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Chapter 1 
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Athena Finnegan’s eyes scanned the people walking ahead, wondering what they were all doing in the mall on such a beautiful May day. Which led to the question, what was she doing in the mall?

“Maybe I should go back and get that tee shirt,” Bella Kirwin said, chewing her lip.

Athena glanced at her. “Let’s go back, because if you don’t get it, it’s going to bother you.”

“It’s kind of expensive.”

“Divide the cost by however many years you’re going to be wearing it. Five or six, maybe? And you really liked it. It’s a worthwhile purchase, Bella.”

“You are so practical, Athena, and I needed to hear that. Do you want me to run back and I can meet up with you somewhere?”

Turning around, Athena said, “I’m with you all the way. And you might see something else you really want.”

“Too true. And that bright yellow shirt you looked at would look really nice with your dark hair. You should think about getting it.”

“It would look much better on you, Ms. Bella, the Beautiful Blonde.”

Bella snorted. “Right.”

As they retraced their steps, Athena thought about her upcoming summer and its long days of sunlight. And what else ... She had her job and her commute, which would keep her occupied for about forty-five hours a week, as usual, but she still needed to find something to do during her nights and weekends. Her twenties, her all-about-me years, were long gone, and she needed to adult-up now. Just sitting around in her condo while wishing she had something meaningful to do wasn’t going to cut it. She needed to come up with an idea. “How are you going to spend your summer, Bella?”

“What do you mean? I’m going to enjoy the warm weather. Maybe you and I can do a couple of weekends on Cape Cod.”

“But what about the rest of the summer? I need to find something to do.”

“Like what?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. I turned thirty last year, which was kind of a big deal to me. The clock was ticking faster, I didn’t have a boyfriend then, and I just turned thirty-one, and I still don’t have a boyfriend. But that isn’t really what’s bothering me, even if it would be nice if I had someone.” Nice? It would be a lot flipping better than “nice”. “But never mind about a boyfriend. I need to find something to do so when I look back on what I did for those ten weeks, I can feel a sense of pride because I didn’t sit around waiting for my life to happen.”

Bella stared at Athena as they walked. “Where is all this coming from? It’s a gorgeous day, we’re at the mall, you’re probably going to find something pretty to buy, and we’re having lunch soon. Any restaurant you want.”

“I think it’s coming from my thirty-first birthday.”

“You’re making me really look forward to my thirty-first, which is only a month away, as you know.”

Athena could tell Bella she had nothing to worry about because she made it a practice not to get lost in her head, but sometimes verbalizing her thoughts could be tricky, and potentially, but unintentially, offensive. 

“Maybe you should try that dating app I joined in April. I’m still emailing with the guy I was matched with, Country Fan.”

Athena grinned. “Country Fan? Don’t you know his name?”

“We haven’t done names, only the DateBase identities we chose. I’m Paris, because it was the first thing I thought of.”

“Paris is an elegant name. So, DateBase? That’s the app you’re using?”

“Yes. No names, and no numbers. I created an email address just to use in case I was matched with someone, and so far, it’s only been Country Fan, and he’s enough. It’s fun not knowing much about him. He lives in our county, but that’s as much as we know about each other’s locations. We don’t share specific details because we’re still getting to know each other.”

“Good. Wait on the specifics. He could be a serial killer, for all you know.”

“That’s why I’m being careful. But he’s funny, and I like him, so far. You should try it, Athena. You might get matched with someone who’s perfect for you, then if you really like him, you could meet him and your summer will be spent dating him. That would be fun, wouldn’t it?”

“I think I’ll let you handle the computer dating and you can let me know how it goes.” Gesturing to the store they had reached, she said, “Your tee shirt awaits.”

“I’ll be right out, unless you’re coming in.”

“I’ll wait here. I didn’t see anything I needed.” When Bella disappeared inside, weaving through the racks of clothing, Athena didn’t think there was anything in any store in the mall that could give her what she needed right now. And certainly not a part-time job in any of the stores surrounding her. She could picture herself asking for more and more hours until she was working every night and all weekend, week after week, and still not finding what she was seeking.

When Bella came out of the store, smiling, with a bag full of what Athena guessed was everything her bestie had seen that she liked, Athena let her choose the restaurant since she really didn’t care where they went. Her apathy wasn’t a good sign and it irked her, but it was going to motivate her to go home, open her laptop, and find that special something that would give her what she needed. 

Before she took a bite of her salad, she said, “Just think. Your Country Fan could be right here in the food court.” Just because she wasn’t a fan of dating apps didn’t mean she couldn’t be happy for Bella. Who knew? Bella might end up really clicking with Country Fan, and they would live happily ever after. 

Bella smiled and looked around. “You’re right. Maybe I should choose one I hope is Country Fan.” Shaking her head, she said, “No, that would be a mistake. I know it isn’t all about looks, but if I pick some gorgeous guy who probably has the completely wrong personality, his face might stay in my head and when I meet my Country Fan and he’s totally different ... No. I’ll just keep emailing him and learning about him, until we’re both ready to meet.”

“Good idea. When you’re ready, I can be there in the background. Just to be safe.”

“That’s actually a great idea. Thanks, Athena.”

“How is your sweet and sour chicken? It looks and smells delicious.”

“It is fantastic. Your salad looks really good, too.”

Athena looked from her lunch to Bella’s. “It’s not as good as yours, but it’s doing its job, I guess.” She didn’t see any need to mention the ice cream she was planning to have later.

Once the mall expedition had ended and she’d dropped Bella at her condo, she drove the few miles to her own complex. Many of her Ridgefield neighbors were outside, and they exchanged waves as she passed them. Inside, she made the tough decision not to have ice cream until she had found her Summer Solution. Taking her laptop to the couch, she got comfortable and logged on, her mind heading in too many directions.

Should she set a goal for herself to walk, say, twenty miles every weekend? It would be an ambitious goal, something she could be proud of, but she didn’t want to go alone. Would Bella be interested? Maybe? But after what Bella had been saying about meeting her Country Fan, Athena imagined the two of them might well be dating at some point this summer. Which would mean Athena would be walking alone. But it was her goal, not Bella’s, and why should Bella be forced into walking all those miles just to save Athena from being alone? 

Checking social media without admitting it was because she really had no clue what to do, she saw an ad for crafting instructors at Clark’s Crafting Camp, and she smiled. As a kid, she’d spent many happy summer days at the day camp, returning home with all kinds of “treasures” she had made, which her parents had accepted with convincing enthusiasm and pride. 

She wondered what had happened to all that stuff. It had probably been displayed for a while, then quietly disposed of, and she couldn’t blame her parents. She hadn’t exactly been blessed with artistic skill and creativity. But this was no time to get lost in the past. The camp, which she remembered as only being open weekdays during the summer, was expanding to weekends and needed crafting instructors. Weekends ... Maybe it was a sign.

She read the list of courses offered, noting many from her past, then she gazed into space. Working with children, presumably, since she didn’t imagine there would be a lot of adults interested in making birdhouses or bracelets, or any of the other crafts. She, on the other hand, could picture herself teaching kids how to craft. As long as she had a lesson or two on what she was supposed to teach. Maybe her artistic skill had come a long way from when she was eleven. It had been twenty years, after all.

The fact she was smiling as she pictured herself at camp made it clear she needed to just listen to her gut. First, she checked her resume, making sure the Starling Engineering dates were up to date, then she emailed it to Sandra Clark, expressing her interest and mentioning her fond memories of the camp. If she wasn’t mistaken, this was the same woman who had been running the camp with her husband, Steven, back when she attended. Mr. and Mrs. Clark ... That sounded right.

Closing her laptop, she headed for the kitchen, and specifically the ice cream, feeling as if she deserved it. 

Feeling happy and hopeful and focused.

Now all she needed to do was get an instructor’s job.
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BELLA HAD HOPED ATHENA would have been more excited about the DateBase matching app, excited enough to try it herself. Especially after Bella had explained how fear-free it all was, just emailing with the matchee, no numbers exchanged, no photos, no names. The process couldn’t be any less impersonal.

She had also hoped, if Athena had joined, they would be able to double-date with their new matches, at least until they had all gotten to know each other. The day was coming, she was certain, that Country Fan would want to meet her, and she knew she would love to meet him, to get to know him better, see if there was a connection. But she didn’t feel quite ready yet. Having Athena join would have been just the push she needed to be brave enough.

She’d keep trying to convince Athena, who had been without a boyfriend just as long as Bella. Not that Country Fan could be considered a boyfriend, but once they saw each other, and were able to talk, possibly for hours, they could exchange numbers, talk some more, then maybe he would ask her out. 

It could all be so very romantic and wonderful.
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Chapter 2 
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Forbes Maddox eyed what he could see of the condo, wondering how many rooms needed to be painted. “What’s the goal here, Brade?”

Brayden Huntley set the gallon of paint on the kitchen counter. “The whole place covered in Alabaster. Every wall.”

Forbes should have known it was coming. When he walked into Brayden’s condo the weekend after his buddy had bought it, he’d said he didn’t like the mix of wall colors the seller had used. When six months had passed with no mention of painting, Forbes thought he’d been spared the job of assistant painter. 

But here he was, wearing experienced painting clothes, although Alabaster wasn’t the same shade of paint he’d previously gotten on his green shirt and khaki shorts. Still, he guessed he could get through the adventures in painting as long as Brayden could. “Let’s get to it. Did you wash the walls first?” He ran a hand down a living room wall, then brushed the lint off his fingertips.

“Wash them? Hell, no. That would take too much time, and they look fine to me.”

“Do you have any rags we can use so we’re not painting over things you don’t want to see stuck to your walls? Like dirt or cobwebs or maybe a spider or two?”

“You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

“If you want me to help, I’m doing it the right way. You have tape and brushes and a stirrer and a roller and roller sleeves?”

“What do you think I am, a rookie?”

Forbes stared at him until Brayden looked away. “Do we need to hit the store first?”

“We might need a few things, yeah,” Brayden said, heading into the living room.

Shaking his head, Forbes went out the door. “This fun day of Painting 101 better include dinner, or I’m not coming back.”

“I’m calling for a delivery. And when you paint your place, I’m right there with you.”

“We both know I just painted my place a year ago, but nice try.” Laughing, he climbed in Brayden’s Camaro, wondering if his whole freakin’ weekend would be spent with a paint brush in his hand.

After half an hour at Home Zone on a trip that should have taken five minutes, Forbes followed Brayden into his condo, wondering how long his buddy would last before calling it a day.

“Did I tell you I met someone?” Brayden asked, opening the can of paint.

“When was this?”

“About a month ago. I haven’t actually met her in person, but we’ve been emailing each other.”

“This sounds like the middle of the story. What’s the beginning?”

“Ever hear of the app, DateBase?”

“A dating app, I’m guessing?”

“Yeah, but it’s not like the others. You don’t post a picture, and it’s the closest thing to anonymous I’ve ever heard of. You answer some questions, it matches you with someone, and you decide if you want to give them your email and a name, but not your real name. I’m Country Fan.”

“That’s the best you could come up with?”

“It gets the job done. And I was matched with a woman who calls herself Paris.”

Forbes grinned as he stirred the paint for Brayden since his buddy seemed to be lost in the land of pretend relationships. “Let me see if I can guess where you’re going on your honeymoon.”

“Nah. We’re taking it slow. We agreed. When we’re ready, I’ll meet her for coffee. See how that goes. I like how she sounds in her emails. She’s funny and smart and not wrapped up in herself. She wants to know about me.”

“Making sure you aren’t a psychopath, probably.”

Brayden shrugged. “I’m no worse than the average guy, I guess.”

“Let me know how it goes for Country Fan and Paris.”

“Maybe you should try the app for yourself, Forbes. How long has it been since you met someone?”

“No, thanks. I prefer to meet women the old-fashioned way.” His eyes on the wooden stick swirling the paint, Forbes wasn’t going to admit this DateBase interested him. Especially the somewhat anonymous feature. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d asked a woman out. Sometime last winter, but he couldn’t say which month. It hadn’t worked out for either of them, and he’d decided to give dating a rest for a while. Months later, he guessed he was still in resting phase. “Let’s see how much we can get done today. We need to tape around the woodwork first. What room do you want to start on?”

“Right here. The kitchen won’t take us long, then we can do the living room.”

Forbes handed a roll to Brayden, keeping one for himself. “You start in here and I’ll start on the living room.”

“Yeah.” Brayden looked around his downstairs. “I wonder what a professional painter would charge to do this.”

“More than you want to pay. Get taping.” Forbes tore off a strip of tape and got busy beside the fireplace. As they worked, he said, “You don’t know what this woman looks like, or where she lives, or anything, Brade?”

“I know she lives in Hamlin County, but not which town.”

“That’s something. It’s no good if she’s on the west coast.”

“The app keeps it local, unless you request a different location.”

“In theory, could you exchange photos? Attach them to your email?”

“Yeah. We might reach that point, but we aren’t there yet. It’s only been a month we’ve been emailing.”

“How often do you email her?”

“Almost every day.”

“Sounds serious, Brade.”

“It’s usually something quick, unless we have more time, like on the weekends.”

“You have enough to write about?”

“Yeah. We ask each other questions about things that aren’t too personal. Like work, and things we do with friends, but we don’t mention names. I’ll tell her about you helping me paint.”

“Well, good luck to you, buddy. I hope it works out.”

“Thanks. Pretty soon I might feel ready to see if she wants to meet. But I don’t want to ruin it.”

“I hear you.” What Forbes wasn’t hearing was the sound of tape being torn off a roll. “You still taping in there?”

“Yup.”

Forbes heard the tear and shook his head, but he had to cut the guy some slack. Knowing Brayden, he was probably half in love with this Paris already, and Forbes wasn’t sure if he should pity him or envy him. 
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ONCE FORBES HAD LEFT, after a good many rooms had been painted, and very well, too, Brayden thought, he wished Forbes had told him he should meet Paris. He knew Forbes knew he was cautious about meeting women, but a little encouragement would have helped.

If Forbes offered to join DateBase it would have been even better, since the guy would understand what Brayden was going through. He’d be just as anxious to meet the woman he was matched with, and between the two of them, they could have worked out something so they could both meet the women who were possibly perfect for them.

Emailing Paris was all well and good, but he wanted to see her. Hear her voice. Talk to her. Hear what she had to say. See if she was just as nice in person as she was in her emails.

Looking around at the walls already painted, and the ones still to be finished, he knew he had to get the condo to where he wanted it to be, since one of these weekends, he was going to meet Paris. And maybe he’d bring her back to his place to watch some TV. He wanted her to think he had a really nice place.

Meaning he had more painting to do. Good thing Forbes was willing to help him out some more.
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