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      Single mom Lydia Bauer (48) has an empty nest and two meddling daughters. The dating app they signed her up for comes in handy when her well goes on the fritz, helping her find an expert repairman in a jiffy.

      

      Nice guy Corbin Stein (48) would love to have a woman in his life again. He doesn’t hold out much hope until he gets a last-minute dating-app invitation from a biomedical engineer who checks all his boxes. Or is she only interested in his professional skills as a geologist?

      

      Their practice date ends in a sleepover, but will it lead to more?
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      “Aw, come on, Mom. Everybody’s doing it.”

      “Then you do it, Haley.” Lydia Bauer used her elbow to turn off the garage light then shoved the kitchen door closed with her hip as she plunked her suitcase on the floor. Switching her phone to speaker, she kicked off her heels and let the cool tile soothe her tired feet. “I outgrew peer pressure on my fortieth birthday when your aunt tried to get me to do karaoke with her. Besides, there’s no way to know who’s lying about their personal stats and posting profile pictures that are fifteen or twenty years old.”

      Her older daughter blew out an exasperated sigh. “That’s why you have a practice date the first time. Meet for coffee to see if you like each other. You know, you can always leave if he turns out to be a liar. No pressure.”

      “No pressure? More like no motivation to even set up a profile.” A survey of the refrigerator’s contents yielded enough ingredients for a bad case of food poisoning. Why hadn’t she arranged to have groceries delivered this evening? “I might be convinced to give it a try if you order me a pizza and have it DoorDashed.”

      “Done. Margherita or veggie?” A door slammed in the background, followed my numerous clunks and thumps. “Rach is here, if you can’t tell. Put your stuff away, sis, and get your hiney in here! Mom’s on the phone!”

      After a squeal and more noise from her girls’ apartment, Rachel’s chipper greeting came through the phone. “Hi, Mom! How was your trip? Did you meet any cute guys?”

      Lydia meandered into the living room and plopped onto the couch. “Good god, what’s with you two trying to make me date? I wasn’t there to hook up. I attended some interesting talks, had lunch with my grad school advisor, and went to Coronado with a sightseeing group. Alumni party. No major issues with my flights. All in all, it was a good conference. Are you getting settled in at the new job? Margherita plus spinach and mushrooms. And a Greek salad. May as well milk this deal for all I can.”

      “The job’s fine. What did I miss? It must be really good if we’re sending you pizza.” Her younger daughter’s quick change of subject triggered Lydia’s motherly radar.

      “What’s going on, Rach?” She shed her blazer and sank deeper into the cushions. “Do we need to FaceTime to sort this out?”

      “Her boyfriend’s upset because she makes more money than he does.” Haley’s tone implied an expert-level eye-roll. “What? I heard him whining at you for paying for dinner the other night when he brought you home. You can do so much better than an insecure man-child with outdated ideas about income and relationships.”

      “Your sister’s right. Men who use financial security against you have a warped sense of masculinity. If you’re true partners, the difference in income doesn’t matter.” The bitterness of past experience tried to hijack Lydia’s thoughts, but she relegated it to the lessons-learned file. Hopefully, her daughters wouldn’t choose to discover that truth for themselves. “How long until my pizza’s delivered? I could really use a shower and pajamas.”

      “Thirty-five minutes.” Haley must have added a huge tip since the wait time was usually closer to an hour on Saturday evening. “I set up a profile for you on a dating site for middle-aged professionals. You’re looking for someone with similar interests for companionship and the possibility of a long-term relationship. Divorced or widowed is okay as long as he isn’t still hung up on his ex. Never been married works if he has previous experience with committed relationships. No womanizers. No alpha-holes. I put forty-five to fifty for age range because a few years younger is better than a decade older. Your website photo makes you look socially unapproachable, so I used a picture from your forty-seventh birthday party last year. Genuine smile. Fun clothes. Easygoing instead of ball-busting. Oh, and he has to be sexually attentive.”

      Giggles erupted into the room, her girls clearly finding way too much humor in trolling for online hookups for her.

      “I hope you mentioned it’s a deal-breaker. I’m not wasting my time on bad sex, especially when I know I’ll finish first on my own.” More laughter accompanied her as she pushed up from the couch and headed toward the kitchen. Backtracking to the stairs, she rolled her suitcase along beside her. “You think I’m joking? Text me the name of the app and my log-in info. I’ll look at it while I dine on my reward. Talk to you soon. Love you both in equal measure.”

      “Love you too, Mommy!” Their synchronous exclamation made her smile, like it had since her daughters were barely more than babies.

      Her phone buzzed in her hand halfway across her bedroom, but she tossed it on the covers and stripped off the clothes she’d worn for over two thousand miles as she entered the bathroom. Men had taken a backseat to parenting and her career for nearly twenty-three years—since the day her ex-husband had decided he couldn’t handle having a wife who monetarily out-supported him when it came to their marriage and family. The beasts could wait another half hour.

      Ready for a reenergizing massage under the spray, she reached into the shower and turned the handle. A steady cascade flowed from the showerhead, tempting her to jump right in—and then it dwindled to a light drizzle before the water had a chance to get warm. It quickly became tapered off to dribbles.

      “What the…” She shut off the control, waited thirty seconds, and tried again. Steady drips slowed to intermittent droplets, like she’d drained the pipes during an outage. Her engineering brain engaged, analyzing the situation in an instant. “Okay. Lights are on, so the power didn’t go out. Shut-off valve? Circuit breaker to the well pump?”

      The valves were in the on position for all the bathroom water lines, and no water came from the sink faucet. Clad in her robe, she stuffed her phone in the pocket as she retraced her steps to the kitchen, found the same drip-drip-drip at the sink, and headed down the basement stairs. A squeak escaped when her bare feet made contact with the chilly concrete floor, but she hurried to the breaker box. A thorough check of every circuit yielded no immediate issue.

      “Well, shit.” Her cell pinged twice while she mulled over the next logical step. The group message from her daughters made her shake her head.

      “Download the app. Now.”

      “We’re holding you to your promise!”

      “Fine, I’ll get the app.” She tapped the link Haley must have sent during the unproductive attempt to shower. The distraction didn’t stop a trio of worst-case scenarios from forming in her mind.

      Bad leak, bad well, or bad pump? Please let it be something simpler than that.

      A heart-shaped alert popped up the instant she signed in, bringing on a whole new level of annoyance. Was she going to be bombarded with supposed matches every five minutes?

      Hoping to clear the notification until after she dealt with her current problem, she touched the screen again. A thumbnail-sized picture of a fully bearded man with a friendly smile appeared, along with his first name and a brief bio.

      “Corbin. 48. Divorced. One grown son. Geologist and co-owner/CEO of a drilling and water services company in River Styx. Looking for love.”

      Nice-guy vibe. Science brain. Handsome.

      The trifecta. Water well expert is a bonus.

      Maybe the app wasn’t such a bad idea after all.
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