal that I’m ready with a kick-ass learning plan and that means being prepared on day one. Like a boss.
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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Before I even step outside, the frost covering my windshield gives me insight that it’s going to be a slick drive. As I run to my truck, the cold air is nipping and biting me. I hope the temperature rises soon. Switching on the defroster, I run back inside, waiting for the frozen portion to disappear before beginning my drive over to my brother’s new house. It’s a couple blocks away, but it’s only a high of thirty-four degrees today, which is abnormal for Texas. Mother Nature is giving us a beating. What the hell did we do to piss her off? I can’t remember the last time snow was on the ground here. At least a decade.

      My relationship with Damon hasn’t always been the best, especially after his wife passed years ago and he hit rock bottom. There was nothing Aiden and I could do to bring him out of it for the longest time. That is, until he found Tessa and Emily. They have played a huge part in helping him recover and open his heart again. If they didn’t come along, his depressive state would’ve gotten worse. Thank God for them.

      Their story is unique—and one day—I want to find my happily ever after. Yet, finding someone who will accept me has been rough. Not being able to have kids is hard for me, let alone asking someone else to share that fate. Since finding out, I have been hesitant after Larissa.

      For a while, I didn’t think I should date because subjecting someone else to not being able to have kids of their own is awful. Who wants to be that person?

      The windshield is now clear of ice, so I run out to the car and get inside before the cold air cuts through me. The roads are slick, and my tires go sideways a couple times, reminding me it’s also time for new ones. We get little ice and snow in Texas, but this year must be the exception. Most of us aren’t used to driving in this type of weather, which only makes matters worse. You end up with people going either twenty miles per hour or sixty. There’s no in between.

      As I pull onto his street, I’m flabbergasted. Holy crap! These houses are gigantic and look like they cost a pretty penny. Damon must have gone all out, but that’s just what I expect. He’s always wanted someone to share his life with, even from a young age. Like me, he wants someone he can give everything to, and when Carol passed, he lost faith that he could be happy until he found Tessa.

      My eyes land on a two-story house and I start muttering to myself how rich those people must be when I see the address on the mailbox. This is his house? Damon is pretty tight with his money, but it’s obvious he didn’t spare any expense when buying this. Maybe he can loan me some money and I can upgrade, too.

      The porch is held up by pillars, and the front door is bright red, which only adds a little pop to the grayish color of the house, but the snow on the ground almost makes it sparkle in the little bit of sunlight left.

      “Hello? I’m here,” I say, opening the front door and walking inside, instead of waiting for them to answer.

      “We’re in the kitchen,” Tessa yells out.

      There is a staircase leading up to the second floor on my right, and the living room is in front of me. I cross through that, which has to be eight hundred square feet by itself, with a built-in entertainment center. My eyes widen, taking in the size of it. Who needs a living room this big?

      “You want a tour?” Damon calls. “Did you get lost?”

      Hell, I can get lost in this house. “No, but how big of a house did you need? It’s only the three of you, right?”

      The kitchen is the biggest room so far with granite countertops, two islands, and double ovens. We spend most holidays at Damon’s house because Aiden and I can’t cook for nothing. Maybe I should be happier, because that only means more ways for them to cook their delicious food on Thanksgiving and Christmas next year.

      “I’m just saying, this house is bigger than I expected,” I say, looking around the kitchen, which has a door leading to the backyard. Outside, there is about an acre and a playset.

      Damon leads me outside. “This is Emily’s favorite area, well, except for her bedroom. Wait until you see those.”

      Yes, the shock still hasn’t worn off, but I’m happy for him. If his dream of having kids comes true, this backyard will be perfect for little ones to run around and play in.

      We go back inside, and he hands me a beer before questioning me about how last night went. Apparently, Aiden has already told him it was a disaster.

      “Oh, don’t even get me started. The guys are insane for even making me sign up for that online crap. It’s useless.”

      Tessa laughs at me. “I could’ve told you that. You have to be super picky on those. But there are good ones. Don’t give up just because of one shitty date. Hell, I can’t tell you how many horrible dates I’ve been on.”

      She’s right. The women are good-looking, but it’s not all about looks. Someone can be gorgeous on the outside and completely crazy on the inside. The woman I’m looking for is wife material. And yes, I know it’s not possible for me to know on the first date if they are without asking some off-the-wall questions. The point is, whoever I end up with should be good with kids because even though I can’t impregnate someone, that doesn’t mean later down the line we might not adopt a child. There are plenty of kids who need good parents, and so many poor children are struggling to get out of the foster care system.

      “Look at how Damon and I met. It was the craziest of situations. You need to stop looking. That’s when she will fall into your lap,” Tessa tells me, patting me on the shoulder. “The best things happen when you least expect them to.”

      The problem is, I don’t want to stop looking. If I did, it’s plausible that I’ll be fifty and single. Dear Lord, don’t let that happen. “I’ve got a date tonight. Might be my last one for a while if it goes bad. Crossing my fingers that this one goes well.”

      Tessa calls Emily down for dinner. The table always looks like it’s a holiday covered in serving dishes filled to the brim with something warm and delicious. Maybe I’ll get lucky and find someone who can cook. That is a major plus. No one wants to rely on me for the cooking or else someone will end up sick. Hell, I tried to cook Raviolis last week in a pot. I thought I did good, but then I tasted them and spit them right out into the garbage. So, me and the stove don’t mix well.

      “Uncle Liam,” Emily says, running into the kitchen and engulfing me in a hug. “I’m sitting next to you.”

      “It’s been a while, kiddo. Like six whole days!”

      The conversation over dinner is about the duplexes and how many people we’ve been able to help since buying the properties. Most only stay a week which works since there is always another fire popping up to claim someone’s home. It’s the best investment we ever made. We don’t only use them for victims of fires, but anyone who might need a place to stay until they get back on their feet after something awful. Last week, I let a guy move in whom I’ve known for a couple years and his house got foreclosed on because he lost his job and once he got a new one, he just couldn’t catch up. We are nice people, and helping the community is something we will always want to do, but having a caring heart is important. Everyone needs help at some point in their life.

      “Has Aiden been over to see the house yet?” I ask.

      “I believe his words were, what are you trying to do, one-up me?” He laughs.

      Damon’s house is bigger than Aiden’s by a long shot. Hopefully, he didn’t go out and try to buy a new house just to prove a point. Sounds like something he would do.

      We move on to small talk about Emily going back to school, Tessa updating us on her new ideas for the wedding, and even listening to her talk about it is raising my blood pressure. She talks a hundred words per minute, and trying to follow her train of thought is practically impossible.

      Damon hasn’t been kidding. I thought he had been exaggerating, but listening to her firsthand, I feel sorry for him. Apparently, she is making a running list of things that are my job for the wedding. Not that I mind. It will keep me occupied. Wedding planning isn’t really my strong suit but if it helps her and Damon out, then so be it.

      Once dinner is over, Emily gives me a tour, mostly wanting to show me her bedroom. We make it up the staircase and into the master bedroom. Jesus, they are living like kings and queens. The bedroom and en suite are the size of a presidential hotel room. Not kidding. And don’t even get me started on the size of the walk-in closet that could fit all my clothes times four. Why do they need all this? I know we have money but it could be better spent somewhere else. Damon’s never going to have enough clothes to fit in that damn closet.
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