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      For new moms

      For single moms

      For all moms

      

      For every time you unloaded the car by yourself

      Did all the cooking and the dishes

      Cleaned the house and did the laundry alone

      Held your child night after night when they were sick

      For the times when you felt stuck in your rocker nursing a baby while the world went on around you

      The countless unseen acts performed daily

      I see you

      I know how hard you work

      And you’re not alone
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      Beau

      
        
        Go home at 2 with an 8, wake up at 8 with a 2.

      

      

      One Year Ago

      “This is the seventh night,” the very grouchy voice warns.

      “I’m well aware,” another equally grouchy voice counters.

      “This is the last night he does this shit here; you got that?” More gruffness, more anger.

      Maybe these two voices could use a drink. Could help with the grouchiness. Maybe I’ll offer because the situation feels pretty… tense.

      “Hey, why don’t we share a round and relax?” I offer with a broad smile.

      Or, that’s what I intended to say.

      When I opened my mouth, I truly believed those were the words that were going to come out.

      Instead, the moment my dry lips part, the grouchy arguing voices come to a screeching halt. I don’t know if I actually heard their heads turn or just felt their eyes on me, but I’m pretty certain once that river of vomit left my lips like an open fire hydrant rocketing water, I had everyone’s attention.

      “Jesus, Atti, you better fucking help me clean this shit up!” The very grouchy man’s voice is louder now. Loud enough to be heard over my remaining wretches, getting out the last of what tastes very much like vodka-flavored regret.

      “It’s not shit; it’s puke,” I counter, my head turning into a merry-go-round the moment my eyes open. I close them again hastily. A heavy hand claps down around the back of my neck, squeezing.

      “Come on, let’s clean you up.”

      Loud murmurs and angry voices sound off behind me as I grip the edge of the bar, attempting to get to my feet slowly. The barstool seems to be holding my ass because getting off is fucking hard.

      The hand on the back of my neck seizes me, helping me off with a quick lift. “Look at me,” the owner of the hand says. I blink a few times, hating how the world whips around me in fast, dizzying circles. But I narrow my focus and take a breath until the man in front of me steadies, all of his pieces sliding into place.

      “Atticus.”

      He nods.

      “Atti, you gonna clean this up or what?” The other voice questions, sounding very fucking pissed off. With his hand now on my shoulder, Atticus’s green eyes narrow on me.

      “Go to the can. Wait for me.” He starts to turn but stops, gripping my shoulder tightly. “Down the hall on your left. Do not fucking lock the door.”

      I follow his orders, unable to ignore his “I said I’d fucking clean it up, now give it to me” that he snaps at the man behind the bar.

      That’s right.

      I’m in a bar.

      I forgot about that for a few minutes.

      And oh yeah. It’s coming back to me now. I came to the bar to forget. It worked so well that I even forgot where I was. They should really advertise that outside. “Come to forget; you’ll do it so well you won’t even know where you are!”

      I drag my fingers down the uneven textured drywall; the old country song playing vibrates up through the floor, sending a rattle through my legs as I walk. The hall is dark and cool, a stark contrast to the heat I was feeling under the amber bar lights, with people stuffed in the seats around me like sardines.

      The air smells like piss and the sole of old shoes. Pushing into the bathroom, I find myself gasping for another breath only to realize, nah, I’m just getting ready to puke again.

      Emptying my stomach—and surprisingly, there seems to be plenty left—into the porcelain, I step in front of the rust-laden sink, turning on the water.

      Rinsing my mouth out, I splash water on my face but don’t seem to feel it at all.

      I don’t seem to feel anything at all, so I just stand there with the room spinning, waiting. The door clicks open, and I don’t know if I’ve stood there for thirty seconds or five minutes. With one eye, I look into the chipped, worn mirror.

      Behind me is Atticus.

      “This place works. I’m going to leave a Yelp review,” I tell him.

      He starts taking his flannel off, sleeve by sleeve, before yanking his t-shirt off over his head, by the neck. I watch his inked arm flex as he does.

      “Dude, you look good with your shirt off.”

      Atticus rolls his eyes. “Put my shirt on.”

      I pinch my own Wrench Kings t-shirt and fan it. “I got a shirt.”

      He nods down at it. “Covered in puke.”

      My nose wrinkles. “I thought that smell was the bathroom.”

      His face remains expressionless from what I can tell in my blistering state. “The smell is you.”

      I take off my shirt and toss it directly into the open garbage can inside the bathroom. Atticus outstretches his arm, his t-shirt balled in his fist. I shake my head. “I want that one.”

      He rolls his eyes and pulls the black and gray flannel from the air dryer where he laid it. I feed one arm in, then another, and button it up.

      “Wash your mouth out,” he orders as he puts his shirt back on. He washes his hands while I wash my mouth out, and a moment later, he’s pulled the door open for me. “Walk.”

      I stop in the doorway and face him. “I want a tattoo.”

      He tips his head sideways. “Of what?”

      I tap my chin, but because I’m still fairly spinny, I end up tapping my jaw while Atticus’s eyes follow my drunk digit, his expression unimpressed. Thoroughly.

      “Marlon Brando.”

      All of his irritation crashes to the floor in a silent, empathetic shatter. Even Atticus can’t hide the look of pity, not right away. I hate that fucking look. I hate that for the last seven days, I’ve been getting that look from the people in my life. And when I shut them out, I still manage to get a form of the message, either in the “hang in theres” left on my voicemail or the barrage of “you’ll get through its” I get in sympathy cards.

      I don’t want to hear any of that shit.

      The pity only flashes for a brief moment before his grouchy stoicism returns. “Alright.”

      He keeps his hand on the back of my neck for the entire walk down the hall and out of the bar. I don’t tell him I need it and appreciate it even though I really do.

      Atticus makes me hold a garbage bag in front of my face the entire drive to the tattoo shop. He also makes me drink a bottle of water.

      When he puts his truck in park, I open my eyes and peer over at him. Desperate to make light of the situation solely to shift the focus from my bullshit, I blink at him, rubbing my temples. “Go home at 2 with an 8, wake up at 8 with a 2.”

      He says nothing for a moment, analyzing me across the dark cab of his truck. I sip the last of the water he gave me and drop the bottle into my empty puke bag.

      “It’s still 2, and I was never an 8,” he deadpans, turning to face the small shop we’re parked in front of. I look, too,  and am met with glowing neon lights lining a curtained window.

      Only Ink.

      I nod, knowing he’s taken me to a tattoo shop. Nodding makes me dizzy so I simply stare at the shop through the windshield, willing my head to slow down.

      “Don’t hurt yourself,” Atticus says, noticing how minimal function is a struggle. Drunk or not, I’m antsy to shift the focus.

      “Is this where you got yours?”

      “Some,” he answers.

      The shop sways in front of me as I unclip the seatbelt. “Creative name,” I comment through a stomach-acid-filled burp that causes my curled fist to hit my lips. Atticus grimaces, tipping his head toward the plastic bag.

      “Keep the bag.” He unclips his seat belt, explaining the shop name in his emotionless tone. “No piercings. Only ink.”

      With my legs wobbly beneath me, I meet him on the sidewalk and follow him inside. There’s a black vinyl chair in the corner, rimmed in red painted metal with the color chipping to expose shiny steel. I slink over and fall into it, still feeling too drunk to stand for more than five seconds.

      Through one eye, I watch Atticus disappear down a hallway like he owns the place. The next time my eye opens is because he’s snapping his dirty fingers right in front of me.

      “Time for Brando.”

      He guides me through the shop with that same hand on my neck. I pull the shirt over my head, and a button pops off, skittering beneath a utility cabinet in the shop.

      “That’s my shirt,” Atticus sighs, taking a seat in the chair near me. He scoots it closer like I’m his sensitive girlfriend getting a tribal on my lower back, and he’s my tough boyfriend about to hold my hand while I wince through it.

      When the tattoo artist turns to face me, gloved hand holding a tattoo gun, and says, “Marlon Brando, huh?” I know exactly why Atticus is nearly tucked into me. I look up at him.

      His face remains expressionless as he says, “You’re good, man. Let’s do it.”

      His reassurance is everything in this drunken, exhausted, broken moment.

      I nod and face the artist, who seems to kaleidoscope into many versions of him. Closing my eyes, I say, “I want Marlon Brando from The Wild One.” I pinch my chest to hold out my leather jacket but–yeah, I’m completely shirtless.

      “Brando from The Wild One,” I say again as my body grows exhausted.

      The artist and Atticus share words, but I’m still dipping in and out of reality, so I don’t catch much of it.

      “I’ll go draw it up,” the artist says before disappearing behind a royal blue curtain, off to a secret area in the shop.

      I nod toward the curtain from my spot on the tattoo table. “Think it’s platform nine and three-quarters back there?”

      Atticus folds his arms across his chest. “No.”

      I look up into the fluorescent lights above me. Sobriety is very fucking slowly edging its way in as the silence of the space seeps into my consciousness, leaving me all too aware of everything I was trying not to remember.

      Pain. Not sharp pain that makes your focus fuzzy. Not waves of pain that bring you bouts of relief. Just… pain. All-encompassing. Every molecule is fully saturated in unending, unnerving pain. The pain of loss. The mind-numbing ache of confusing shock. So much fucking pain. Acid burns up my throat, so I swallow.

      “Why?” I ask, and I don’t know if I’m asking Atticus or the world, but Atti answers.

      “Why did your pop die?”

      My eyes sting, so I don’t respond. His boots click against the tile floor as he readjusts his large frame in the chair. He stares down at the tips of his black boots, ashy from the gravel at the bar.

      “Everyone has their time, Burns.”

      “No,” I shake my head because I know that. Dad was always the older dad with fifteen years on the rest of my friends’ parents, so when he got cancer, fighting it was that much harder for him. “I know that.”

      I scorch my eyes by staring into the light, loving the way it forces me to keep them open, forcing me to feel the blinding burn. “Why did he tell me that right before he died? Why?”

      Atticus raises his head. I don’t need to look; I can feel his weighty gaze sinking into me. “Tell you what?”

      I take a deep breath, focusing on the unwavering fluorescent light again as I tell him exactly what my father told me seven days ago, one single hour before he passed.

      A true deathbed confession.

      The chair holding Atticus’s six-foot-something frame creaks as he leans against it with a sigh. He remains quiet but rests a palm on my shoulder for a moment, giving me a single, comradic squeeze.

      After a moment of silence where Atticus is presumably digesting the huge bite of information I’d shoved down his throat, he finally says, “pukin’ in bars isn’t the answer.”

      “It’s only been a week,” I defend.

      He doesn’t say anything else, but he remains at my side until the Brando tattoo on my right pec is completed.

      Atticus helps me inside my house, and I finally thank him for everything.

      He offers nothing on the topic in return and only says, “see you tomorrow” before leaving.

      And despite his best efforts, I keep pukin’ in bars to numb the pain.

      Nothing else works.
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      Beau 

      
        
        I was a royal fucking prick.

      

      

      My temples are fucking pounding. No, they’re jackhammering. They’re fucking jackhammering in the middle of an earthquake while fireworks sound off all around me.

      A memory of my dad gripping his head the morning after poker night sweeps behind my eyes, a young me holding a cup full of dice, a Yahtzee sheet spread out in front of me. Back then, I thought the more you shook the dice, the better the roll. He gripped his head so fucking tight I thought it might pop off his body.

      He never told me to stop shaking the cup.

      “I’m dying,” I mumble, my lips moving through the pool of cold spit on the counter.

      My utter agony is divided when all of a sudden, a wave of nausea crashes into me. I peel my face from the Plexi-topped desk just as the door dings the arrival of a customer.

      I swipe my hand through the saliva on the desk, and I know they saw me. The entire fucking building is glass. I can’t even meet their eyes and attempt to grovel because I’m knocked forward by a jolt of dizziness. Fuck, I think I’m both hungover and still a little bit drunk.

      Not good.

      “Delane,” I call out, her name sounding more like a jumble of letters than an actual word. “Delane,” I call again, squeezing one eye shut as I peer toward the receptionist’s seat adjacent to where I’m in my death huddle.

      The seat is empty.

      Damnit, Delane. She’s off doing her morning tasks in the supply room. Why is she so fucking diligent?

      “Umm,” a woman’s voice drifts over the desk dividing us. I am not ready to be all customer service-y right now. All I wanna do is chuck the rest of last night’s booze and crumble into my bed.

      But as I peel my eyes open to see the toes of my black work boots, I know that is not my reality or even an option. I take a breath and rise, immediately gripping the edge of the receptionist desk to steady myself.

      I am dizzy.

      Like an angel coming to save me from last night’s bad decisions, the door to the back storage room whooshes open with a ding. We have bells on all the doors here so we don’t startle each other but as I pinch my temples, I’m completely rethinking those stupid little nerve-grinding noise makers. My poor fucking head.

      “Delane,” I call, turning my head so I’m no longer looking at the soft-voiced woman in the shop, nor am I directing my gaze toward the stock room. I can only turn halfway, so I stare at the empty receptionist’s stool and call her name again, and again.

      “Delane. Hey, Delane.”

      Things slide into shelves, then I hear the familiar sound of her long fingernail tapping against the iPad screen–she’s there, I can hear her. Just as I’m about to call for her again, the customer clears her throat.

      “She’s got her Earpods in,” the woman says softly, almost like she’s trying not to embarrass me. Joke’s on her. You have to care about shit to get embarrassed by it.

      I don’t look up at her. Instead, I pull myself along the counter's edge, backing my ass into Delane’s chair. I click around the screen with the mouse, but I honestly don’t have any clue why. The login box pops up, and I use one single finger to attack the keyboard, inputting my last name and then the password.

      It doesn’t work.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, trying it again. What’s my password? 4096. I try that. The box flashes angrily on the screen, prompting me to try again, this time with a warning that if I fuck this up again, I’m locked out. “I thought it was 4096,” I murmur, deciding to try it again. As soon as I’m locked out, I realize that’s my debit PIN, not my POS system login.

      “Excuse me.” The soft voice is losing patience; I can tell by the way she enunciates each syllable sharply. She’s angry and has every reason to be, but just like the password, I don’t care.

      “Sorry,” Delane’s irritatedly sharp voice slices through the awkward silence, leaving my body shuddering with relief. Trying to be “on” when I feel like a sack of steaming shit is taxing. I fold my arms over the keyboard and collapse forward, finding solace from the bright morning sun behind the computer screen–damn glass building.

      “Tires,” Delane says to me from across the shop. I don’t risk the jarring movement of turning my head to look at her, but I know she’s putting her iPad on the dock and locking it so she can come help this customer. “The password is TIRES.”

      I peel myself from the keyboard long enough to stab “TIRES” in, unlocking the previously frozen screen.

      “When did you change it to that?” I ask, struggling to blink the extremely bright rectangle into focus. I slide my fingers under the screen, searching for a way to adjust the brightness.

      “Don’t talk to me,” Delane snaps, her voice growing louder, “Help the customer.”

      “I can’t.” I don’t have enough fucks in me to tether that lame excuse to a phony reason, so I leave it there.

      Delane sidles up next to me, popping her Earpods back into the magnetic case. She turns to me, and I know what's coming when I meet her eyes. Because she’s utterly, completely and without a doubt over my bullshit.

      “If you can backtalk to me, you can help a customer.” She wraps her hands around my upper arm, yanking me off the stool to my feet.

      Grumbling, I turn to face the customer for the first time. Pinching my thumb and forefinger over my eyes, I finally look up, exhaling as much fatigue as I can.

      “What can I do for you?” I ask, already feeling lightheaded from the amount of moving and talking I’ve been doing. Fucking work. Why did I come in? Oh, that’s right. Be a hungover heap here or be one at home, alone, where you have no one to monitor your very bad choices and equally questionable behavior.

      I blink a few times, and even though she’s wearing a look of disillusionment and disgust, the woman forcing me to work is a fucking knockout. No amount of headache, nausea, or self-loathing could prevent me from seeing that.

      “My car's air conditioner stopped working.”

      I swallow the stream of fiery acid rising in my throat from standing. That last shot of vodka. If I wouldn’t have taken that last shot, I’d be fine. That one really fucked me up.

      “It’s February,” I say because California is barely cold in December, and now in February, we’re sailing in the mid-seventies. Does she really need the AC fixed today?

      Delane makes a noise in her throat, but I don’t risk turning my head to look. No more sudden movements. Hell, no more movements period.

      “I didn’t ask you if you think I should use my air conditioner in February though, did I?”

      Delane snorts.

      I rake a hand up the back of my head, feeling very lethargic and achy. Not even the healthy curves on this woman can pull me from the vodka-nado currently eating me up. Stupidly, the next two words that leave my mouth are ones I absolutely—hungover, drunk, incapacitated or otherwise—know piss off women.

      I know this.

      But they leave my mouth before I can hold onto them. Or maybe I’m holding onto the contents of my stomach instead.

      “Calm down.” I pull at the back of my neck as I peer around her, blinking into the fucking sun which currently feels like a goddamn lightsaber burning through my corneas. “Is it out front?”

      When a beat passes without a response, I look at her. I didn’t notice before but her eyes are wide, red-rimmed, like she’s been crying. But her irises are like the sky after a long rain; a clear, vibrant blue.

      “Calm down?” The rattle in her voice terrifies me. She’s either going to turn into the thing that came out of the well in The Ring and kill me or turn into a storm of tears and lose her shit right here before me. Both options are no good.

      “I just,” I start, knowing I need to fix this. Because she’s a customer, yeah. But her cheeks look pink, too, and her honey blonde hair is in a heap on her head, her sundress looks like it came off the floor, and her full pink bottom lip trembles, just a little. She’s clearly going through something, too. And maybe it’s just the AC in her car, maybe it’s something more. But coming to the Wrench Kings shouldn’t add to whatever it is.

      Get your shit together, I tell myself. And then a tingle runs down my spine, making me shiver.

      I make another attempt. “I just mean, be quiet.”

      Oh yeah. Muuuch better. Calm down wasn’t great so I followed it up with be quiet? I didn’t even mean be quiet. I just needed a second to think. The vodka is making me hazy.

      I twist a little to look at Delane, wondering why in the hell she isn’t bailing me out. Or attempting a breakout at the very fucking least.

      She folds her arms over her chest, narrowing her dark eyes on me. Fuck. It’s two against one out here.

      When the curvy bombshell that looks like she needs a nap steps to the counter, my stomach lurches. I don’t know if it’s the anger sheeting her face or my condition, but either way, I’m fucking sweating.

      Sweating bullets.

      “Did you really just tell me to calm down and be quiet?” Her eyes narrow slowly in a way that honestly terrifies me. “Did I walk into a Wrench Kings chain or did I walk through a portal to 1950?”

      It’s not the tiny tear that breaks through her thick lashes that causes it, but it certainly doesn’t help. Because right then, the wretch that has steadily been climbing my throat since I woke up an hour ago finally makes its presence known.

      Delane, on instinct, reaches under the desk and hands me the gray can lined with a black garbage bag. I clutch it to my chest as I repeatedly heave into the can, turning away from the beautiful, angry woman with the hot curves and the single tear.

      Another ding from the side door and Atticus and Miller are in the front of the shop, standing next to Delane.

      “Again, huh?” Atticus questions rhetorically to Delane. They murmur between them because that’s what everyone is always doing. Murmuring about me.

      Miller, who is my exact age at twenty-six but seems like he’s barely twenty due to his soft-spoken demeanor and complete teddy bear persona, takes my place at the counter. Around my gags and wretches, I hear him apologize to her so easily that I wonder why it’s so hard for me.

      Instead of telling her to be quiet, how come I couldn’t just say I’m sorry and move forward? The can sloshes with sick as I stumble toward the employee bathroom at the back of the space, leaving the door cracked as I amble inside. Holding my head in my hands, I sit on the single toilet and try to get my bearings.

      “And it just, it stopped getting cool. After it made that noise, it just stopped,” the woman says, finishing her complaint.

      “Okay,” Miller answers in that uncomplicated soothing tone of his. “Atticus will pull it in, alright? We’ll get going on it right now.”

      I look up and through the cracked door to see the keys move from her hand to Miller’s, then slide onto Atticus’s grease-stained fingers. He disappears out the service door, leaving the woman looking more relieved. But still upset.

      Delane pulls a bottle of water from the mini fridge beneath reception, and raises a basket of snacks to the woman. “Take some cookies, and if you don’t need a loaner vehicle, I’ll just grab my bag and drive you wherever you’re heading today.”

      “No car. Just the courtesy shuttle,” the woman says, waving off the snacks but taking the bottle of water.

      Delane types on the computer for a second, locks the screen, then slides her purse over her shoulder. “And I know it doesn’t take back the asinine things he said and I’m not asking you to forgive Beau, but,” she shrugs, pulling her long dark curls out from under the purse strap. “He’s been suffering from BHS.” I can see from all the way back here her sympathetic head tilt.

      “BHS?” The woman questions, sipping from the sweating bottle of cool water. God, I need water right now. I tie off the top of the garbage can liner as I peer through the cracked door, waiting to find out what ailment Delane’s given me. I guess she is coming to my rescue, albeit a little late, but still.

      “Broken heart syndrome,” Delane says.

      It isn’t the phony concoction or bullshit lie I expected.

      The truth of those three words make all of me ache, and I turn to finish puking up the vodka into an actual toilet.

      What the beautiful, sad stranger and Delane talk about as they walk out of Wrench Kings is a mystery to me because all I can hear is the loud flushing of the toilet and the inflamed ache in my broken, still-beating heart.
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        * * *

      

      After I eat two bags of the courtesy cookies, drink two bottles of water, and wash my face in the bathroom sink, I’m feeling a lot better.

      Just in time to feel shitty again.

      Atticus comes into the shop through the service door, his steel toe boots thudding loudly with each step. I refrain from grabbing my head. I’m back in Delane’s chair while she’s out, and Atticus stretches across the desk next to me, torso flat, one elbow propping his head up.

      He stares at me. I blink at him.

      “You were an asshole to that woman.”

      “You weren’t even here,” I wave him off, even though we both know he’s right.

      “Delane told me what happened.” His bottom lip rolls beneath his teeth. “If I’m sayin’ you were a dick, you were a fuckin’ dick.”

      Atticus is gruff, careful, sparse with conversation, and definitely not warm at all. He’s one of my closest friends but the man is a fairly big asshole, most of the time.

      If he’s saying I was an asshole, I wasn’t just an asshole. I was a royal fucking prick.

      I ignore him because this isn’t the first time he and I have had a talk like this. I’ve never needed a lecture for being a prick to a beautiful woman with a broken AC, but I’ve been the bad guy in more situations than not in the last year.

      Thinking of the red lining her eyes and how I told her to be quiet–I most definitely made her already bad day much worse.

      Hurting someone who’s already hurting is a new fucking low for me.

      One that is so low, for the first time in a long time, I have the desire to attempt to climb out of my depression.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. I slide it out and know Atticus is watching.

      “You gonna answer?”

      I look at the name and I’m sure he does, too. I don’t care if he knows who’s calling. I slide the phone back into my pocket after silencing it.

      “Nope.”

      One thing at a time. The call can wait. After all, pulling out of this fucking year long nose dive will be hard enough. But making beautiful women cry? That’s my rock bottom.

      And it’s not going to happen again.
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      Beck

      
        
        What’s a best friend for if you can’t say the unsayable?

      

      

      “Carl, make sure you get the boxes labeled kitchen off the truck first, okay?” My mom pats her hips–something she’s been conditioned to do after years upon years of wearing a lap apron.

      My dad doesn’t verbally respond but instead kisses mom’s cheek and waves her off, ambling out the front door in a sweat-drenched Champion tank top.

      Mom turns to face me, her cheeks rosy from work. Moving sucks; there’s never a time when it doesn’t, but it both sucks and makes me feel guilty having my sixty-something parents help with the hard part.

      “We’re so glad you’re here, Rebecca,” my mom says, her voice going all soft and thoughtful in a way that usually makes my eyes warm. But I’m so hot, grouchy, and tired–and my boobs are so freaking sore–that I don’t have the spare energy to get emotional.

      “Me too, mom.” From the floor comes a loud clunk, making us both shudder. I turn to find Jett has discovered the box of pots and pans and is currently slamming the lid to a Viking six-quart Dutch oven against the wall, making the drywall crumble off in chunks.

      “Oh, Jett, no,” I sigh, bending over to scoop him from the freshly waxed hardwood. I almost waited to have the floors done in here until after we’d walked a thousand steps over it moving in but when you have a very curious and quite handsy (and mouthy, for that matter) eight month old, the floors need to be as clean as a damn dinner plate. Unfortunately.

      Jett squawks to high heaven when I pry the lid from his sticky little fingers.

      “Ohh,” my mom gushes in her most adoring my grandson can do no wrong tone. “Come to grandma. I bet we can snag a pear from the tree. Do you want to taste pear? Do you?” she coos, as Jett immediately twists his fingers in her Saffron-colored blouse, pulling it to his face to wipe his nose. My mom would roll in a puddle of Jett’s snot if it meant she got to spend time with him, so it’s no surprise to me that she is his human Kleenex as she heads to, then opens the back door.

      I was lucky to find this place near my parents’.

      Okay, I did have to wait an excruciating amount of time for a decent home to come on the market. Waiting eight months means I have perseverance, maybe not luck, but still.

      I wanted to be close to my parents so they could help me with Jett. And if I’m being real with myself? I wanted people who love me unconditionally nearby because seventeen months ago, my life was flipped upside down like an undercooked pancake, turning me out and leaving me an absolute crumbled, disastrous mess.

      Dad bustles in; boxes stacked four high in his arms. He can’t see anything, but somehow manages to carefully lower them to the hardwood after I tell him Jett isn’t down there.

      I quirk an eyebrow. “You’re good at moving.”

      He wipes his forehead with the bandana tied onto his wrist. “I don’t really want to perfect that skill.” Sweat beads on his upper lip, so I pull open the fridge and get out one of the beers he’d stocked yesterday.

      We’d gotten most of the big things done yesterday, including my furniture and Jett’s stuff. At one point, when the lifting became too much for mom, she and Jett went to Sprouts and stocked the fridge and some shelves. Today, the remaining stuff on the truck are cabinet fillers. And thank the lord, we are almost done.

      February or not, California always has a way of feeling warm. Dad pops the top off the beer and takes a few long, slow pulls, leaving the bottle nearly empty.

      He belches, and when I shoot him the “where are your manners” look, he smiles. “Jett’s not in here. I don’t have to be on my best behavior if the baby isn’t around.”

      I roll my eyes but smile. “I guess that’s true.” I test his theory. “Motherfucker!”

      “Ho!” Dad gripes, setting his beer down on the counter, narrowing his eyes at me. “What was that for?”

      I grin broadly. “Just enjoying my opportunity to be mannerless.”

      Dad smirks, finishing his beer. Setting the empty bottle into the recycling box on the floor he says, “point taken.”

      “Wow!” A perky, chipper, way too happy for being in a small town at seven o’clock on a Saturday night voice calls from the front. “This place is amazing, Beck!”

      Goldie. My best friend since forever. She lives an hour away in the city of Lakeside but promised to visit me in Oakcreek when Jett and I got settled in. Seeing her here now is a surprise, the kind of surprise that you actually like, want, and aren’t counting down until it goes away.

      “Goldie?” I ask with pure happiness in my voice. We meet halfway, Goldie stopping in the living room and me stopping a few paces in front of her.

      I don’t know if it’s me being postpartum, my partial depression from the state of my life, or if it’s just good old plain envy but Jesus does she look amazing.

      Always trim and fit, she looks exceptional in fitted overalls, one strap down to show off her tiny, perky little breasts held tight by a white tube top. Adidas One-Stars are on her feet and a silver anklet glitters against her tan skin. All of her shiny dark hair is braided in one of those fancy Kim Kardashian-like braids, lumpy and stylish on the top of her head, all the way down her neck.

      Goldie has always been bubbly and bright, gorgeous and fun. She looks like she fell out of the pages of a magazine no matter the occasion. I love her for it. And until recently, her beauty didn’t make me insecure.

      With my body having changed so much recently, I suddenly find Goldie’s beauty nerve-wracking.

      I pull her into a hug, not giving her much of a chance to size me up. Not much to see, anyway. Yoga pants, an off-the-shoulder t-shirt with my college emblem arching across it, bare feet with toes that haven’t been treated to a pedicure in well over a year. My hair is thin and tired looking, so I put it up in a messy mom-wad on the top of my head. Sallow skin with crescents of dark beneath my eyes—I look the part of a tired mom.

      Behind tired mom, I’m hiding heartbroken ex-wife, too. But I keep her really fucking hidden; even from my parents and my best friend.

      “You look so good that I actually got a little nervous seeing you,” I admit as we share a really long and much needed hug. She smells so good, like lattes, cream rinse conditioner, and sleeping in.

      Like happiness and freedom.

      I miss all of those smells. But baby smell is pretty awesome.

      “Nervous?” she asks with a questioning dip in her perfectly microbladed brows. “Why?” Her hands are soft as they smooth down my arms, neither of us ready to completely part yet.

      I shrug, giving a shy and slightly embarrassed smile. “I’m never gonna look that good again. But you look amazing and it’s completely shitty of me to turn you looking good into a me-thing. I’m sorry.”

      She wrinkles her nose, and today I can see she’s painted on some freckles. She’s one of those naturally beautiful women that can pencil in freckles and beauty marks, style her hair in a librarian bun, or go out with wet hair and sweatpants and still fucking look good. Seriously.

      “You’re more beautiful than you were before Jett.” Her shrug is bigger than mine. “Your mental mirror is lying to you.”

      Ah, yes, my mental mirror.

      One night right after my ex served me with papers; Goldie came to my house to help me pack. Even though he’d been the one to want to split, I was the one eager to get the hell out of our shared home.

      Goldie came prepared with a bag full of packing tape and three bottles of wine.

      Only, I was twelve weeks pregnant and couldn’t drink.

      The great thing about pregnancy hormones is how easy it is to converse with and understand drunk people. Goldie drank the wine, and we rode the same emotional, hormonal, disappointed, terrified wavelength that night.

      I admitted ugly things because what’s a best friend for if you can’t say the unsayable?

      I told her I didn’t want my child to have a single mom, not because I couldn’t do it but because I wanted my child to have a dad like my own–present, engaged, active. Not… non-existent.

      I had two great, amazing parents, and that experience shaped me. Made me the person strong enough to walk out on a cheating piece of shit despite the fact his seed was buried in my womb, growing into a fusion of the two of us.

      I wanted my child to have what I had.

      I cried as I said the ugly unsayables, and she cried as she watched me fall apart. I blew my nose into a tissue as she wiped under hers with her sweatshirt sleeve in between long pulls of wine. Then I’d steered to the lighter fears–that I was truly terrified I’d never meet another man, that I’d ruin my body having a child and never get the happily ever after I’d signed up for.

      She sniffled, finished her Chardonnay, hiccuped, and said, “your mental mirror is all fucked up.” Though fucked sounded a lot like fudged. That night she learned how strong cheap wine really is.

      When I was confused, she explained what she meant. Turns out, her drunk brain meant self-esteem.

      Today, as we pull apart and share a private smile over her drunken joke that painful night, I realize those words are still as true today as they were back then, over a year ago.

      “I haven’t come far on my mental mirror, but at least I have a house now.” We walk to the counter, and Goldie takes a seat as I get her sparkling water from the fridge.

      She cracks the can a moment after I slide it to her, saying before her drink, “I hate that you left the city, but I totally understand this is what’s best for you and Jett.” She sips, and her eyes water. “Hey, where’s the Jetster at, anyway?” She sets the can on the counter and wiggles her fingers. “I’m craving baby!”

      I press my palm to my chest. “He’s out back with mom. Bring him in.” My face scrunches reactively as I pat my achy breast. “He needs to eat, or I’m going to have to dig through the boxes to find my pump.”

      She stares at my huge chest a moment before looking back up at me. “I don’t know how you carry those things around all day. You really deserve a medal.”

      I laugh as she walks to the backdoor to find my son. “I don’t need a medal, but once I feed him, I will have a stiff drink.”

      Goldie’s laugh makes me laugh. “A stiff drink it is!”
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        * * *

      

      After three pizzas between Mom, Dad, me, and Goldie, we finished a green salad and ice cream. Jett nearly emptied me, too.

      I guess moving makes us very hungry.

      I gave Jett a bath while everyone was cleaning up dinner, and I sang him Folsom Prison Blues as I poured warm water down his back, watching suds melt away. One day I’d have to change some of the lyrics, but for now, they’re just fine. I rubbed his back as his nightlight tossed stars along the walls of his new room, and I peered at him through the crib slats as his eyes blinked slower and slower until he fell asleep.

      Bedtime felt bittersweet without his dad here. First night in a new house is a milestone his dad doesn’t even care about missing.

      At this point, I am over missing my ex. But I’ll never be over missing him for Jett’s sake. That’s a mother's job–wanting the best for her child, even when it hurts her.

      Mom and Dad walked home, and with Jett asleep, Goldie and I were left to our devices.

      Our devices tonight were bottles of booze.

      Here we are now, two hours later, drunk and bitching. Well, Goldie is gorgeous, can pull off overalls, and wasn’t left by her college sweetheart with a positive pregnancy test and a whole different world view of life. She’s commiserating, and I’m bitching.

      I hiccup.

      “This is your chance to start over,” she says, her voice growing hoarse. We’ve been talking and drinking for so long that it’s getting hard to do anything but get sleepy. My body aches from moving and unpacking boxes and staying crouched next to Jett’s crib while he fell asleep. All I wanna do is curl up in a ball on my mattress–which is still on the floor–and go to sleep.

      But we’re melting into the couch with every second that passes. My head rests on Goldie’s shoulder as she strokes the top of my hair. Her head is back, and our feet rest straight out in front of us on the coffee table.

      “How can I start doing anything?” I ask, shaking my head as she kicks her shoes off–straight onto the table.

      “Go,” she hiccups. “You just go do it.”

      I shake my head again, sleepiness setting it. With one eye, I peer at the baby monitor to double-check the green power light is on. It is. “You Kanye’d me. I wasn’t done.”

      She hiccups again.

      Then I hiccup.

      “How can I start doing anything when I feel so fucking lost?”

      The question is heavy, and it’s the last thing I say before I hand my worries over to the wine and fall asleep on Goldie’s shoulder on the couch.

      The first night in my new life.
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      Beau

      
        
        I don’t know her. What the hell is happening to me?

      

      

      “You know you gotta apologize to that woman today,” Delane says, gracing me with conversation as her audiobook downloads. My hands tremble a bit as I twist the lid back onto my water bottle.

      The day I emptied my stomach into a garbage can after making a beautiful woman’s day that much worse was the day I decided to turn it around.

      Okay, I may have had a few more drinks in the last week, but in total, I’m turning over a new leaf because Atticus was right. If he thinks I’m an ass, I’m in dangerous territory.

      I grunt to acknowledge Delane’s comment because, for some strange reason, apologizing to this woman I don’t even know makes me nervous.

      “You told her to calm down.” She snorts, slipping her fully charged Earpod into her ear. “Telling a woman to calm down is so 1950’s; she was right.”

      “I know,” I reply through gritted teeth because I do not need to be reminded of the dumb shit I said last week. “Thanks for reminding me.”

      Delane pops her gum as she picks the iPad up from the desk, starting her morning tasks before the shop opens. “I like her. She called you out. She didn’t just uh, uh,” Delane mimics a woman stumbling through her words. “But she called your ass out. Good for her.”

      “Hey,” I drape a hand across my chest, hurt. “You know I’m not a bad guy. You know that was an off… day.”

      “Year,” she says, pulling herself from the login screen on the tablet. “It’s been a bad year. But it’s ending now, right?” Her voice slips gently out of teasing so quickly it takes me by surprise. It doesn’t, however, surprise me that Delane cares. Cold exterior and flippant personality aside, Delane cares about me. Hell, the four of us running this place love each other like family really.

      Family.

      The word that’s had me fucked up for the last year. Or at least one of the words.

      “I’m trying,” I admit, though she already knows it. Because I’ve been here on time all week, and I haven’t puked in any garbage cans or puked at all for that matter. “I felt like shit making her upset last week,” I add, more for myself than Delane.

      My dad raised me to be many good things. One of the most important qualities he instilled in me is respect for women. He would have hated the way I talked to that woman.

      Delane slaps me between my shoulder blades as Atticus and Miller come in the shop door to the lobby, both sipping coffee from paper cups.

      “I know. Just get it together now, okay? And apologize to her.” Delane slips her remaining Earpod in before wandering off to the back, iPad clutched to her chest.

      Atticus says nothing as he takes over Delane’s seat at the entry desk. Miller, on the other hand, stands so close to me that his elbow grazes mine as he sips his coffee.

      “How are you today, Beau?” he asks, his tone so genuine and caring that I feel bad for having to be the fucked up guy in his life. He’s so kind, upbeat and chipper; he really doesn’t deserve to be saddled with a fuck up friend for the last year.

      Hell, none of my crew has deserved being the maid to my messes. Those thoughts occurred to me many times when they were helping me out of my clothes or into my bed. Disappointing them added to my struggle. I’d been going through something so confusing and raw–Atticus was the only one I’d told so maybe that’s why he gave me the least grief and guilt of everyone.

      But the day I made the beautiful woman upset was the day I realized that I had to stop letting my pain inflict pain on others.

      That’s fucking uncool and he would’ve hated it.

      “I’m going to start running,” Miller says after another sip of his coffee. Fuck, it smells good. I haven’t started drinking coffee because I didn’t want to trade one crippling vice for another, but just the smell makes my skin tingle. “Do you want to start running with me?” he asks, knocking my elbow with his.

      I take another long pull of my water, a flutter in my stomach as a car turns into the Wrench Kings parking lot. Headlights peer through the fog, making it hard to see inside the cab. But it’s her. It’s absolutely the woman I need to apologize to, because she’s first on the books today.

      She’s picking up her car, complete with fixed air conditioning and all.

      “Maybe,” I reply to Miller, completely unfocused because all I can think about is the woman and the words I need to say. I’m not an alcoholic and I’m not going through the steps, but with my bender of a year, I owe a lot of apologies and gratitude.

      Somehow, apologizing to her feels metaphoric. A new me. Time to figure shit out, pull my ass off the ground and get on with it, pain and confusion or not. I can’t live in emotional turmoil forever. It’s ruining me.

      The bell rattles against the glass as she pushes inside. I swear to god, I’m in one of those moments in a movie where time turns to molasses.

      Her hair isn’t in that bun thing she had last week. This morning it’s down, wavy and long, sheeting down her back as the door whooshes closed. Whatever delicious curves I noticed through my one open eye last week are completely rewritten as I take her in today. In some sort of black one-piece outfit, her extremely full breasts are smothered by the linen fabric but the shape and size is undeniable. Her waist narrows before blooming into full, grabbable hips, topped off with thick, delicious fucking thighs.

      I’m quite literally staring at her as she walks from the door to the counter. Atticus slaps me across the shoulder blades, leaning down to drop a private word of advice to my ear. “Pick up your jaw, then say you’re sorry.”

      I elbow him back. “I know,” I hiss like an immature sixteen-year-old taking advice from his older brother. I guess that kind of is our dynamic.

      She steps up to the counter and another bell dings. Turning around, I see Miller and Atticus have left, leaving me in the shop with quite possibly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, her hatred for me–which seems to be thriving as she narrows her blue eyes on me, and Delane–oblivious to the world around her because she’s living in romancelandia.

      I lift my hand–damp from the sweating water bottle–and fix a normal smile on my face. I’m grateful to be behind the counter because after acting like a prick last week, the last thing I wanna do is get a hard-on in front of her.

      “Hi,” I say, not knowing how to toe into the apology because it’s so awkward. We’re strangers. She may not even remember me or last week.

      “Hello,” she says coldly, adjusting her purse strap on her shoulder. There’s a swipe of blue paint on her inner wrist that I catch when her arm is up. I nod to it, grateful to have a small-talk “in” before launching into my apology tour.

      “Been painting?” I ask, a weird smile still awkwardly plastered to my face.

      Her beautiful face remains cold and impassive as she replies. “Yeah, why? You going to tell me that’s a man’s job?” She drops her hand to the Plexi counter, and my eyes follow as she drums her pink fingernails against it. “Should I be baking a loaf of bread instead?”

      Oh yeah, she remembers.

      I sift my hand through my hair, and even though she’s angry, I can’t look away from her eyes. I hate the nervous chuckle that escapes me.

      “Yeah, well, I wanted to talk to you about that.” My courage is still loading when she tears into me again.

      “About what my role in society is?” She presses a hand to her chest and jesus fuck, it takes every ounce of sober willpower I have to not look at that fucking huge rack of hers. God, they’re so fucking plump and perfect. I have to apologize and I do feel like shit, but I’m still a man, and holy shit.

      “I’m sorry, was there something else you needed to tell me that you didn’t get to last week?” She blinks, her dark lashes making my heart do a weird little flutter thing. The plastic bottle cracks and pops as my grip tightens.

      “Let’s see,” she starts, counting off fingers on her hand. Thank god–that means she’s not touching her chest anymore. A condescending count down isn’t great but it’s taking my focus off her tits, so that’s good. “We covered calm down,” she pushes her hand against her pointer finger before adding the middle, counting off a second cringe fact. “And be quiet.” She nods. “There’s more? What else do you need me to do as a woman in your world?”

      I finish my water and push out a nervous breath. “I’m sorry I said those things to you. It was wrong.”

      She shakes her head, her blonde hair curtaining her face with the movement. Fuck, she smells good. Like… flowers and baby powder or some shit. Just clean sexy woman smell, and I’m here for it. My cock awakens, and now that I’ve slowed the drinking, he really wants attention. This bombshell isn’t helping the cause.

      “It was wrong for you to say, but more importantly, they are wrong for you to think.” Her flaming blue gaze holds mine.

      “I know,” I say, entranced by her angry beauty. “I don’t feel that way about women. It was just a perfect storm of bad shit that day, and…” I shake my head, feeling breathless under her focus. “I’m sorry. I am very, very sorry. I shouldn’t have said that shit and I feel like a prick for upsetting you.”

      Her expression softens, and I notice the light smattering of freckles along the bridge of her nose and over the cherry pink swells of her cheeks.

      She falters with her words for just a moment, but I catch it, and I wonder if it’s because of me or just the situation in general. I really wonder.

      “I—you… You didn’t upset me.” She adjusts her purse, eyes going to the door as Delane reenters from the back. The woman smiles at Delane before bringing her focus back to me. She doesn’t know Delane is deep into someone getting dicked down in her audiobook, so she whispers, “I was having an off day, too.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say quickly, responsively, because the idea of this gorgeous creature having a shitty day for whatever reason really fucking bugs me. Someone should be feeding her grapes, rubbing oil into her skin, and worshiping her pu–

      “Did he apologize?” Delane says, flopping down onto her stool in front of the computer.

      The woman smiles politely, and I can see any discussion we were going to have has disappeared. “He did.”

      “She didn’t tell me to,” I say, tipping my head toward Delane as I place both hands on the counter. Her eyes drop to them, and I notice how her mouth parts just barely as she takes in my fingers. Our gazes lock when I say, “I mean, she did, but I was going to apologize anyway. I felt like an asshole all week because of how I treated you.”

      Her mouth opens. It closes. It opens again, and I’m caught staring at her pouty lips spreading and sealing. My dick nudges the desk. Fuck, I am so hard right now.

      “Th-thank you,” she says quietly, sounding like some sick fusion of sad and surprised. Almost like she wasn’t expecting an apology.

      And for whatever reason, that doesn’t sit right with me, either.

      Delane slides the work invoice across the counter, and the woman takes it. I watch as her eyes down the itemization, taking in each line and the associated cost. We’re fair here at Wrench Kings, and without even looking at the invoice, I know with all certainty she was not overcharged. Still, I don’t know why I do it. But I just do. I grab the invoice from her hand and crumple it.

      “Just get her the keys, Delane.” She and I can’t stop our potent eye contact. “We’ll cover it. As an apology for my extremely dickish behavior.”

      She looks at Delane. I look at Delane. Delane looks at me. The woman looks at me.

      “The uh, manager or owner or whoever won’t mind?”

      “No,” I respond right away. “It’s fine. I feel bad. I’m sorry.”

      Atticus pops his head in from the shop door, eyeing the three of us like he interrupted a standoff. “Out front,” he supplies, always using the least amount of words as he can, in true Atticus fashion. His head disappears, and his hand comes through the cracked door, dangling a set of keys. Without looking, Delane grabs them and passes them to our customer.

      The customer that is still staring at me with wide eyes and parted lips.

      “Thank you,” she says slowly, moving her gaze to Delane. I don’t bother looking at Delane. I just watch as the woman smiles, turns, and walks out of the shop as if she didn’t just shake up my entire world.

      My feet begin following her, and it’s the first thing in a long time that’s felt really fucking right. Like I’m meant to follow her.

      “I am sorry, you know,” I say as the door closes behind me. I’m standing on the sidewalk lining Wrench Kings, and she’s got her hand out, about to open her car door, keys already in the lock.

      She wraps her hand around the handle but doesn’t pull. “Look, it’s fine. I understand.”

      I rake a hand up the back of my head, pulling nervously at my neck. “You understand?”

      She nods and gives me the smallest, sexiest of smiles. “I understand heartbreak. It makes you a person you’re not.” She opens the door, keeping it propped with her hip.

      My face must look confused, but because I’m so transfixed by everything that is this woman, I say nothing. Her smile broadens, and I shift my stance to hide my hardening cock.

      “Earpods girl. She said you have a broken heart.” She shrugs, blonde hair glittering in the morning sunlight. “I get that.”

      “Someone broke your heart?” What a fuckin’ moron that guy is.

      She smiles, but this time it’s small, controlled, and sad. That sad little smile fucking crushes my chest.

      “Thank you for the apology. I accept. And thank you for covering the bill.” She slides one leg into her car, beginning to bend to sit. “I hope you don’t get in trouble for that.” Her eyes dip to the name embroidered on my chest. “Beau.”

      I step off the sidewalk but remain a few paces back when I say, “whatever he does, you will be his biggest regret.”

      She gets into her car, buckles her seat belt, and rolls the window down. With a shy smile, she offers me a simple word. “Bye.”

      I lift my hand for a somber wave. It doesn’t feel like I’m saying goodbye to a woman whose name I don’t know and who I just met last week. It feels like I’m boarding the train for war, and she’s my sweetheart who I may never see again.

      The world is a blur around me when I enter the shop, leaning over the counter to get my fucking bearings. I don’t know her. What the hell is happening to me?

      Miller and Atticus linger around me, and I can’t remember if they were inside when I came back in or not.

      “Can you believe someone broke her heart?” I say to them, staring at the tire rotation package specials plastered to the desk beneath the Plexiglass.

      Miller’s voice is teasing but gentle when he says, “you got it bad for her, boss.”

      Through sips of coffee, Atticus says, “he ain’t the only one.”

      I push off the desk, squaring off with Atticus, even though he’s got a few inches and lots of pounds on me. The man is a fucking brick house. “You got it for her, too?” I ask, heart racing, knuckles curling.

      Who the fuck am I? Ready to punch my best friend over a goddamn stranger?

      But I am.

      Atticus’s lips curl into a sinister smile. He sips his coffee leisurely, and I squirm, waiting for his response, asshole.

      “She’s got a kid. I saw her out front when she got dropped off this morning.”

      She’s got a kid. She’s a mom. Which could very well mean she’s married.

      “Fuck,” I exhale, trying to process what feels like the worst news in the goddamn world. Or at least the worst news I’ve received in the last year.

      “Maybe it wasn’t her kid?” Miller offers, sensing my complete deflation.

      Atticus uses his girly voice, which is horrifyingly good. “Mommy loves you. See you at Grammie’s later.” He wiggles his fingers in a feminine and childlike wave.

      I don’t say another word to them about her for the rest of the day.
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        * * *

      

      I go to bed hating myself. Because even knowing she’s a mom and could be married, I cannot stop fucking thinking about her and her smart mouth, beautiful curves, and plump lips.

      I’m really nothing like my father, am I? He would never be interested in another man’s woman.

      I drive my fist into the pillow beneath me and force my eyes shut. I’m fucking the lowest of low.
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      Beck

      
        
        There was this kid at the shop where I took my car last week.

      

      

      “Good morning, dahling,” Goldie drawls over the phone in her most uppity socialite voice. “How’s the new place after the first week? How’s Jett liking his new room?”

      I lower myself onto the couch, my exhausted little boy in my arms. He’s an hour past his morning nap time because we had to make a last minute trip to the hardware store. Our millionth for the week.

      I drop the strap to my romper, his little hands already smacking and curling into my sensitive flesh.

      My entire breast tingles as he brings his mouth to my nipple and latches with a hungry, frantic snort. “It’s good. We’re tired,” I say, pinching the phone to my ear with my shoulder as I press my hand to my breast. I always have to hold it when he’s gone this long without nursing, because until he eats for a little bit, my boob is so enormous it may actually smother him.

      Holding my breast while his legs kick into all of my other organs, I tip my head back and close my eyes. “How’s the city?”

      Goldie yawns. “That yawn wasn’t my answer, but my answer isn’t much more exciting.”

      I wince a little as Jett twists his head to blink up at me, taking my nipple with him. But eight months into nursing, my nipples are used to tough love. Not much really hurts anymore. Well, my boob that is.

      “I can’t believe that. You’re in a city. With men. And total freedom.” God, it feels good to rest my head and neck. I swear the couch swallows my ass whole as Jett nurses and I listen to Goldie for the next hour.

      She’s a great reminder of the grass not always being greener. She may have gravity on her side and nipples that aren’t cracked and sore, but it seems like pure love is hard for all of us to find, no matter how perky your tits.

      By the time we hang up, I’ve learned about several disastrous Hinge dates and find myself feeling a bit luckier to go to bed alone. She’s coming back tomorrow to visit, since she–on top of the bad dating luck–is having problems at work. As the PR manager for a Major League Baseball team, a date gone wrong with the team manager has her feeling antsy for vacation.

      After getting Jett in his bed, I topple into my own, exhausted but looking forward to seeing Goldie tomorrow. Even though she was just here a week ago, I’m more than eager to welcome her back. Girlfriend time is much needed.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so we’ve established, no Hinge for you,” Goldie says, eyes wide after I went on a five-minute tirade about the stretch marks on my hips and the massiveness of my breasts. Though she thoroughly disagreed with my view that no man would want this playground of skin and baby weight, she dropped the issue because she could see the crazy vein in my forehead popping.

      “Onto safer topics,” she says, smoothing her hand through Jett’s silky white hair. He gurgles as he shoves a bath book into his mouth, drool shining on his chin. I wipe his face with the hem of my shirt and turn back to the cabinet that I’m filling.

      I’m finally getting my boxes unpacked because something I’ve learned that doesn’t help depression is feeling cluttered and disorganized. I’ve been grouchy and edgy lately. I even snapped at my dad when he came to replace the faucet in my master bathroom. He’d done a perfect job, and yet I criticized him simply because the wrong man fixed my sink and I took it out on a good one.

      “You still doing your little hobby?” she asks, popping a piece of Jett’s cut up pear into her mouth. He was over it about two bites in, after ten minutes of peeling and cutting, and is now dragging himself around the kitchen floor between Goldie and I, chewing on anything and everything.

      I give her an annoyed look. “Yes, I am still driving for Wheel Get You. Why do you say it like I’m working in a freaking meth lab?”

      She pops another piece of pear, her stoicism unwavering as she says, “it’s extremely dangerous for a woman like you.”

      I roll my eyes and think of Beau. The kid from the Wrench Kings shop who told me to calm down when I was rightfully upset. And instead of likening Goldie’s comment to his, my brain drifts back to him following me out.

      He wanted to make sure I knew he was really sorry.

      And Jesus, I’d forgotten all about him getting my bill paid. He could’ve gotten fired for that. He may have.

      Goldie narrows her eyes on me. “You’re getting some sick pleasure from me being worried about you?”

      I shake my head.

      “Then why are you smirking?”

      Immediately I strip my face of the recollection. I’m glad she doesn’t know the warmth in my stomach.

      “Why is it so dangerous to drive for Wheel Get You?” I ask, veering the conversation back to where it started. She gives me a skeptical look and I know I’m not off the hook for good, just for now.

      “You’re a beautiful young mom with a dangerously large rack,” she deadpans.

      I smack her in the arm. “They won’t be bruisers for long.”

      She snorts, and I laugh because laughing together is what I need, even if it is at the expense of my insanely large boobs.

      When our giggles fade, I look at her with seriousness in my expression. “It helps me clear my head, that’s all. It gets me out, I get to bring Jett…” I shrug. “I’m not ready to open another studio but I can’t just sit at home, I couldn’t just sit at the apartment.”

      Before I’d found this perfect house around the corner from my parents, Jett and I had been staying in an apartment in town. Because the idea of living under the same roof as him stopped being an option that fateful day seventeen months ago.

      “If it makes you happy,” she lets the sentence hang because she will never agree to me being a rideshare driver.

      I don’t want to be a thirty-something single mom taxi driver. But for now, I need this because I need something that isn’t completely depressing and tainted.

      “It’s not forever,” I concede, wanting to give her something, knowing I can’t give her what she really wants. She wants me to open a new studio and go back to creating and loving my job and my life. I know she only wants that because it’s what's best for me.

      I’m just… not ready. I have no energy.

      For some reason, Beau pops into my head again and I can’t help the grin that curls my curious lips.

      Goldie pulls Jett into her lap as he coos and gurgles, holding a plastic slotted spoon to his drooly mouth. I ruffle his hair.

      “What?” she bumps her elbow to mine. “You’re smiling again.”

      This time, I come clean.

      “There was this kid at the shop where I took my car last week.” I chew the inside of my mouth to prevent an inappropriately sized smile from painting my face. I don’t know this kid well enough to be grinning like a damn fool. He’s just the kid from the damn auto repair shop down the street.

      “Kid?” she questions, her voice lifting on the i. “What does kid mean to you?”

      I wrinkle my nose and volley my head, considering her question. “Twenties. Early twenties, if I had to guess.”

      She tips her head forward as Jett takes a wet fistful of her smooth dark hair. “Just a beeb,” she coos in her baby voice.

      I laugh. “See? A kid.”

      “Anyway,” she says, egging me on as she pries her hair from my son’s little fist. I smooth his hair again and smile at watching the two of them together.

      “Yeah, anyway. He was a disaster the first time I went in.” I consider Beau the first time I met him. He couldn’t even get logged into the computer. He was sweating and irritable. He freaking puked into a trashcan. He was not okay.

      And the beautiful dark-haired girl at the desk. She said he was suffering from BHS.

      Broken heart syndrome.

      “Just what you don’t need—a work in progress,” Goldie says. She’s not wrong.

      “I know,” I say, surprisingly defensive of this virtual stranger. “But I guess he’s going through something. The girl at the front desk said so.”

      Goldie cocks an eyebrow. “This an auto repair shop or a soap opera?”

      I wave a hand through her words dismissively. “Anyway, when I went back in yesterday morning to get my car, he was like, super apologetic.” I shake my head. “Not the point. The point of the story was that this kid said something to me as I left after he apologized.”

      She nods; despite her criticism of Beau, I can see her interest.

      “I told him I understood heartbreak and therefore gave him a pass on his behavior. And he asked me if someone broke my heart.” My lips twitch at the memory. To be romanced that way by a complete stranger felt and still feels surreal. Stuff like that doesn’t happen. Not in real life. Not to me, at least. “I didn’t answer him, but then he said, whatever he does, you will be his biggest regret.”

      Goldie leans back against the cabinets, and Jett worms his way from her grip, dropping to the floor. “Whoa, that’s… quite a line.”

      “I know.”

      We’re silent as Jett carries a Tupperware lid in his mouth across the kitchen floor like a puppy. His tush sways with each ambitious lurch forward, and I can’t resist scooping him into my arms as I turn to rest against the cupboards, in a much needed break.

      “So what part of that has your wheels turning?”

      Embarrassment engulfs me now that I’m talking about this to someone. “Well, I mean I know he was just saying that to be nice and cover his ass and everything, but it made me realize, you know, I probably can meet someone one day.”

      Goldie rolls her eyes, holds one finger up for me to wait, then rolls her eyes again, even harder.

      “I’ve been saying that since before this kid was around,” she says, hooking her thumb toward my lap where Jett is currently wiggling free. Pushing her dark hair behind her, she looks at me seriously when she says, “he wasn’t just saying that to be nice either. Do you remember being in your early twenties? You’re doing you. You aren’t worried about other people’s feelings.”

      I nod. “That’s very true.”

      “Anyway,” she says, leaning forward to sniff Jett’s bottom. It’s not long before nap time, and he’s due for a change. I won’t be the woman who can’t accept help. Goldie’s here and if she wants to do things for me and Jett, I’ll let her. She is one of the three people I trust. “That was a really good line.”

      I laugh.

      But as we unpack boxes, clean, organize, and chat, I can’t get Beau from my brain. And even though she stays for a few days, never once do I admit to Goldie that the most hopeful thing about my encounter with Beau was that… it didn’t feel like a line.
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      Beau 

      
        
        It’s just me.

      

      

      My dad taught me so much. He even taught me the shit most people have to learn the hard way. For instance, now, at the grocery store I’m buying apples.

      Only, apples aren’t a dollar a piece. They’re per pound, and if you don’t put your apples in a bag, six of them could cost you way more than you wanted to pay, leaving you looking like an indecisive, line-holding-up asshole at the checkstand saying, “take one of the apples off, please.” The same rule goes for anything per pound. Always weigh it.

      It never mattered to him that he had more money than the day is long; he still taught me how to be smart with it.

      Still am, as I measure raw cashews into a reusable bag on the stainless food scale in Sprouts Market.

      When I went back inside the shop yesterday, Atticus told me about the woman–who, by the way, I now know is named Rebecca Reid–and that she’s a mother. My interest should have waned. She knew about heartbreak, she’d pretty much said, and it gave me some fucked up hope that her marriage didn’t work out.

      Who the fuck wishes that?

      Me, that’s who.

      I slam a scoop full of cashews into the bag with so much force that some pop back out in my face. Fucking cashews.

      Who wishes that another man couldn’t make his life work? My father wouldn’t. I guess that should explain a lot.

      Rebecca Reid with the golden hair, hottest tits, and the saltiest tongue… she was just a person who came into the shop, and I know I have to forget her. But she gave me hope.

      For the first time since my father passed, happiness actually felt possible. Not near at all, considering she clearly and rightfully wanted nothing to do with me. But still, I can’t deny it was more than just my cock lifting in appreciation to her full, fucking gorgeous curves.

      My chest felt it.

      When she smiled at me through her lashes, my skin warmed and my cheeks tingled like when I first held hands with my crush back in junior high.

      The beginning of feelings, when everything is warm and urgent and so fucking charged. She gave me a short but sweet taste of that by just being near me.

      I dumped out the vodka that night and paid my tab off at the bar. I took a walk with Miller and at one point, just stood on the curb and watched him run laps. And now I’m buying raw cashews and kale mix, chicken and yogurt because I’m determined to… get better, I guess.

      It’s okay to grieve and I know that. But I’m starting to realize, I’ll get lost in my grief if I don’t take charge of it.

      I don’t know how to do that yet, but I have hope that I can.  Starting with healthy food and no more booze.

      And it’s during this emotional self-talk in my head that I turn the corner at the grocery store and steer my cart right into another. Like, my wrists vibrate from the bang.

      “Frick!”

      All I see are feet. The person behind the cart ate shit when I crammed into him or her. I tear around the collision and double over to scoop the person up and— “holy shit, it’s you.”

      She blinks lazily a few times, before I loop my arm around her, lifting her off the floor in one yank. I pat her head and my big clumsy hands start working down her hair, straightening her up.

      Her beautiful blue eyes slowly narrow. “What are you…?” she pushes against me a little rough, and my stupid dick likes it. I hold my hands in front of me, giving up my cause, and shake my head.

      “I’m so sorry, I had no idea I was plowing around the corner like that, and I didn’t know it was you. I mean, obviously I didn’t know it was you. It’s not like I followed you here.” Holy shit I’m talking fast. I smooth my hand through my hair, finding my scalp damp from nerves. “I didn’t follow you here.”

      Wow. That’s incredibly smooth.

      She blinks as my heart races.

      “I didn’t think you did.”

      I don’t know why but I can’t fucking help myself; I grin.

      Her lips twitch, and a slow smile spreads across her face, making my stomach somersault. We smile at one another for a split second before a gurgle comes from the cart, and our eye contact pauses. I turn to face the noise.

      Tucked inside a black car seat that sits snugly inside the shopping cart is a little boy.

      A baby boy.

      As an only child, I haven’t spent a lot of time around kids or babies. I don’t have older siblings to give me nieces or nephews, and I didn’t have a kid brother, either. But when this little blue-eyed kid grins at me, my entire body tingles.

      The grin I’d had a moment ago for Rebecca has morphed into something I can’t control. A smile so wide and so genuine that just sharing a moment with this kid is making me feel so goddamn good. Like I can turn my shit around. I can do this.

      I blink at him, waving; all the while I feel her eyes on me. Only, looking at this kid brings a surprising rush of tangled emotions that have me blinking multiple times to regain my composure. I give myself a long second to pull myself together before I look at her because I’ve already been insufferable. First, I told her to calm down, then I said be quiet, next I barfed my life up in front of her, then I crashed into her with my cart and professed to her how I’m not stalking her. The last thing she needs is a stranger getting emotional over her cute ass baby.

      I clear my throat, the international “pull it together” trade secret used by men everywhere.

      “Your son,” I say, nodding down to the kid who is currently going to town on a Giraffe’s head. The toy squeaks as he gnaws the ear, smiling around the mouthful of rubber. Drool glistens on his chin, and the chest of his airplane t-shirt is drenched.

      I finally meet her gaze. His eyes are just like hers. She has a kid. This woman is a mother.

      My body feels warm and tingly so I start to fidget, grabbing my cart with one hand and stuffing the other deep into my pocket.

      “I don’t know if you’re asking or just stating,” she smiles, her cheeks flush. “But yes, that’s my son.”

      “You have just the one?” I ask because it seems like the natural thing to ask next.

      She nods, tucking a piece of wavy hair behind her ear. Man, she looks so different today than she did the first and second time I saw her. Today she appears to be much more rested and happier.

      The idea that she looks better and is happier should be a good thing, but that sick, selfish part of me twists in angst, wondering what that means for me.

      “Yep. Just Jett.”

      “Jett?” I cock a brow as I look at the little chubby drool monster in the carrier. He grins at me again, two tiny little chicklet teeth poking up from the bottom of his mouth.

      Fuck, this kid is cute.

      “That’s a cool name.” Did you pick it with your husband? I don’t ask. And why the fuck am I dying to know this woman’s marital status? Because she seems sweet and is gorgeous? She’s not the first sweet, hot woman I’ve met before. In fact, I’ve met plenty. And yet, for some reason, her marital/relationship status is all I care about. It’s at the forefront of all my thoughts.

      “Thanks,” she smiles as my gaze volleys between her and Jett. “I like it. It’s unique.” She looks to my chest, where my name was embroidered the last time I saw her. “Like Beau, I guess.”

      I sift my hand through my hair, releasing my ironclad grip on the side of the shopping cart. Some 80s song plays lightly over the store speaker, and a woman wearing a rain bonnet pushes a cart past us, a wrinkled list clutched tight in her weathered hand.

      “I guess Beau’s unique,” I ponder. Truthfully, I’ve never really thought much about my name. But if that’s what she wants to talk about, I’m here for it. “Not as cool as Jett, though,” I say, smiling back down at the baby. Why am I looking at this kid so much?

      I bring my attention back to her, and the rush of prickling heat that floods my chest is so surprising that I clear my throat around it. “I’m sorry again,” I say softly. “I’m sorry I talked to you that way last week and that I, you know, was generally an asshole.”

      She winces, cupping her hands to her mouth. I notice there’s no ring on her finger as she whispers, “jackhole.”

      I cock a brow and chuckle. “I am… yes, I guess I am a jackhole.”

      She laughs, and it’s so light and pure that the melodic sound of it makes my heart pick up its pace just a little. I laugh, too, because her energy is so fucking contagious.

      “No, you’re not a jackhole.” She taps her chin playfully, and everything south of my belt tightens. “I mean, maybe you are; I don’t really know. But jackhole is the word I use when I want to call someone a jackass,” she mouths the ass, “or asshole,” again, she mouths the word ass. “It’s my baby safe curse word.”

      I nod my head in understanding. “Got it.”

      “So you were a jackhole that day, yes, but everyone has their jackhole moments. Like I said, it’s fine.”

      I nod, trying very hard not to look at the thin strip of exposed skin between her pants and top. Jett lets loose a cry, and both of us look down at him. Then he giggles. And she smiles.

      And it’s right there in the Sprouts Market with nothing but chicken breast, kale, and cashews in my cart, wearing my Wrench Kings polo, work boots, and pants, with Rick Astley crooning love in the background that I realize I have a massive crush on Rebecca Reid with the 2019 four-door sedan with a new air conditioner, who has something in her house painted sky blue.

      “I can’t see you being a…” I grin as I try out her word, “jackhole to anyone.”

      Her eyebrows raise in surprise. Leaning forward, she fidgets with the rubber giraffe her son is currently trying to decapitate with those two, razor-sharp teeth of his. My eyes magnetize to the swell of cleavage, but before I can get caught, I find my way back to my own shopping cart, taking my wandering, jackhole eyes with me.

      Gripping the handle tightly, I smile as I navigate my cart to no longer pin hers to the canned food aisle.

      “I wasn’t that nice to you that day, either,” she says, letting one shoulder rise and fall in a moment. “Let’s just say our jackholishness cross-cancels, okay?”

      I slice a hand through the air. “Clean slate.”

      She nods. “Clean slate.” Then, with her hands back on her cart, she’s about to say something when her phone rings. The way she scrambles for it makes my heart sink. I know that frantic searching. When the ringing taunts you as you hunt, your breath catches, and your heart is on stand-by as you kill yourself not to miss the call.

      She wants this call, and that must mean it’s from someone special. Probably the father of that beautiful baby boy.

      Her eyes pop to mine for a fleeting moment before they go to the screen and sheer disappointment washes over her. She looks back at me, handing me a completely fake and pacifying smile. Holding her finger up, she says, “will you excuse me?” before she answers.

      I analyze a can of baked beans that I will definitely not be buying and have zero interest in. I try to pretend I’m not listening, but because we’re literally only feet from each other, we both know I’m listening.

      “Okay. Sure. Yeah.” The call ends very quickly, and she shoves the phone into her purse, giving me what I know in my gut is her goodbye smile. “I got a call; I need to go.” She reaches into the basket, looping her arm under the carrier strap, lifting her son out.

      I nod to her cart, almost barren but for a few items. “Everything okay?” Abandoning items in a rush doesn’t seem like her style. Then again, how the hell would I know?

      She nods, adjusting the carrier on her arm. That’s gotta be heavy, and all of me is dying to lift it off her arm and carry it for her. But I know I can’t because I’m just Beau from Wrench Kings.

      “I’m gonna push that up front and check out real quick, but yeah, everything's okay. I got a work call.”

      Abandoning my cart, I begin pushing hers up front toward the bank of registers. "You don't have to..." she says, walking next to me as she carries her son in his seat. I peer down at Jett, who's still eyeing me with a smile on his face.

      "He's a happy kid, huh?"

      She snorts. "Yeah."

      "What's so funny?" I eye her as we come to the end of the aisle, next to a display of salad dressings.

      "I just... I know you aren't a parent. Most people don't refer to an eight-month-old baby as a kid."

      I shake my head. "You're right there. I do not have kids."

      Immediately she says, "yeah, I know."

      I stop, just feet from the self-check station. "You know?"

      She gives me a knowing smile like the answer is so obvious.

      "What?" I ask again as she lowers Jett in his carrier to the ground. Pulling from the front, she brings the cart to the scanning area and begins taking out the items.

      "How old are you?" she asks discreetly.

      Just the way she changed her voice to ask that question has me realizing that I'm into Rebecca Reid, and she hasn't even considered me as anything but a former jackhole with a potential broken heart and the affinity to overtalk.

      "Twenty-six."

      Her eyes widen a moment before she focuses on the carton of oatmeal she's dragging over the red laser. "I figured. And I just... you're too young for kids."

      I have the sudden urge to defend myself against her statement. Why? I have no idea. The argument that a man my age could and can father children has never been on my radar whatsoever. And as she scans the container of chia seeds, I hear myself saying, "I am not too young for kids."

      Our eyes hold as her hand hovers over the scanner, a quart of milk hanging in the balance.

      “What do you do for work?” I ask, pivoting the conversation because I know my time with her is quickly running out, and I have to know what has her running out of here.

      Immediately she looks away, scanning the last item and slipping it into the reusable bag she brought with her. She fishes her debit card out of her wallet and feeds the machine.

      “I’m a driver for Wheel Get You.”

      I blink. “You’re a rideshare driver?” I had no expectations, and yet her answer surprised me.

      “For now, yeah. I just moved to town a few months ago. Got the keys to my new house last week.”

      I don’t even realize it’s my perfect opening and I don’t even have the opportunity to test the question out before I ask it because it flies off my tongue responsively. “Your husband is fine with you driving strangers around all day?”

      She puts her card back and lifts the bag from the counter, one arm weighed down by groceries, the other by her son, which she lifts off the floor with a groan.

      “First of all,” she says, her tone spiky and defensive. Something about the way she serves up those three words makes my skin hot. “No one lets me do anything. I am smart and responsible and make choices for myself accordingly.” The edge falls away from her tone as she takes in my soft expression. I wasn’t trying to be offensive and it’s just now that she realizes that. “And secondly, it’s just me.”

      It’s just me.

      Those words are so goddamn sweet they almost undo the pain of my father’s last words to me. Almost.

      They certainly catch and absorb my whole focus.

      “It was nice talking to you. And...it was nice... seeing you again, Beau." She nods before turning on her heel and walking straight through the open double doors.

      After I snap out of my Rebecca and Jett Reid trance, I realize one of her grocery items got stuck in the bottom of her cart. Reaching down, I lift the bottle of lanolin… nipple cream. There’s a cartoon on the box of a faceless child slung over the breast of a cartoon mother. I know this is cream for a breastfeeding mom but I can’t help the erection that happens right there at self check when I imagine Rebecca Reid putting that cream on her nipples.

      I take it back to my shopping cart with me and set it down next to my nippleless chicken breasts.

      Because buying this will give me a legit reason to see her… if only just one more time.
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      Beck

      
        
        I am not a cute twenty-something.

      

      

      “No more!” I say sternly to my dad, who is in the middle of tearing up another strawberry glazed donut. “If he has anymore, he’ll be pooping all day! And I can’t change him easily when I’m working.”

      Dad pops the pieces of donut into his mouth, garnering a whiny cry from Jett, who had been watching intensely as my dad readied another sugary treat.

      “Now look,” Dad says, bending at the waist to bring his face close to Jett’s. Forgetting–thankfully–about the donut, Jett reaches out and drags a sticky-fingered hand through my dad’s white beard. “We can have donuts another day. Mom says no more today,” he says to Jett, using his completely normal adult tone.

      My dad is more obsessed with Jett than my mother, but the man refuses to use a baby voice or even alter his tone.

      Dad swipes his fingers through Jett’s hair, getting him to release his beard by sliding him a sippy cup of water. He’s new to this cup–I got it for him when we moved in last week–so it’s still entertaining.

      “You don’t have to take him, you know. That’s part of the perk of living near us, Beck,” my dad reasons for the millionth time. He and my mom want to watch Jett full-time. And there will probably be a day where I’ll grab that opportunity with both hands.

      I’m just not there yet.

      “I want to take him with me, Dad, okay?” I explain with fatigue because it’s not the first time I’ve had to tell him this. Mom, either.

      “I want to go on record saying it’s not safe,” Dad adds, and I hate myself for doing it, but I snap at him. Because he’s there, I’m irritated, depressed, and tired. My boobs are sore, my pants fit weird today, my skin feels dry, and one piece of hair won’t sit straight, and my hormones are chaotic.

      “I’m sick of everyone saying that! Do you think I would put my child at risk for anything in the world? Do you know the percentage of rideshare drivers that are assaulted or attacked? It’s .0002 percent.” Bracing my hands on my hips, my voice grows louder as the statistics I’d researched last month serve to boost my confidence. “Not two percent. Point zero, zero, zero two percent.” I shake my head, so tired of everyone telling me what’s best.

      I did what everyone said was best my whole life and here I am, a thirty-seven-year-old single mom driving a glorified taxi living one street over from my parents.

      I take a collective breath as my mom comes in from the backyard, her shirt full of pears as she holds the hem, creating a basket.

      “Are we having the Wheel Get You talk again?” she asks, carefully unpacking the pears onto the counter so as to not damage any. Despite the fact that Jett will drive his fist through most of them.

      I nod. “Yes.” I brace my hands on my dad’s shoulders, losing the aggressive stance. He only means well, and it’s not his fault that things haven’t gone well for me. “Dad, I need Jett with me right now, okay? I am sad. And driving around strangers, making small talk, the open road with my son… it’s literally the only thing keeping me from going full padded walls, okay?”

      Dad drapes his hands over the crooks of my elbows, dragging my arms down off of him. “Don’t say things like that in front of your mother,” he says quietly, irritation ruffling his bushy white eyebrows. “She worries.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. Turning back to the high chair, I pass Jett the remaining scrambled eggs from the pan. He tears into them like he didn’t just drain me dry, eat a piece of toast, a small donut, and a pear while he was waiting.

      “I just want you guys to know it is safe. And, for that matter, I need it, okay?”

      Mom begins washing my coffee mug out because she can’t sit still. “We’d love to see you open another studio. Don’t let Dustin ruin that for you.”

      Dustin. My ex-husband, Jett’s father, and the biggest miscalculation of my entire life.

      I sigh and force myself to wait a moment for my frustration to pass. They mean well, they only want what’s best for me and Jett, I know this.

      “I don’t know when I’m going to open another place, mom, but I promise, when I decide, you two will be the first to know.”

      Dad stuffs the sippy cup into the diaper bag, along with a few extra diapers I’d laid out on the counter. “Your bag is ready. When do you need to pick up the rider?”

      I glance at my watch. “In fifteen minutes.”

      I didn’t look at the rider information as closely as I normally do because I had been focused on the pick-up location. The Wilting Daisy is a coffee house and bakery downtown, and it’s one of the places on my “want to visit” list. My parents are always raving about it. “Easter eggs at Christmas and bales of hay for Valentine’s Day. The place makes no sense, and the cookies are delicious! I love it!” had been my dad’s stark raving review.

      “Going to head out now so I can top off before I head there,” I explain to my parents as I pluck crumbs off Jett's bib. Mom and Dad take turns kissing his cheeks, booping his nose, and doing elaborate goodbye hand gestures. They are exactly the grandparents I envisioned.

      Jett is such a happy baby that even when he’s sad or upset, it’s usually short lived. His bottom lip quivers as I slide the bag on my shoulder and make my way to the front door–putting distance between us and them. He begins to cry but as soon as he’s in the moving car, he’s back to coos and giggles as Old Mac Donald plays through the speakers.

      When we near the coffeehouse and bakery, I take a deep breath, trying to shake away everything my parents had just said because while I really wouldn’t ever do anything to put Jett at risk and while I do believe this job is safe—I can’t help but be set on edge by arguing with them then going straight on a call.

      “Right here,” I tell Jett as I peer over the steering wheel, sinking the car into a forward slanting parking space. I’m about to take the phone from the mounted cradle on my dashboard when movement catches my eye from the windshield.

      “Holy shit,” I murmur to Jett, and Beau’s lips twitch as he watches me from the sidewalk. He undoubtedly read my lips. But holy shit.

      My rider is Beau.

      My stomach squirms because this kid is unbelievably gorgeous and charismatic. He managed to charm me even after knocking me to the ground in the grocery store. The way he tripped on his words but made every attempt to iron it out before we parted is seared into my mind.

      I’ve never had a man care what I thought about him as much as this kid.

      Beau. I have to call him that. No more calling him kid. I roll my window down.

      “Hey, Beau,” I say, unable to mask the organic smile plastering my lips because after the chaos of my house and feeling guilty and selfish this morning, I’m genuinely glad to see him.

      Partial stranger or not.

      Crouching down, he peers into the backseat to catch a glimpse of Jett. The way his shoulders spread and his black leather jacket spans taut over his thick back makes everything between my legs tingle. Dark worn jeans, black boots bearing wear, a fitted white t-shirt, and a black leather jacket. He is literally my fourteen-year-old self’s fantasy.

      Mine now, too, really.

      His brown hair is swept to the top of his head in a cohesive wave, toppling softly over on one side, only slightly. The way his grin raises the edges of his eyes, so genuine and honest, I don’t feel a bit guilty about my palpitating heart and frantic pulse.

      He’s handsome and sweet and a good guy, I’m sure. It’s normal to be… turned on. It’s normal to feel excited to see him.

      After justifying everything in my mind in less than ten seconds, I enjoy the rush of spice and soap that floods the car as he slides into the backseat, right next to Jett.

      “Jett, it’s great to see you again, my man.” He reaches like he’s going to touch Jett’s foot but pauses, his eyes darting to mine in the rearview mirror. I smile, but Beau rests his hand on the edge of the car seat instead. “Brought your giraffe. Good.”

      His eyes come back to mine. “Hi again.” His tongue sweeps over his bottom lip, and my pussy pulses. “Rebecca.”

      The way his throat clicks on the double c’s makes my skin hot.

      My tongue peels off the roof of my mouth when I say, “Beck. You can call me Beck.”

      The eye contact in the rearview is unraveling me in ways I didn’t know were possible. A quiet, breathy giggle leaves me in a mortifying moment of who the fuck am I? My son is here. I’m his role model, and here I am giggling and looking away from a cute twenty-something like I’m a cute twenty-something.

      I am not a cute twenty-something.

      I dip my head as I put the car into reverse. “Your destination is Wrench Kings. We’ll be there in eleven minutes.” I smile, lifting my chin as I put the car in drive, navigating down the small but bustling downtown street.

      “I had to pay three other drivers this morning,” Beau says, his voice a little raw and tender in the morning. It does nothing for the ache between my legs.

      I swallow. “What do you mean?” My mind is literally fogging right now. I clear my throat and pretend to busy myself with my chest belt.

      “To get you. I had to pay them to turn down the ride.”

      My eyes flash to the rearview, falling on his waiting ones, beautiful and wide.

      “Why?” I ask because after everything I’ve been through, I’m someone who needs answers.

      “I want to know you, Beck.” His answer is so simple, so reactive, I have to believe it’s true. Or else he’s an Academy Award winning actor.

      “Again,” I say, slowing my words to make sure I’m choosing the best ones. “Why?”

      He clicks his tongue, and my eyes, which had returned to the road, flick back to him in the small rectangle. He shakes his head, his expression one of disappointment and sadness. My veins buzz and my stomach twists. I swallow.

      Finally, he says, “why the fuck are you so surprised?”

      “Don’t curse.”

      He winces a little. “I’m sorry. That won’t happen again.” His eyes are magnetic in the rearview. “You have my word.”

      I nod.

      “Now tell me why you act like me wanting to know you is the most insane, gnarly thing you’ve ever heard?” He smooths his hands down his thighs, and I grow frustrated when they’re out of my sight. His hands are so fucking beautiful and erotic, the way they span the width of his thick thighs. I bet they’d feel good on my body–grabbing me, exploring my skin.

      I remain silent under the guise of focusing on the ride.

      “You don’t take sh—stuff from people, I like that about you. You stand up for yourself, I guess is what I’m saying, and I really like that about you, Beck. And you’re nice, and forgiving and that tells me you have a big heart. And you know you’re gorgeous.” His words cause a full-body tingle to take over, all of me numb, hot, and achy. It feels so good to hear those things, especially coming from him. “Now tell me why you think I can’t want you.”

      I don’t know what to say or where to start, completely taken aback by his honesty. Fucking Dustin couldn’t tell the truth about anything.

      “There’s a scary skeleton inside of you,” I say, segueing awkwardly into my feelings. He doesn’t know in my head I’m essentially assaulting him sexually right now, so I laugh to walk him through the leap. But we must leap to my point because I cannot think of this… kid… that way.

      “Uhh,” Beau chuckles, glancing at Jett. “Does Mom need her coffee? Mom didn’t have her coffee yet, did she?” he asks Jett. Rear-facing, I peer back at him when we come to a stop. As usual, Jett is cooing and babbling like crazy with a smile on his face.

      “What does that mean, Beck?” Beau asks when he’s able to look away from Jett. Even after he returns his focus to me, I catch him veer off a few times, sneaking peeks at Jett. My internal smile is enormous.

      “When I was a kid, my dad used to tell me to never be scared to talk about anything, try anything, or do anything because inside of all of us is a skeleton, and there’s nothing scarier than a skeleton living inside you. If you’re already living with that daily, you can do anything.”

      His lips twitch. I smile, knowing how insanely wacky that story is, but also loving it for how fun and silly it is, too. I love my dad.

      “Jesus,” Beau says after a moment of introspection. “He said that to make you feel better?”

      “When I was nervous to talk,  yeah.” I shrug, and love how his confusion turns to appreciation with a twist of his lips.

      In a fleeting moment, his expression of playfulness is gone and left behind is a somber Beau. One I’ve never met before.

      “My dad died a year ago.” He glances out the side window before his eyes fall to his lap where his hands tangle together. “Quick,” he baits, not looking up. And I’m glancing into the rearview with no end in sight as we wait at a red light. “What’s your thing? If the thing I don’t want to talk about is my dad, what’s yours? The thing your scary skeleton beats out?”

      His voice is smoky when he quietly adds, “the day you came into the shop, you were upset. I remember that. We can talk about that, if you don’t wanna talk about what trumps your scary skeleton?”

      I sigh, wanting to answer him because he’s given me so much. Unexpectedly he’s in my car, giving me pieces of him I haven’t earned and probably don’t deserve but definitely want. I have to give him something in return.

      “Long story short, life isn’t what I thought it would be. I love my son but everything else is… so not what I envisioned.”

      There. That’s a great answer that speaks volumes.

      “That’s pretty broad,” Beau says, surprising me with his dissatisfaction.

      “Well,” I reply, “you’re at your destination so I guess my broad strokes will have to cover it.”

      “For now.” This time, he reaches in and gives Jett’s bootied-foot a wiggle. Jett squawks, “Na! Na, na, na!” He giggles. Beau smiles at my son, and pops open the door, never looking back to the rearview.

      He closes the door gently and leans down over the driver’s side window, which I have rolled down.

      “Can I call you again? For another ride?”

      From the way he’s leaning, I can see down his t-shirt. He’s completely hairless, a tattoo on his pec that I can’t see well from here and smooth bumps of muscle. My thighs clench together as my pelvic floor pulses.

      My eyes flick up to his, and he grins, knowing exactly what I was just doing.

      “I can’t stop you,” I say, pretending I’m indifferent. Heat burns up my neck like wildfire.

      He reaches into his pocket, passing me his closed fist. I tap his fingers and they uncurl, revealing a familiar purple box. I twist my gaze to read it. LANOLIN NIPPLE CREAM. My eyes widen as I look up at him.

      “This got stuck in your shopping cart. I figured you needed it.”

      “I do,” I say, slowly taking the box of nipple cream from his hand while our eyes stay tangled together in an extremely electric moment. I swear, sparks are popping off around us. Why am I picturing those blunt fingertips smearing the cream into my hardened nipples, breasts aching and full, our mouths barely touching as he does. Holy shit.

      “Bye, Beck.” He pats the hood of my car and drops a wink to me. “See you tomorrow.”

      Those three words have me floating for the rest of the day.
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      Beau

      
        
        If you need me to prove you wrong, well, I will.

      

      

      As a kid, when I figured out that I was rich, I was so fucking excited. I kept thinking of all the ways I’d spend money when I was old enough to actually have some of it.

      Endless video games.

      The idea of that now is laughable considering I haven’t picked up a controller for a gaming console since my early teens. When I started learning about cars, it was because I took a genuine interest in it. My dad was so impressed with how easily it came to me and he always told me how valuable that knowledge would be for me in his business one day.

      I wanted the most expensive RC plane the hobby shop had. And I wanted a machete, a slingshot, and a set of Dinosaur Encyclopedias. I told myself as soon as I’m a grown-up, I’m going to have it all.

      And here I am, a millionaire paying Wheel Get You to take me to and from work every day. All because I like the woman behind the wheel and don’t know how to get time with her otherwise.

      “Mornin’ my man,” I greet Jett before I verbally greet his mom since I already gave her a wave through the windshield. The smile I got when Beck pulled in and spotted me? It has me slipping out of my leather jacket while getting comfortable in the backseat of her car.

      “Good morning… again,” Beck says, and though this is only the second day she’s picked me up, I did call her for a ride home yesterday, too. We talked about her day because that’s all I wanted to hear about. I’ve never cared about anyone’s day as much as I cared about hearing how she organized a linen closet, put contact paper in drawers, and–my favorite part–scrubbed her bathroom. I couldn’t keep a very specific picture out of my mind.

      Beck leaned over a huge clawfoot tub, her ass out, tits swinging as she ravaged the porcelain with a sponge, a piece of honey hair caught in the sweat on her forehead. Fuck. I don’t have a fetish for women doing stereotypical shit; I swear I don’t, but that image is one that had me hard and aching.

      “Good morning to you as well,” I greet her, draping my jacket across my knees as I buckle in. When I look up at the rearview, she’s already eyeing me, and fuck if I don’t like that. We exchange grins like I’m not in the car of a woman I just met and know very little about but that I’m in the car with an old flame and now’s our chance.

      That’s strangely exactly what it feels like.

      “How was your evening?” I ask, gripping the side of the car seat while I stare down at the blue-eyed boy. He grins at me and when he smiles like that, he looks like her. My chest does a weird twitch and torque, and my vision goes a little blurry for a second, unexpectedly.

      “Good, I–”

      I raise a palm to her, finding her eyes in the mirror. “I was asking Jett,” I clarify in a mock serious tone.

      She giggles, bringing the back of her wrist to her mouth to stifle it. “Oh, excuse me, I’m sorry about that,” she says through the end of her laugh. “Go ahead.”

      I nod, pretending to shirk off my faux annoyance. I turn back to the baby who is holding his slobber covered giraffe up to me.

      “Ja!” he shouts at me. “Ja! Ja!” His tiny little fingernails go white as grips the giraffe with all his might, shoving it out toward me. “Ja!”

      “Seriously?” I ask, leaning a bit closer, feeling her eyes flit between her baby and the road. “Man, you had a good night then. I’m jealous.”

      “Ja! Ba! Ba-ba-ba!”

      I lean back, shrugging my shoulders to get comfortable. “Okay, now that I know how his night went, I’m ready to talk about yours. How was it?”

      She grins at me, and I’m grateful my leather jacket is in my lap. Her teeth are so white, lips so plump and naturally pink–or maybe her smile just fucking shines. I can’t pinpoint one thing. It’s just… everything about her.

      Today her blonde hair is in a single braid, over her shoulder, exposing the back of her neck to me. The skin is fair and smooth, and all of me aches to wrap my palm around it, curl my fingertips into her skin and drag her mouth to mine.

      She smiles as she flicks on her blinker, preparing to make a right-hand turn.

      “Good. Talked to my best friend on the phone this morning. She was already having a crisis before I’d even gotten out of bed.”

      “Yeah? What kind of crisis? Are you the friend that counsels everyone?”

      She rolls her eyes, the sound of the steering wheel gliding beneath her hands making my thighs tingle. Fuck, I have it bad for Beck and every time I’m around her, it only intensifies.

      Briefly, a thought passes through my mind.

      A bad thought.

      Like maybe I’m pouring all of my interest into her subconsciously as a way of forcing myself to move on.

      Like maybe I’m using her and I don’t even fucking know it.

      Jett flings his giraffe, and it just so happens to land in my lap. Pinching it so as not to coat my hands in his slobber, I hand it back to him, earning myself a two-toothed grin that makes my chest swell.

      I’m not using her. It’s real for me.

      “Hardly,” she says, after diverting her focus to a four-way stop wherein no one was taking their turn, and she had to wait it out. “I only have one really good friend.” She bites into her bottom lip, chewing it for a moment as we wait at a red light. When her eyes venture back to the rearview, she says, “I lost all of my other friends in the divorce.”

      Divorce.

      The word means nothing to me in the context of my life. My father was never married to my mother–therefore, they were never divorced. I am not a product of divorce nor have I been divorced.

      But the way her face seems to melt at just the mention of the seven-letter word, I know it bears weight to her. The weight of the world, even. Her thing bigger than her scary skeleton.

      “I’m sorry about your divorce,” I say because I know I need to say something, but I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to offend her by saying what I really want to say, which is I’m glad you’re divorced because you’re hot as fuck and sweet, and your son is adorable. and I want to fucking know you but I couldn’t if you had a ring on.

      Her lips curl downward before she gives a very unconvincing shrug. “Thanks. But, he was a jackhole, so, it’s fine.”

      Was or is? And by the way she’s forcing the effort behind these words, I can’t help but wonder, is she hung up on her divorce?

      “How, uh, how long have you been… the big D?”

      She swallows. I don’t know what territory is allowed here, and I’m greedy for all of it. I want to be the fucking conqueror and emperor of all things Beck. But I know that will take time. And luck.

      “About a year.”

      “Not long.” I wanted to hear its been ages, to give myself some false security I don’t deserve and haven’t earned. But then again, Jett is young. Beck doesn’t strike me as a woman who gets divorced then knocked up by her rebound guy. Of course, the divorce has to be relatively new.

      Either way–whether she’s caught on him or over him–I want to make my intentions clear. I’ve gone a year directionless and I had no clue how exhausting it was until I realized one direction. Beck.

      She dances her eyebrows playfully, rerouting the conversation before I can. “Anyway, I would hope the big D in my life is an actual big D, not divorce.”

      I blink, because sexy ass Beck just brought up cock in a subtle way and I wasn’t expecting it. Her face morphs to pure mortification, going red as she slaps her palm over her mouth, clearly wishing she could shove the joke back down. But she can’t, and I fucking love that she said it.

      “I cannot believe I just said that.” She waves her hand to the left, indicating a manual rewind. “Let’s go back to the second before I said that.”

      Now’s my chance, when she’s aching to change the subject. The smile from her dirty mouth falls away when I clear my throat.

      “Hey, Beck.”

      Startled, she brings her gaze to mine through the rearview. “Yeah?”

      “Will you go on a date with me?”

      For a moment, I think she’s going to respond right away. Then her mouth snaps shut as Jett flings his giraffe at me again. I hand it back to him with care, but my eyes return to his mom quickly.

      “No,” she finally says, but because it took her a while to spit the word out, part of me doesn’t believe she really wants to say no. I just need to figure out why and then get her to change her mind.

      “I’m gonna be respectful of your answer, but you should know, I’m going to call you as my driver every day until you say yes.”

      “You are not going to ask me out daily,” she deadpans, not meeting my eyes in the mirror. She seems… doubtful or irritated, neither of which I want her to be.

      “I won’t ask you out every day, but I will call you for a ride every day. I’ll ask intermittently. And I can tell you with all certainty that the eleven minutes to work and the eleven minutes home from work will undoubtedly be the best twenty-two minutes of my day.”

      Her eyes flash to mine, and now that her cheeks are flush, a tiny smattering of freckles appear on the bridge of her nose.

      I continue since she remains quiet.

      “I’ll keep asking.” I give her my least defeated grin. “I’m not going to stop asking.”

      She flicks the blinker with more force than necessary. “Yeah, okay.” There’s so much doubt in her voice that it would knock me back if I weren’t already sitting.

      “Why do you say it like that?” I ask, handing Jett his giraffe for the third time.

      “Ja-ba!” His foot kicks out of the seat as he roars gibberish, and I have the strongest urge to grab his little foot and give it a reassuring squeeze. So I do, and while I’m doing it, she watches, responding slowly.

      “You’ll get bored.”

      I smooth my thumb along the curve of the carseat, smiling at Jett before looking back to Beck. She won’t look at me, but she does announce we’re arriving at Wrench Kings in a minute.

      “You know what, Beck? I won’t get bored. It’s not possible. And if you need me to prove you wrong, well, I will.” I pop open the door after paying her through the app. Hooking my finger in the neck of my coat, I sling it over my shoulder before poking my head into the car to say goodbye to the little guy.

      “See ya, man. I’ll catch you later.” Once I close the door, I see Beck’s window is rolled down. She’s wearing a blue top and black leggings, and based on what she told me about her day yesterday, I have a feeling she’s doing housework today, and those are her work clothes. Her breasts are so big they nearly touch the steering wheel as she leans forward to flick the heater on. The cool February air drifts into the car from her open window, making her nipples stiffen. And I stare at those hard little points as she reaches back to hand the giraffe to Jett.

      Thanks, dude, I think to myself, pretending he’s my ally in this quest to get to know his mom. That he threw the giraffe to buy me moments, that’s what I’m scrounging for at this point… moments with this woman who has clearly been hurt.

      “Thank you for the ride.”

      She rolls her eyes, but the smile she wears is organic. She likes me. She may have turned me down, but I can tell she likes me.

      “Have a good day at work, Beau.” Her eyes narrow as she says it, then flick over the phone screen in the cradle sticking out from the dash. Her long, thin finger swipes against the screen, and I take a chance to look at those perfect tits and hard nipples again as she analyzes the text on her phone.

      “I don’t think your last name is on here.”

      I shrug. “Maybe I’m like Cher. Maybe I’m just Beau,” I tease.

      She rolls her eyes again. I like that she gives me shit, even in these small ways. “Well, Just Beau, enjoy your day.”

      When her hand falls to the window control on the door, my pulse rockets. This is it. I don’t get to see her again until tonight.

      “You too,” I say, pretending to be all sorts of calm and cool that I most definitely am not.

      She drives off, and I wander into the shop like a lost puppy.

      “Why are you having the lady you were rude to last week drive you to work?” Delane asks the moment I look up from hanging my jacket on the shop room door.

      “She’s a driver for Wheel Get You.”

      Delane fluffs her curls, holding a spread compact mirror in one palm. Snapping it shut, she turns to me, an accusation in her eyes. “You have a car. And a motorcycle.”

      “I am aware of the modes of transportation I own; thank you, Delane.”

      She slides her compact back into her purse, shoving it beneath the counter. “You’re aware she has a kid, right?”

      I tip my head to the side, unimpressed with Delane at this moment. She’s a great receptionist; she handles Atticus’ grouchy ass like no other, and she deals with Miller’s overwhelming sweetness. But right now, her words are pricking at my nerves.

      “Delane,” I say her name with the exasperation of a starved man. “Of course, I know that.” I wave to the window where her car was just a few moments prior. “She has him when she takes calls.”

      She narrows her eyes at me, and I want to tell her to stop, but I also want to know what she’s going to say. I respect Delane, even when we annoy one another. “You better be done drinking and sulking if you’re going to get involved with a mother.” She tosses the last word like passing a hot potato from one hand to the other.

      At first, my skin stings in response to her words. But I remember where Delane came from because I’ve known her for four years, since I hired her at age eighteen. Her mom is happily married now, and Delane loves her stepdad, but before that, there were a handful of losers that had her stressed and sometimes even stayed with Atticus.

      She raises her eyebrows, waiting for my response.

      “I know.”

      “Fix yourself before you promise her the world.”

      Ouch. Though I guess puking in a garbage can once a month for a year and being pried off my kitchen floor a few times doesn’t bode well for me. But I’m done with that shit. I don’t need to say that. I’ll show her. I’ll show Atticus and Miller, too.

      I’m moving forward.

      That doesn’t mean I still don’t need…. Answers. It just means I’m going to be intentional in my actions now. Seek out things that bring me peace and happiness as opposed to doing the goddamn backstroke through problems, crying but never looking for a solution anywhere but the bottom of a bottle.

      First intentional action: get Beck.

      “I know,” I say again, and then we don’t talk about it for the rest of the day.
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      Beck

      
        
        I’m team Jett.

      

      

      “And?” Goldie bumps her leg into mine, taking care not to jostle Jett, who is lying across my lap nursing. I bump her back gently.

      “And nothing,” I grumble. I can’t even fake it. She’s onto me, and there’s nothing I can do, so I sigh and come clean. “The kid with the line.”

      “Whatever he does, you will be his biggest regret?” She recites the line, and I can’t decide if it’s because she thinks it's cheesy now or she’s still caught off guard by how dreamy it is. I find it dreamy. I mean, the idea of someone realizing losing you forever changed their life for the worse? Powerful.

      “Yep. Him.” She twists on the couch to face me. I peer at Jett, who’s still going hard, and then give my attention to her. “I’ve been driving him to work and taking him home from work. For two weeks now.”

      Her mascara-laden lashes flutter as she blinks, surprised. “Um, well, why doesn’t he have a car?”

      I purse my lips, tilting my head to the side. “Goldie, he has a car.” He came to the grocery store. And he had to pay off three drivers to get to me that first time. I glance down at Jett, then back at Goldie. She looks surprised, and I can’t help but laugh because… same.

      “That’s what I said to him, that,” I say, pointing at her face. She shakes her head, apologizing.

      “I’m sorry, I just… I’m not surprised that he’s into you, Beck. Not at all. You are fucking fire. A literal goddess. I just… I’m intrigued by his moves.” She scrunches her nose. “He calls you for a ride every single day?”

      Heat creeps up my cheeks. No matter what it is to Goldie, it’s romantic to me.

      “He asked me out the first time I drove him, and I said no. He said he wasn’t going to stop calling me for a ride until I agreed to go out on a date with him.”

      Her face softens, and we just stare at each other, partially smiling, both of us internally melting.

      “See?” I say to her, “Now you know why I’m staring at the wall like a moron.”

      She nods. “I do hear the younger generation is extremely romantic. I think they’re all just more understanding than us.”

      I elbow her. “Younger generation?”

      She purses her lips. “You were the one who called him a kid.”

      Jett pops off my breast, grabbing my nipple in his chubby palm. I shriek. “No, thank you, mister!” I say down to him as he twists me with his little claw, grinning. I lift him up, letting his feet balance on the meaty part of my thighs as I hold him with one arm and put myself away with the other.

      “I know,” I admit, not sure why I’m railing against the fact she’s pointed out, and not even in a bratty way. Beau is young. I am no longer Beau-young. “He knows how old I am,” I tell her, though I think I’m reminding myself.

      “I’m not doing some, oh I’m just droopy tits me thing to get attention either.” I lower Jett to the floor after peering into his pants, making sure he’s still dry. He scoots off toward the basket of stackable rings.

      “But come on. I have an eight-month-old son. I’m not even a year postpartum. Me, my life, everything Rebecca Reid is temporarily chaotic and uncertain. What twenty-six-year-old wants to get involved with someone like that?”

      Goldie pulls her legs to her chest, wrapping her arms around them, resting her chin on her knees. “We need to decide right now. Are we going to be total old ladies and keep calling him kid, or are we going to be cool?” She smiles softly at Jett, who is violently shoving stacking rings on his giraffe’s neck. “I think for your sake, we focus on Beau wanting to get to know you and Jett and leave his age out of it.”

      I nod my agreement. “I want to do that. I really do. I just… I have to say some uncomfy things first.”

      Goldie balances her chin on one knee, staring at me. “Let’s get uncomfy.”

      Taking a deep breath, I watch Jett’s face go red as he grunts and groans. “Diaper change in about two minutes,” I say, smiling at him as he grins through his strain-face.

      Facing Goldie, I come clean. “His age bothers me because I remember myself at twenty-six. I wanted to be a mortician.” I lift my hands in the air and drop them fruitlessly. “And I went on to own a pottery studio for the last eight years. Those are two vastly different things.”

      She shrugs. “He’s a mechanic. He’s got that part figured out.”

      I chew the inside of my lips. “I know. But is he sure he wants to be a mechanic forever? I mean, what if in two years he decides he wants to be a fucking sous chef in the city? He can want that. He can do that. Because he’s twenty-six.”

      “Technically, in two years, he’d be twenty-eight.”

      “Whatever,” I say, “the point is, he should be able to live while he’s young. Before he’s tied down.”

      Now Goldie chews the inside of her mouth while she stares at me, eyes glazed. Finally, she says, “why do you get to decide the pacing of his life?”

      “Excuse me?”

      She straightens her legs, wiggling her feet as her ankles pop. “What if he wants to settle down and be committed now, and you’re just projecting all these fears and unrealized dreams onto him because that’s your own shit?”

      “I,” I start, draping a hand over my chest, but I stop because… I need to think about that. Is that what I’m doing? Projecting my own fears onto him? “No,” I volley back. “That’s not it. I am scared of falling in love and being crushed again, but I know what I want to do with my life. My unrealized dreams are all pertaining to… Dusty or, I guess, what I thought me and Dusty were.”

      “So you’re really worried that if he seriously likes you and you two spend time together that in two years he’ll wanna change his life, and that will mean leaving you?”

      “That’s the thing,” I correct automatically. “I am afraid of that, but not because I can’t handle it. I mean, it would suck but I could get through it.” I rise from the couch, swooping up Jett and taking him down the hall to his room. Goldie follows, sinking into the rocking chair in the corner as I lay Jett down. I begin changing his diaper, regaining focus on the conversation as my hands work the velcro straps and wipes from memory. I’ve done this by myself so many times.

      “It’s that if he wants to go experience new things, I don’t want to hate him for that. But I would, Goldie because he wouldn’t just be leaving me. He’d be leaving Jett, too.”

      “Now Beau is leaving the two of you to be a sous chef. You realize you sabotaged the entire thing before it even became a thing.” She shakes her head. “If he decides he wants to be a sous chef or a surfer or even the freaking President of the United States, you two could stay together. Your argument is… dumb.”

      Tossing the rolled up bomb into the garbage can, I begin fastening the fresh diaper.

      “The sous chef thing is just a filler. An example. Don’t patronize me. You get where I’m coming from,” I say to Goldie as I finish the change and lower Jett back to the floor.

      “It’s always going to be like that now though, Beck. Old, young, rich, tattooed, genius, toothless—whoever comes into your heart next will hold two hearts, no matter who he is or what he does for a living. That’s the risk you’re always going to have to take. I think you just didn’t expect to be taking it so soon with someone younger.” Her soft voice is so understanding that her words send a ripple through my consciousness.

      “I don’t want Jett to get hurt anymore.” I wipe away an unexpected tear as I smile at Goldie. “Jackhole Dustin.”

      Goldie shakes her head. “Complete jackhole.” She shrugs. “But I’m not gonna lie. I think you should pursue Beau.”

      “I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head as I sink to the floor, diving wrist-deep into a basket of clean laundry waiting to be folded. “But I’m picking him up tomorrow morning for work.”

      Goldie delves into the basket, folding burp cloths and making a stack next to her. “I don’t get it though,” she says, covering one yellow duck with another as she folds. “It must cost him a lot to have you drive him two times a day for… how long did you say?”

      “Tomorrow is starting our third week,” I say, trying to do a quick mental tally for the cost. Each drive isn’t far, and Wheel Get You charges by the mile, in addition to a drive-engage fee of $1. All in all, each ride is around fourteen dollars. “Twenty eight dollars a day,” I say aloud, still counting in my head as I do.

      “Two-hundred and eighty dollars for the last two weeks. Just to get to and from work.” Her merlot-colored lips pucker as she lets out a low whistle. “That’s a lot of money for transportation for a mechanic.”

      “We really have zero business speculating his income or how he spends his money.” Why do I feel defensive and protective over Beau? I’m currently talking to the only person that has watched a human being exit my vagina. I’m safe with her, and yet, I want to defend Beau.

      “Maybe he’s a trust fund baby, anyway. Like working on cars just for funsies and is really secretly loaded.” She pops her gum, the noise making Jett jolt.

      “Ba!” He yells, pointing at Goldie.

      “Ba to you too, Jetty!” she smiles, pointing back at him.

      “Didn’t I just say we shouldn’t speculate about his income?”

      She grins mischievously. “You said, but I politely declined.”

      “I see that.”

      Goldie shrugs, folding the last burp cloth before moving onto the towels. I fold Jett’s blanket, and he swipes it from the pile just as fast. “I say you see where it goes, and don’t let musty Dusty define your choices.”

      I snort. “Hey, that’s pretty good.”

      She winks. “I try. Now let's finish this laundry so we can call on that listing your dad found yesterday. I’m going back to the city tonight. I want to go back knowing that you’re taking a step forward.”

      “If I get to know Beau, isn’t that a step in the right direction?”

      She nods. “Yes, but that’s just for matters of the heart. We need you moving forward on a new studio too. I love you, girl, but driving Wheel Get You just isn’t the business.”

      “It’s bugging the shit out of my parents, too,” I add with a smirk.

      “So let’s go call the studio and see if you can get an appointment.”

      “Ba-ba-da-ba!” Jett bites into my thigh with enthusiasm, looking for anywhere to sink his swollen gums. He’s been teething so badly, working on cutting his first top teeth, but all in all, my happy little guy has been a trooper.

      “Okay, let’s go call.”
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        * * *

      

      Everything is heeheehee you hang up first until you’ve been up all night with an angry eight-month-old who is growing teeth and uses your nipple as his personal bite guard.

      “I’m sorry, Jett, okay, you have to take the binky right now, okay?” At the stop light, I reach back and fiddle with the pacifier, palming Jett’s face, coating my fingers in snot and drool.

      My stomach is in knots after a night of no sleep, and the idea of having that sizzling chemistry and off-the-cuff banter with Beau right now is just… stressful.

      Only three weeks, and he’s being introduced to the real side of me.

      He’s out front, pushing the chocolatey hair off his face as he grins at me, neck bent slightly so he can see through the front windshield. He’s wearing his black leather jacket, and god, do I fucking love it. I loved Grease as a girl, and he’s so giving me the panty-tingling Danny Zuko vibes. My heart skips a beat hearing the door pop open.

      Jett’s war cries are how Beau is welcomed as he slides into the backseat.

      “He’s teething,” I say right away, not defensively but exhausted and explanatory–like every mom of an eight-month-old, I guess.

      “Hurts, huh?” Beau asks, but when I look in the rearview mirror, I see that he’s talking to Jett. His voice wraps around Jett’s cries, lessening them when he says, “it’s okay to cry when it hurts. And it won’t hurt forever.”

      After fishing around in his pocket for a minute, Beau pulls out a small bottle of hand sanitizer. He squirts it on one hand and rubs them together, stashing the bottle back into his pocket before taking the chucked-aside pacifier from the car seat.

      He holds it up, analyzing it. Jett grows quiet except for some leftover snorts and coughs.

      “I mean, it’s a placeholder, and in life, you gotta get used to placeholders. Do they stink?” Beau leans forward, sliding the pacifier between Jett’s lips. I can hear his latch and his sucking, and my body relaxes. Beau taps the end of the binky, then Jett’s nose. “Sometimes they stink, but it makes you appreciate the real thing more.”

      “The real thing,” I add, “being my boobs.”

      He holds my brazen gaze in the rearview for a moment, hand gripping the edge of the car seat like it might blow away. “I can’t imagine wanting you and being given a plastic version instead.”

      “Rubber,” I say, so fucking glad that the light is red.

      “They make a lot of great things with rubber, but when it comes to rubber or you,” he shakes his head, and the smoky rasp of his voice is making everything between my legs warm and fuzzy. And wet, too. “All I can say is, I’m team Jett. I get why he spit it out.”

      The joke about my breasts is making me flush, so I change the subject, despite the fact that it didn’t feel creepy or awkward.

      “You got him to take it.” I pause, wondering if I should say this or not. But it doesn’t have to mean anything but what it is, so I say it. “He likes you.”

      Beau’s eyes flick to mine in the mirror. I’ve never met anyone who could pull off boots and a leather jacket, much less a man that didn’t wear eyeliner and have his ears pierced. It’s only just now that his heady scent drifts my way, an erotic commingling of spice and clean skin and a hint of amber, like maybe he wore his jacket with cologne a few days ago and it’s lingering.

      Except if he wore his jacket a few days ago, that would make it Friday. And why would he wear cologne on a Friday?

      Oh Jesus, Beck, get a fucking grip. I squeeze the steering wheel as I let off the brake, our lane of traffic slowly diffusing through the intersection.

      Jett grunts and squawks.

      Beau’s eyes are focused on Jett when he says, “I like him, too.”

      I smile at him, assuming he’s looking, and steer the topic elsewhere. Because this gorgeous man liking my son while looking like a ten in a leather jacket isn’t gonna steer me anywhere safe. I know I told Goldie I’d try with Beau, but doing that is so much scarier than saying I’ll do it.

      Changing the topic is a must.

      “So, what did you do over the weekend?” I swear I’m not asking to find out if he went on a date. I’m just making small talk. Truthfully, if he told me he did yard work and watched sports, I’d still probably want to know about it. I want to know how Beau spends his time. I can’t help it.

      He licks his lips, wide dark eyes going somber and hooded. “It was my dad’s birthday. So I took a trip out to the cemetery.”

      “Is he buried here in Oakcreek?” I ask around a lump in my throat. Poor Beau. The pain of his father’s loss is clearly so powerful and haunting. I can’t even imagine losing my dad.

      He shakes his head, returning Jett’s pacifier to him yet again. “No, over in Willowdale.”

      “Was he originally from there? Or… here?” These are things I don’t know… but I want to. He seems a bit nervous, shifting in his seat, tugging at the open leather jacket around him, sending air down his chest.

      “No. But he didn’t have any family back where he was from, so I had him buried out here so I could visit him whenever I want.”

      “So you plan to stay here forever?” I ask, and why is my pulse zipping with excitement at the likelihood that he’s going to say yes? It doesn’t matter where Beau wants to live.

      I live here in Oakcreek with my son, a single street away from my parents. I am where I am going to be, meant to be, am staying.

      Where Beau is or isn’t really shouldn’t affect me at all.

      But when he nods, I bring my legs together beneath the wheel.

      “I’m sorry about the anniversary. I know those can be tough.”

      He nods solemnly. I notice his gaze doesn’t drift out the window but down to Jett. His lips curl in a soft smile. “I was sad all weekend, Jett, but you and your gorgeous mama are making me feel so much better. Did you know that? Did you?”

      “Your dad,” I ask, taking advantage of his sweet and open disposition. I know I shouldn’t; he’s vulnerable if he had a hard weekend. But I can’t help myself. “What, if you don’t mind me asking, was wrong with him?” Beau is so young; his father couldn’t have been that old.

      “He was older,” Beau says, challenging my exact thought. “And he had been sick for a year. Lung cancer.”

      “Oh, Beau. I’m so sorry.” I want nothing more than to pull his face into my hands and hold him there, dropping kisses on his head as I promise him his heart will be okay.

      I can’t help but see how his expression shifts when his gaze goes back to Jett. It’s not a full smile, but there’s some happiness there that didn’t exist before–from looking at my son.

      “Didn’t smoke a day in his life.” He wiggles Jett’s socked-toes then looks at me as I pull into a parking spot at Wrench Kings. At first our eyes meet in the rearview, but then I twist in my seat to face him. “I thought that was some funny, cruel kind of joke.”

      I reach back and wrap my hand on his knee, giving it a squeeze. “I’m sorry.”

      He stares at my hand, making me want to yank it away in a moment of uncontrollable and unbridled insecurity. But I keep it there, and god, his leg is hard, all muscled and warm and–

      “Thanks. And thank you again for the ride.”

      He pops open the door, and I forgot to tell him on the drive over because I was kind of hypnotized by how well he and Jett do together.

      “I can’t drive you home from work tonight.”

      His face turns to a scowl, and I turn back around, eyeing him in the mirror.

      “Okay,” he says slowly like he wants to ask more but doesn’t feel like he can. So I throw him a bone.

      “I’m leaving Jett with my parents. I’m going to go tour a space downtown.”

      He glances at Jett, giving him a single finger-hook wave goodbye. My chest warms. “What for?” He slides out of the seat and meets me at my rolled down window, closing the door quietly and gently.

      “I used to own a pottery studio,” I clarify, realizing he’s leaning further down than usual. Our mouths are closer. I can see the creases in his lips. I can smell the toothpaste on his breath. “In my past life, I owned a pottery studio. A sculpt and paint place. I held classes and workshops. Did my own work, too.”

      His eyes flit to my hands gripping the wheel, and my belly flutters as his tongue drags across his bottom lip. “Good with your hands…” he mumbles before pushing back off the car and stuffing his hands in his pockets.

      “That’s exciting.” He chews the inside of his mouth, and I just stare at him because he is a sight, despite the fact Jett’s begun grumbling. “You shouldn’t do that alone, though, that’s… dangerous.”

      “More or less dangerous than driving around strangers?” I ask, eyeing him.

      “Touché.”

      “The realtor is my mom’s friend. And she’s my mom’s age so… I don’t think she’s going to take advantage of me.”

      Beau wiggles his eyebrows, rocking on his black boots. A strand of chestnut hair falls over his face, and he tips his head, sending it back. “Now that would be freaky.”

      I roll my eyes. “Have a good day today.”

      He smiles, and I feel it everywhere. It almost makes me breathless.

      “It’s already good because I got to see you and Jett.” He winks. “I mean that.”

      And then, he turns on one heel and filters inside the mirrored doors of the Wrench Kings.

      My new favorite place.
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      Beau

      
        
        It feels like a win.

      

      

      Today has been busy as hell. My phone has rung in my pocket off and on all day. In fact, it’s ringing again now as I bite into my burrito. Miller, mid-bite, eyes me. Delane, sipping her soda as she graces us with half her focus using just one Earpod instead of both, eyes me too.

      “Answer it,” she says, and sometimes with the way she talks to me, I really think she should be in charge.

      I shake my head, attacking the burrito with all the energy I wish I could use on Beck. “No,” I reply as a chunk of guac and lettuce falls from my mouth onto the spread foil.

      Atticus crunches his taco, saying nothing. Sometimes his silence is infuriating. But right now, as the only one in the know about my reality, I’m glad he’s quiet. Grateful, actually. Because I don’t want to get into any of this shit with Delane and Miller.

      Miller wipes his mouth with a napkin before speaking because he’s such a goody fuckin’ two shoes. But I don’t even get irritated by it because it’s really just him, through and through. I get the feeling he was raised in an extremely conservative and possibly religious household, but I’ve never pried.

      “I don’t know who’s calling you but I answered the phone twice earlier,” he says, and I know why. Because Delane was listening to her audiobook, ignoring the world around her, and Miller doesn’t like leaving people hanging, so I’m sure he dropped everything to hustle to the phone.

      “Delane was busy,” he adds quickly, his eyes flitting to her for approval. She rolls hers and dunks a chip into salsa. “Anyway, it was Tobias.”

      The table is free of conversation, the only noise to be heard is the devouring of our favorite Mexican food. Miller’s gaze bounces between the three of us, confusion evident in the way his reddish brows pull together.

      “Tobias, the Vice President of Wrench Kings,” he clarifies, watching us each for a response. Except, we all know who Toby is and none of us are impressed, shocked or blown away that he’s calling.

      Atticus truly doesn’t give a shit. Delane is never really worried about anything. But Miller is concerned and confused, and that’s a bad combination for someone like him.

      He clears his throat. “No one cares that the Vice President of the entire company is calling our specific location asking for you?” His head moves between the three of us and the only reaction he gets is a shrug from me.

      He wrings his hands, abandoning the rest of his burrito. “I want to know why I don’t have to be worried. Because right now, I’m thinking they’re going to come close us down for negligence.”

      “A singular person not being available for a phone call does not make an entire operation negligent,” Atticus says, breaking his silence. I point to him while I take down the last of my burrito.

      After a swig of Diet Coke, I agree with Atticus. “What he said.”

      Delane twists in her seat, holding a particularly salty chip between two fingers. Looking at Miller she says, “If Beau isn’t worried, you don’t need to worry your pretty little head about it, okay?” She ruffles his hair and his fair skin turns pink.

      “I just think it’s–”

      “Nope,” Atticus cuts him off at the knees.

      “Don’t worry, Miller,” Delane chides.

      I take another drink and ball up my foil, tossing it into the plastic take-out bag resting between us on the center of the table. “Miller, I’m not gonna let anything happen to your job, okay?” I pat his shoulder as I rise. “It’s all good, man.”

      He looks just as nervous as before, only now he’s trying to mask it with the whole “I’m cool and have no anxiety just like you guys” bit he does to fit in.

      Miller is the only one who doesn’t know who my father is and was, and why no one has told him I’m not sure. To him, I just run the joint here in Oakcreek. He’s so nervous, I almost think it’s better he doesn’t know.

      After we finish eating, we clear the lunch table and get back to work. I only have three hours left and after feeling the heat about dodging Toby’s phone call, I’m actually ready to get out of here.

      I’m counting down the minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Last week, when she went to check out the studio space, Atticus gave me a lift home. In true Atticus fashion, he didn’t say a word to me until I opened the door to get out.

      “If you expect me to believe after peeling you off bar floors for a year that you’re just suddenly a-okay, I don’t.”

      I closed the door and turned to face him.

      I remembered when I first met Atticus. I was eighteen, wanting to learn, wanting to showboat, wanting everything all at once, as most new adults do. He put a palm to my chest, brought his eyes to mine and said one word that calibrated me going forward. “Chill.”

      He was so fucking intimidating, having years on me, feet on me, inches of raw muscle, and loads of knowledge. Now we’re equals, and no part of me fears him. I respect him; we are peers.

      “Okay,” I started, unsure what to say next. Because nothing had really changed and yet, my mindset was completely different. Then again, when I forced myself to think about what he was saying, I realized… Yet again, he was right. I’m not a-okay, I’ve just been a-okay pretending that my problems don’t exist.

      “I ain’t doin’ it again, Beau.” He looked out the windshield as he spoke to me. “Not because I gave up on ya but because you gotta find a better answer than the bottle.”

      I nodded, sifting fingers through my hair. “Have you heard of 23 and Me?”

      He grunted, so I took it for a no.

      “It’s a DNA family tree spit test thing. You get maternal and paternal heritage.”

      Finally Atticus faced me. His dark eyes bore into me, studying me, and without having to say anything else, he understood.

      “So you gonna find him? If they tell you who he is, are you gonna find him?”

      I shrugged because I didn’t have a plan just yet.

      He nodded. “If you find him, maybe you’ll understand why your pop didn’t tell you ‘til when he did.”

      Then I said the thing that has been chewing my brain for over a year. I didn’t need to say it but I did anyway because it’s very infrequent that I even talked about this shit. “I wish he wouldn’t have told me at all.”

      “It don’t change a thing unless you let it.”

      I popped the door back open and swung my legs out. “Thanks for the ride.”
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t get to ask you this morning,” I say, sliding into the backseat the moment her car is in park. I wiggle the giraffe for a sleepy-looking Jett and am rewarded with a chest-spasming smile. He’s fucking cute. I meet her bright blue eyes in the rearview at the same time the smell of her skin and sweat overwhelm me.

      I fucking love the smell of her after a day of work. She doesn't get fixed up to pick me up, and I like that about her, too. She comes in her work clothes, whether they’re smeared with paint or coated in dust, and her hair is messy and her eyes are tired. But she smiles and everything about her is fucking gorgeous. Even the way she smells a little sweaty and a lot sweet.

      “Yeah?”

      “How’d the studio tour thing go? With your mom’s realtor friend? Last week?”

      She nods, and I wait for a grin to spread across her face because a grin would tell me it went well. My stomach twists angrily as time ticks, her face remaining impassive as she puts the car into reverse.

      “I’m sorry–” I start, wanting to immediately get on the phone and find her the goddamn location of her dreams. Maybe I should call Tobias back.

      “No,” she interjects before I get carried away in my head. “No, it went well.”

      Beck licks her lips, smiling at me. My cock thickens. I fucking love that smile of hers. Toothy and white, like she’s the kind of woman who religiously brushes and flosses before bed, no matter how tired. “I signed the lease, actually,” she says, and the car gets a little weightless from the news.

      Her smile broadens, and my relief has me nearly floating.

      “F–Dang,” I amend, catching myself before cursing. I promised I wouldn’t curse in front of Jett, and I’m going to make good on that promise. “That’s awesome.” I wonder if she celebrated, and immediately before I even ask or have an answer, I’m bummed I couldn’t celebrate with her.

      Her words are hesitant. “Yeah, I think it's awesome, too.”

      “First, congratulations. Second, why do you not sound more excited? No more Wheel Get You, that’s gotta be good, right?” I ask, even though all I can selfishly think about is how she has yet to agree to go on a date with me. Without these drives, will I see her at all?

      She shrugs, flicking the blinker on while she waits for an opportunity to join the line of waiting cars at the light.

      “I’m just…” she trails off thoughtfully, and I give her a few moments to choose her words. “Processing.”

      “Starting a new business is a big deal; that makes sense.” I pinch Jett’s toes as he gnaws on his own curled fist.

      “Bo! Bo! Bo-bo-bo!” he yells, and Jesus Christ.

      I want to be attractive to Beck.

      I want her to see me and want me and need me and all the goddamn things that a man is supposed to make a woman feel when they’re just starting to get to know one another.

      But I’m too busy trying to hide my watery eyes as Jett calls my name in baby talk, over and over and over.

      “Bo!” He shouts, pointing his giraffe’s partially decapitated head at me. “Bo-bo-bo!”

      “It’s impossible that he’s saying my name, I realize that, but the idea that he is,” I trail off, shaking my head, smiling with wet eyes at a baby I didn’t even know a month ago.

      When I look at the rearview mirror, Beck isn’t meeting my gaze. In the way she is intentional with her words, the choice to avoid me is no fluke either.

      Her grip on the steering wheel intensifies, and I lean forward, gripping the back of her chair, letting a few of my fingertips smooth over her arms. “Beck.”

      Leaning toward the passenger seat, I get a partial view of her profile, just in time to catch a single tear rolling down her cheek.

      “Don’t do that,” I whisper, drawing each word out like a private but desperate plea. “Don’t cry.”

      She wipes the tear away and laughs a little awkwardly but doesn’t ask me to lean back. But I do anyway, wanting her to be comfortable opening up.

      When everyone inched toward me a year back, right up in my face, asking me to talk, it only pushed me further away. I grip the edge of the car seat, Jett now completely dozed off less than two minutes after blowing me away, and I wait.

      I keep my eyes on the rearview mirror.

      “You know, I announced my pregnancy the same day he served me divorce papers.”

      We’re nearing Wrench Kings, so I curl my hand over her shoulder, giving her a gentle squeeze. “Park over here. Let’s talk. I mean, if you have a second.”

      Her blue eyes dart to the small park we’re passing, and in an instant, she flicks her blinker on and brings the car to the curb.

      “Can I sit in the front?” My heart fucking races as she considers my question.

      When she nods, I’m out of the car, hustling around the back in a split second. I’m careful in opening and closing the doors; knowing how easily Jett fell asleep, he can probably be woken up just as quickly.

      Gripping the handle above, I twist to face her. When I first saw her today, I knew her hair was down, but sitting across from her like this is surreal. It’s like meeting someone face to face after only talking to them online or something.

      Long and down in waves, her hair curls under her full breasts, hiding her nipples and most of her cleavage. I’m glad about that because if she drives anyone else, I wouldn’t want them ogling her. Not even through the windshield.

      “Tell me about that day. If you want to.” I want to know anything and everything about Beck, but I realize she’s been through shit.

      She smooths her palms down her thighs, pushing out a breath. “He didn’t plan it that way, it was just an unlucky thing.” I want more than anything to waffle our fingers together and hold her hand while she tells me, but it’s too soon.

      “We’d been trying for a long time. Years.” She looks so tired as she remembers it, staring off into the distance through the bug-splattered windshield. “I was so excited to tell him. I mean, things hadn’t been great for a long time. Trying–when two people really want a child–can be… trying. But,” she pauses, taking an extra breath to prepare herself, I think. Like the story is about to take another turn down a road that clearly sucks. “Trying when one person really wants a child and the other person is an utter jackhole all while pretending to be Prince Charming—”

      “I see why you need jackhole,” I tell her. “I would’ve used about five other words right now if you hadn’t created jackhole.”

      She smiles. “Tell me about it.”

      “What did he say when you told him?” I want to know the full story. I fucking need to know.

      “I said, it finally happened and I have an ultrasound to prove it. I told him I heard the heartbeat, too. And he literally said nothing in response to that. After years, he didn’t even verbally acknowledge it. He just said, I want a divorce, I’m in love with someone else.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I mutter, anger surging through my veins. Anger I wish I could release on this fucking tool. He was lucky enough to meet her while she was single, make her his wife, get between those fucking beautiful thighs and make a baby with her, and he fucking walked away?

      This douche deserves a fist to the dome, that’s for goddamn sure. “So, what did you do?” She’s here with Jett and this fucking loser isn’t, so I know how it ends, but the story in the middle is just as important.

      “I did everything I could to make it work with us, despite the fact he didn’t want me at all. Like, at all.”

      I clench my teeth, making my jaw ache.

      “I asked him to do couples counseling, marriage counseling, single person therapy… you name it. And I did it. I went to couples counseling alone for eight weeks, I saw a shrink, I read the books, I did the things.”

      I rest my palm on her knee, safe from sexual intentions. “I bet you did.”

      She doesn’t meet my eyes, but rather stares at the digital temperature reading on her dash, the neon green telling us it's only fifty-two degrees out.

      “I did it for Jett. I tried for Jett. But he didn’t want to join, and so two days before I gave birth, our divorce was finalized.” She answers a question glaring in my brain. “He didn’t come to the hospital when Jett was born.”

      “When did you move here?”

      She sighs. “It took me seven months to find a house here in Oakcreek that would be close to my mom and dad and be worth buying.” She looks at me now, before looking at where my hand kneads her knee. “We were up in Willowdale before.”

      Jett snores from the backseat.

      “Does… he… see him?”

      “Dustin,” she clarifies, and now the biggest fucking idiot on the planet has a name. “And no, Dustin does not see his son.”

      She rests her hand on top of mine, and somehow, our fingers lace. My senses grow hot and fuzzy, but I keep myself together for her. “You were so happy at just the idea that Jett knew your name and said it. And we’ve only known you for three weeks.” She squeezes then releases my hand, sending me the sign to take my hand back. I do.

      “You’re special, Beau.”

      “Or Dustin’s just a complete jackhole.”

      She smiles, but sadness lingers in her expression.

      “Go out with me, Beck.” I’ve never wanted her to say yes more than I do right this second.

      She smiles with more sadness than a moment ago, and I know I’m fucked, and not in a good way. “I can’t, Beau. I’m sorry.”

      Beck drives me the rest of the way to work, and I say goodbye to Jett, despite the fact he’s asleep, then say my goodbye to her through the window.

      “I told you I won’t stop asking.”

      She smiles. “Bye, Beau. Have a good day.”

      She didn’t say yes to the date, but she told me about her ex, and I got a healthy peek into her life.

      It feels like a win.
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      Beck

      
        
        Nothing will calm him but the boob.

      

      

      “I couldn’t do that,” I say to Goldie through the phone as I wash pears in a strainer at the kitchen sink. Jett is strapped into his high chair, chanting “bo-bo-bo!” as I fix breakfast.

      “Why not?” she asks incredulously like it’s all so simple. I remember being in the comfortable position of “happily” married, listening to her guy problems while I secretly thanked my lucky stars that I wasn’t in the position to decipher texts and read between the lines.

      I huff. “Because that’s like a total breach of his privacy.”

      “Beck, he calls you for a ride twice a day just to spend time with you and keeps asking you out. We can swipe his number from the app.”

      Goldie is currently trying to convince me to take Beau’s phone number from the Wheel Get You app and text him.

      “Come on,” Goldie begs. “He’s a nice guy who really likes you, Beck.”

      “He’s admiring a single slice of me, Goldie. He hasn’t seen the rest of the messy, crumbly crusted-pie that is my life.”

      “What if he likes messy pie?” she asks, and I can almost hear her eyebrows raising suspiciously.

      “Are we still talking about my life, or has pie become a euphemism for my vagina?”

      “Ugh!” Goldie snorts. “I don’t want to talk about your messy vagina. It’s bad enough I’m forced to stare at your tits when we’re together.”

      “No one is forcing you. You choose to ogle them!” I laugh, touching a hand to my breast at the mention. Jett nursed an hour ago, but I feel like I could pump. “You just reminded me; I think I need to pump.”

      The other line beeps. “Hey, a weird number is calling me, and it may be about the space,” I say to Goldie.

      She was beyond thrilled I’d found a place and signed a lease. I’m pretty sure she and my parents are going to throw a celebration when I quit Wheel Get You. I can’t decide if it’s truly all based on my safety that makes Goldie hate it or if the snotty part of her just doesn’t want her friend driving a rideshare.

      I love Goldie, but sometimes, she gets caught up in what other people see as opposed to how she really feels about things.

      “Call me back later, and don’t forget, I’m coming back down to see you soon.”

      I end the call with her after quick goodbyes and click over to end the nagging beep.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, is this Rebecca Reid?”

      “This is. May I ask who is calling?” If this is one of Dustin’s lawyers, so help me god, I will fucking lose it. The last time we made legal arrangements I couldn’t sleep for two weeks; it was so stressful. And the last time he swore was just that–the last fucking time. After all, he signed away his rights.

      “This is Donald Sodie over at Wheel Get You.”

      Huh. I signed up as a driver, filled out forms, sent images of my license and my insurance cards, my vehicle… but never did I ever talk to an actual human. With so many drivers under their umbrella, I figured on-boarding had to be quick and impersonal to keep things moving. So why is Donald Sodie from Wheel Get You calling me right now?

      “Okay,” I say awkwardly.

      “Listen, we had a report that you’re driving with an infant in your car. Is that accurate?”

      “I bring my eight-month-old son with me on my calls, yes. But he’s secure in a child seat and everything.”

      “Hm,” Donald makes a noise to acknowledge I’ve spoken but moves ahead with his news. “That’s not allowed. The next few riders will receive exit quizzes on you, and if we hear that you bring a child with you again, you will lose your Wheel Get You driver’s pass.”

      Which means I’ll be fired.

      “I don’t understand why he can’t be in the car with me. What if I picked up a rider with a baby? That would be okay, wouldn’t it?”

      Donald sighs. “Liability reasons, okay? And yes, riders can bring children if they have their appropriate car seats with them. But no, you cannot bring your baby to work and drive him around with you all day.”

      “That doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me,” I admit, passing Jett a freshly washed pear. He tongues it before dropping it to the floor with a thud. I reach down, pinching the phone to my ear with my shoulder, grabbing it. Rinsing it, I hand it back to Jett as Donald taps around on his computer.

      “Well, it doesn’t have to make sense to you, Mrs. Reid. It’s all in the contract you signed. I’ve listed here on your profile that you’ve been warned. Next time we get a complaint, remember, you’ll lose your pass for life.”

      With Wheel Get You, once you jump through the many hoops to be an approved driver, they approve you for life unless you have an infraction.

      I roll my eyes. Because as much as I’ve enjoyed doing it since I started driving Beau… I haven’t driven anyone else.

      “Hey, wait–” I stop before Donald hangs up. He sighs. “I’m not gonna argue, I just have to ask… was it a rider that reported me?”

      “No,” Donald says quickly. “It was someone on the road who saw your WGY sticker and noticed the child.”

      “How did that person know it wasn’t the rider’s child?” I ask, but then again, my only rider in three weeks has been Beau. Who looks like… a kid. They could see my tired, beady eyes and just knew.

      “Look lady, I don’t know, alright? They just assumed, I guess. But they were right, weren’t they?” Donald is far more exasperated than he needs to be. Apparently, being an office dude at Wheel Get You sucks.

      All the more reason I should be happy I signed the lease on that studio.

      And I am.

      I really am.

      I just can’t believe I’m starting over. A new business. Alone.

      I can do it; that’s not even a fucking question. It’s just… I never wanted to do it alone, that’s all.

      After Donald did his very best to get off the phone with me, I call my parents. Dad answers right away.

      “Where’s my grandson?” he asks after I greet him with a sleepy good morning.

      “Sitting here in the high chair. Hey, listen, I have a ride in fifteen minutes, but someone reported me… I guess you can’t take your kid with you to work when you’re a rideshare driver.”

      There’s a brief pause, and I grin to myself because even though I know mom and dad don’t like me driving, even more, dad doesn’t like his daughter getting in trouble from her job. Even if said daughter is a grown adult.

      “That’s stupid,” he says, earning that grin. I laugh and agree.

      “I won’t be doing it much longer anyway. I mean, as soon as I get the keys to the studio I can get to work there, and I’ll be too busy.”

      I never drove Wheel Get You for money. Never. The perk of having your husband be an utter and complete selfish piece of shit asshole? He wanted me to go away so fast that he basically gave me everything. After I left, he sold off our place and gave me all the money.

      And no one thought it was sweet or kind.

      He had a very dirty, guilty conscience and wanted me to leave him to his new, perfect life. He didn’t give me lots of money because he’s a good guy. He gave me lots of money to go away.

      But I’ve been able to buy a home and live comfortably off that money since and could keep living off that money for a while if I had to. As soon as I’m up and running at the studio, I plan to put all the rest of the settlement money into an account for Jett so when he turns eighteen, he has options. Travel around the world, go to college, take up a trade, go balls-deep in a hobby—whatever it is, I want him to be able to do it.

      “I can’t say I’m sad to see it go, but I do hope whatever you got from doing it, you find it in pottery again.”

      I smile, and before I can get lost in the sweet sentiment from my dad, Jett squeaks, reminding me of the reason I called. “Hey, can you guys watch Jett for the next hour? So I can take the call? I can’t cancel now.” I don’t want to cancel. My twenty-two minutes a day with Beau are kind of my lifeblood right now.

      “Bring that boy over, and let us keep him the whole day. Do something for yourself, sweetheart. I’m sure you can spare him for a day; just pack enough bottles.”

      I agree, then strap the pump to my chest before getting Jett out of his high chair and taking him down the hall to his room.

      I painted it light blue, and not because he’s a boy, but because it reminded me of a cloudless, clear blue sky. When I was pregnant with him, feeling abandoned and broken, I used to lie on my back and watch the sky. It was one of the only things that brought me slivers of peace. Pottery had lost its peacefulness because stupid Dustin had tainted it.

      Selling my studio in the city was harder than knowing our house was sold. The studio held more happy memories than our home–and that in itself should have been a red flag far earlier than it was.

      After changing Jett’s diaper, packing his bag, packing milk, and throwing on a wrinkled sundress, I put my hair in a messy heap and head to my parents’ house.

      They are literally outside waiting for Jett, wiggling fingers with wide grins. God, I love my parents.

      “I’ll call you in an hour, and we’ll go from there, okay?” I ask. I trust them with Jett; it’s just that he’s been teething so bad lately–if he gets fussy around naptime, nothing will calm him but the boob.

      It’s a fact.

      “Go, go,” mom waves me off as she snatches Jett from my arms. Dad plucks the bag from my shoulder, and a moment later, the three people I love most are inside.

      Now it’s time to get Beau to work.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the early March chill, Beau’s leather jacket is off, slung over his back, putting his broad chest on display. I never get to really ogle it like I’d like because I usually only get to see the top quarter of his body in my rearview mirror.

      Except when I pick him up.

      I drink in as much of him as I can as I navigate to my usual parking spot. His grin is contagious, and man, I can’t remember a single fucking time when Dustin smiled so large and gorgeous that I couldn’t resist smiling, too.

      I’m pretty sure that never happened. Like, ever.

      “Hi,” I greet as he pops open the door. He slides into the seat behind me but doesn’t close the door right away.

      “Where’s Jett? Is he okay? Is he sick? You didn’t pick someone up and expose him to germs, did you?” His voice is laced with panic, as if Jett’s whereabouts are directly tied to his mental well-being.

      It makes my stomach flip. It makes me dizzy with warmth. But my job as Jett’s parent, role model, and protector is to play it safe with both of our hearts. So instead of melting and enjoying the moment–I roll my eyes.

      “First of all, how would I know if someone was sick and I gave them a ride? Most people don’t even know they are sick for a few days.”

      His eyes are still wide as they flit between the barren seat and me. “He’s okay?”

      Finally, I smile. “Yes, Beau. Jett’s okay. He’s with my parents.”

      “Why?” he asks immediately.

      “Weren’t you giving me crap about how unsafe it is to bring Jett to work with me?” I tease, but his face grows serious, and I realize none of this is light-hearted to him. He genuinely was worried about Jett. “I left him at my parents house,” I tell him, wanting to put that tortured expression on his face to bed.

      “Why?” he asks again.

      I sigh. “Buckle up so we can get you to work,” I say, reversing my car out of the small parking lot. “Someone saw me driving you to work and saw the WGY sticker and the car seat… and called on me.”

      “Called on you?”

      I nod, adjusting the AC because, holy shit, why am I so hot? My skin is slick and damp out of nowhere. I lick my lips, sucking in a deep lungful of the cool air.

      “Yeah, I guess I’m not allowed to bring him with me after all.”

      His seatbelt clicks into place as I come to the first red light in our short drive. He’s quiet, and when I find his face in the rearview, he looks like he’s got a mouthful of bees he’s trying not to release.

      “What?” I question.

      He sucks in air through clenched teeth before sighing his response in an irritated rush. “You shouldn’t be driving strangers around anyway.”

      I could argue that I am indeed a proud member of adulthood, that I’m more than safe and capable of doing a job that requires me to engage with strangers.

      Instead, I throw him a bone.

      “I’m actually not going to much longer.”

      Electricity surges through my veins, heat and light sparking in my temples as I see his pleased, reassured grin in the rearview. Making him happy makes me happy.

      Whoa.

      “You’re not?”

      I shrug. “Now that the lease is signed on the studio, I get my keys in a few days, and it feels like the time to start putting my energy towards my real passion again.”

      He lifts a brow. “You’ve secured your loans? Does it need any renovation or additional work?”

      I’m… surprised by his questions. I guess when I was his age, I didn’t know about any of that stuff because I let Dustin handle all the bills and business. But Beau, the mechanic, never ceases to amaze me with all the ways he is mature and… different from most younger guys.

      “The hardwood floor does need to be stripped, and the bathroom could use some work, but I don’t actually need any loans,” I tell him, opening up to him about things I never thought I would. I never thought he’d care, truthfully. “When Dustin and I split up, he left me well taken care of; I guess you could say.”

      Beau snorts.

      “What?”

      Looking caught off guard, he shakes his head, ignoring my question. “So you have what you need to open your new place then?”

      “Yeah. I never drove Wheel Get You for money. I have settlement money, plenty of it.”

      “Why’d you start driving then?” he asks.

      “First to get out of the apartment, then to get out of the house, but always to get out of my head.”

      “Did it help?”

      “I was going insane just twiddling my thumbs. So… yeah, it helped.”

      He smiles, and my heart expands at the beautiful sight of him. “So you’re not insane anymore?” he asks as I roll to a stop, one light away from Wrench Kings.

      Accelerating, I make my way to the parking lot adjacent to the mirrored building. I put the car in park and turn in my seat to face him.

      I shake my head no.

      His smile falls away, and his voice is smoky when he asks, “should I ask you out again, then?”

      The surprise and fear etched into his features when he discovered Jett wasn’t with me run behind my eyes like a movie.

      I nod my head yes, my frantic pulse echoing in my brain.

      “Will you go out with me, Beck?”

      I love the way he says my name. Like I belong to him. I nod my head yes.

      “I have something I gotta do tonight, Atticus is gonna give me a ride home, and I have a busy weekend. But Monday, we will have our date.”

      He wishes me a good day and leaves, and I’m left with a confusing cocktail of emotions.

      I finally gave in to him and said yes after weeks of asking, and the idea that we’re going to spend time together outside of my car excites me. It does more than excite me. It makes me wild and feral, like a young eighteen-year-old chasing an idealized version of a complete stranger they’ve romanticized for ages. It’s reckless how I feel for him.

      And all that emotion has me concerned.

      Where is he going tonight, and what is he doing this weekend?

      I have no right to need to know, but every part of me that aches to be with him equally stands on end, hesitant to get involved with anyone who has secrets.
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        * * *

      

      That night after I get Jett to bed, I call Dustin. It goes to voicemail after two rings because that motherfucker silenced me. He’s made it clear that he doesn’t care about his son, but I won’t stop wanting him to care–for Jett’s sake.

      His first birthday is right around the corner, and even though asking Dusty to come feels as good as a gynecological exam with no lube, I have to invite him.

      For Jett.
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      Beau 

      
        
        No matter who I end up being, at this moment, I know exactly who I am. Theirs.

      

      

      “It takes a couple of weeks to get the results, right?” Delane asks while popping sour cherry balls into her mouth.

      Delane and Miller think I’m taking a genealogy/DNA test to find out more about my mother, who I never knew.

      “How can you eat that much sugar first thing in the morning?” Miller asks, watching Delane’s jaw work with a glint of envy in his eye. I bump my shoulder to his.

      “Wishin’ you were a sour cherry ball?” I ask privately, then wink.

      Miller looks shocked, his fiery hair a mess as he pulls at the ends. “What? No.” His response is private as well, which gives me the real answer to the question.

      “Well,” I say, returning my focus to Delane. “Normally, yeah.”

      Her head tips back slowly. “You greased the gears?”

      I volley my head, considering her words. “I took the mail-in test kit to the lab in Willowdale and paid them two grand to run it. Said it would still be two days.”

      Delane smacks her palm against the Plexiglass, making her phone and Earpods case rattle. “Two grand and you still have to wait two days?”

      “Science doesn’t understand money,” Atticus deadpans before taking a sip of piping hot coffee from his paper cup. He drinks a fuck ton of coffee here at the shop but for whatever reason, refuses to buy a coffee pot and make it at home.

      “There’s probably more sugar in your foo-foo coffee than in that tubs of balls,” Atticus adds, catching up on the conversation awkwardly like he always does. Miller lifts his own paper cup of coffee.

      “It’s just milk and sugar, man.”

      “So much fucking sugar,” Delane grins, popping another large red candy ball into her mouth. Miller sucks down a too-hot gulp of coffee and pretends not to notice how his eyes water painfully from the burn. Or maybe he’s just trying to be unaffected by Delane.

      “If you use a higher milk fat percentage, it’ll taste creamier and you won’t need as much sugar,” Atticus explains to Miller.

      The rest of their banter falls on deaf ears because all this talk about milk has me dreaming of Beck and our date tonight.

      Considering it's our first date, I don’t expect to touch her anywhere. I don’t even want to. Okay, that’s bullshit. I want to discover every inch of that bangin’ hourglass body of hers with my tongue. But for now, that’s not the most important thing; I want her to know I want more than one date.

      I want to date her.

      Though the idea of closing my mouth around one of her heavy, milkful breasts has my lower half humming. I’ve never been with a woman who had big tits like hers. And even though I’ve never touched them or even had the cruel pleasure of grazing them with a hand or shoulder—I’m kind of obsessed.

      I bet the skin along the underside is fucking smooth and soft. And before I can talk myself out of it, I envision her unclipping her bra, letting it tumble to the floor in silent anticipation. Her breasts, replete with milk, are so engorged that my mouth waters taking in the tiny puckered tips. She brings her hands to her breasts, rubbing herself gently and soothingly. When I reach down and palm my cock, she pinches her nubs, white bubbling at the surface a moment before streaming down around the luscious curves of her tits.

      “Yo,” Atticus snaps me from my daydream, leaving me awkwardly looking my friend in the eye with a massive boner. Great.

      “What?”

      “Tell me what’s up when you get your results.”

      I stick out my fist, knuckles curled. He bumps mine with his. “Will do.”
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        * * *

      

      After Beck agreed to go on a date with me, she sent me a text message so I’d have her number. I considered teasing her about using Wheel Get You as a way to get guys' numbers, but thought better of it. Teasing Delane at the service desk the last few years has taught me a valuable lesson, which is this: one day it’s funny and the next you’re getting the stink-eye for the same comment.

      She asked me to pick her up at her place, and truthfully, I was glad to be driving so that our dynamic could feel the shift instantly by taking roles opposing our normal ones. I don’t need to be some dominant male, but the idea of resting my hand on her thigh while I drive us somewhere has my pulse pounding.

      I refuse to let myself think about how attached I’ve grown to Beck and Jett in the last few weeks. I also refuse to let my brain wander to that test I took. To what the results will tell me.

      Where they may lead me.

      It’s too much. I stewed and drank on it for a goddamn year. I’ll deal with whatever comes. Right now, I just want to live in this bubble of feeling good with Beck and Jett. I know it has room to get quite complicated, but she agreed to go out with me. That feels like a great fucking first step, and all I wanna do now is bask in that success.

      My phone tells me just how to get to her house, and I smirk, knowing that she lives just minutes away from Wrench Kings. It’s funny how life works sometimes.

      One minute you’re loved, happy and successful with a landscape of opportunity stretched out before you, and then next, you have no idea where you came from or what you mean to anyone, including yourself.

      One day you’re wiping drool from the countertop, and the next, you’re grinning at an eight-month-old like he hangs the moon.

      My mind cyclones thoughts, but when I pull up at her place, everything inside me instantly calms. The sun is setting, and without her porch lights on, the tiny light in her kitchen illuminates the entire room. From the curb, I watch, wearing a smile as she twirls wide circles, holding Jett to her chest with one hand, the other holding his like they’re dancing partners. They’re both smiling, Jett even looks like he could be laughing, and it makes me laugh.

      Right there in my car, I smile and laugh all alone as I watch Beck and her son share a private moment.

      My entire body aches from how terrifying my sudden realization is: no matter what happens with that fucking test, no matter who I end up being, at this moment, I know exactly who I am.

      Theirs.

      I take my time walking up to the front door, almost feeling bad to separate Beck and Jett during their moment. Part of me wishes I’d planned a Jett-friendly date. It’s not to say he couldn’t go, but I’ve never seen a kid at the place I’m taking her, and in truth, I feel like I’ll get to learn more about her if it’s just us two.

      Gently, I knock at the door and immediately look down at my boots. I’ve swapped my steel-toed work ones for a pair of cognac leather motorcycle boots. And rather than work chinos I’m wearing my black cigarette pants. Another great thing about this date? I have a shirt without my name embroidered on it. Just a plain white button down for me tonight.

      Shoving my hair off my face, I take a breath, preparing to see her for the first time not as a customer or as her rider, but as just Beck, the sexy single mom with a cute as fuck eight-month-old.

      I’m more nervous than I’ve ever been for any date, but as her footsteps near, I tell myself I’m worrying too much. She’s just a woman who I’m taking out. When the door opens, light illuminates her from behind, and I can’t help but laugh, breaking the tension in my gut.

      She saunters out a step or two and puts a hand on her hip. “What? Did you seriously pick me up for our first date and laugh when you saw me?” She blinks incredulously, and I laugh a little bit harder.

      “No,” I chuckle, shaking my head. “I mean, yes, but…”

      The corner of her mouth curls, and I watch as she fights it, her lips twitching.

      “It’s just…” I huff out a breath, finally meeting and holding her gaze. “I was a little nervous when I got here.” I motion to where my car sits nestled at the curb. “I like you, and I want you to like me and when you opened the door, light shone through from the back of your house and you looked like this…” I trail off again because the only word I can think of seems like a very emo thing to say on a first date. “Like this angel,” I finally say, finishing my thought.

      Because fuck it. It’s true.

      “And I laughed because I was giving myself a “this is a date, chill out” talk, and then you opened the door and it was like a movie moment with you glowing in front of me.”

      She studies me. Like, really focuses on my face. Watches my eyes, examines the shape of my mouth, then does a quick sweep of my body.

      “You look very nice,” she says, biting into her lip, and goddamn, if it doesn’t instantly give me a halfie. Fuck. My eyes float over her body, just now noticing the flowing white skirt and very fitted blue tank top. Her feet are bare, and Jesus Christ, I need counseling because before I can even meet her eyes again, my brain has already envisioned those feet wrapped around my cock making me spill.

      I’m not even a foot guy, either. But hell, her entire body is a playground for my dick.

      I take a step toward her, and she takes one toward me. “That’s what you’re supposed to say,” she says, her voice a sultry little rasp.

      “You look beautiful, Beck.” My heart agrees, pounding rapidly beneath my ribs. I stretch my hand across my chest in an effort to slow it down. It doesn’t go unnoticed that she stares at my hand a moment, too.

      She winks, then turns on her heel, waving me in behind her. “Gotta finish getting Jett ready.” Once in the entryway, she turns, and I nearly smash into her. Wouldn’t have been a bad thing, then again, I’m already hard as shit just smelling the traces of her from trailing after her.

      God, I sound like a fucking creep.

      Or a man who has it bad.

      “We have to stop at my parents’ house,” she grimaces as she says it, watching my eyes for a reaction. Her fingers waffle together, twisting under her chin as she waits nervously.

      I allow my hands to touch her, resting them palm-down on her shoulders. Our gazes idle together and I study her face.

      I want to know if there’s a reaction to my touch or my words. I need to know if she feels this fucking tantalizing simmer between us. Because for me, that simmer is now a rolling boil.

      “Beck, I understand you’re a mom and you gotta take care of Jett first. Why would you be nervous to tell me that?” My thumbs drag along the velvety skin of her shoulders soothingly but the more I do, I notice goosebumps rise up. Her neck pinkens, too.

      “It’s just, it’s a date. I should have had him over there before you came to pick me up.” Her blue eyes hover again on one of my hands before rising up to my face. God, I want to kiss her so fucking bad. I watch as she rolls her lips together. But wait—Did she just say what I think she said?

      “I like seeing Jett. I’m glad he’s here and I get to see him, too.”

      She smiles, but it’s fleeting, and I really don’t like that. Not one fucking bit. My phone vibrates in my pocket, but I don’t take it out.

      “Don’t you want to see who it is?”

      I shake my head. “I know this is gonna sound really fucking corny, but I’m with the only person I want to talk to.”

      Her cheeks flush. My dick likes her flushed cheeks. My eyes begrudgingly explore her breasts for a second—god, help me, I tried not to look–but damn.

      Looking was a mistake.

      Huge.

      My cock leaps off my leg like he’s a fucking soldier coming to attention. Growing thick and hard fast, I look at her face and find her smiling but still blushing.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry. And fu—I said I wouldn’t curse around Jett.” I am doing a great job of fucking up, aren’t I? Laughing when she opens the door, getting caught checking out her tits, and then cursing.

      She laughs, placing her hands on mine and dropping them down. But when they fall between us, our fingers are linked. Only for a moment, but it’s the best goddamn moment. Like the first pass of a tongue along your cock.

      Stop it, Beau.

      “It’s fine; he’s in the pack n play. He can’t hear you.”

      We make our way inside her house, and I close the door, turning the lock behind me as if we’re staying. I wish we were.

      I can envision us on the floor, playing with Jett, music in the background, both of us so interested and engrossed in one another that before we know it, it’s nine o’clock, and we haven’t eaten a single bite.

      But I have to take her out. She fucking deserves to be taken out. Something tells me Dustin–what a fuckin’ joke of a name that is–didn’t treat her well at all.

      Who the fuck leaves their pregnant wife?

      A jackhole, that’s who.

      She tosses some stuff in a bag, then plucks Jett from the play yard. I stand with my hands in my pockets, feeling useless, wishing I knew what I could do to help. Everything she does is so seamless and natural, and I realize it’s because she’s only ever done it alone. That asshole didn’t stick around for a single goddamn thing.

      Jett smacks his fists against Beck’s tit—lucky little guy—crying out garbled words, which clearly aren’t happy. Beck looks awkwardly at me, biting the corner of her mouth. Her blonde hair is down and wavy, falling a foot above her perfect round ass. That white skirt makes me drool. Her tits look fucking phenomenal in that tank, and it’s when she pats her chest I’m currently staring at that I realize she’s talking to me.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi.”

      She smiles, not showing her teeth but growing rosy in the cheeks. I fucking like that; it’s cute as hell. “You checked out while you were staring at my breasts.” She shakes her head, clicking her tongue in mock disapproval. “You’re no better than my best friend, Goldie.”

      I shrug. “This Goldie girl sounds like she has good taste.” I smile. “I’m sorry, my manners are not great tonight. I was definitely checking you out—no denying it.” I run a hand through my hair, noticing how hot the back of my neck feels.

      Settling down in a small armchair cornering the living room, she smiles. “It’s fine. I know they’re huge. They aren’t normally this big.”

      Don’t ask how big they are normally. Don’t ask how big they are normally.

      “Is that right?” My smile is almost as awkward as the question.

      She laughs like she can hear my thoughts. “They’re normally big, just not this massive.” She points to Jett, who has yet to acknowledge my presence. But then again, he is a man of focus. I grind my jaw closed as I try not to stare at the way he nuzzles into her breast, gripping at her skin like he’s one second away from declaring war.

      “I have to feed him before we go.” Her hand falls to the strap of her tank top. “I didn’t plan this well–I thought he’d eat before you got here, but of course, he didn’t want to do that.”

      I hook a thumb over my shoulder. “Do you want me to wait outside?”

      The face she makes is both horrendous and absolutely fucking adorable. She mocks me in the form of a drooping mouth, flared nostrils, rolled eyes, and an overall dumbfounded expression.

      I can’t help but laugh.

      “You are an actual idiot and a half, Beau.” She snaps her fingers at me and points, like I’m an animal. “Sit. It only takes a few minutes. He’s a sucker.”

      He’s a sucker… oh Jesus Christ. We’re talking about a child being fed by his mother here, Beau. Get it the fuck in check.

      I take a seat on the couch, pushing aside some baby books and pottery catalogs. A moment passes and my eyes, which had shamefully fallen to the floor, raise to find her.

      Dumbest idea yet.

      My hard-on moves into weeping territory as she unclips the strap of her bra. She weaves her fingers through Jett’s golden hair as she cradles him to her body. It’s the purest thing I have ever seen.

      And yet, I’m very aroused.

      I can’t stop thinking about putting my mouth there. Being on my knees in front of her, my hands reaching up, kneading her breasts, tasting the milk that streams down her velvet skin.

      Goddamn it.

      I find a weird pattern in the wood panel of the floor between my boots and analyze it for dear fucking life.

      Jett slaps her skin as he eats, and every few moments or so I can hear a gulp or a swallow. My skin pricks with bumps of excitement, and a kind of fucked up feeling too.

      “He’s a loud eater,” she says, and I look up to find her eyes are soft yet focused, studying mine. “Are you uncomfortable?” She asks it so quietly that it seems easier to answer honestly.

      “Kind of.”

      “Why?” Her head tips to the side, and she pushes her hair back so that it doesn’t disturb Jett. She could be a fucking painting.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, my voice sounding hoarse. I think my body must be using all of its energy on not cumming in my pants right now. “But I can’t help that I also find you incredibly sexy as you do it.” I shrug, and as her face remains impassive, a rush of relief moves through me.

      “I’m sorry. I’m the worst date ever. I’ve been a creep.”

      Looking down at her son, she strokes his cheek, and there’s another little gulp.

      “You’re actually the best date ever, so far, at least.” She’s still focused on Jett, and I don’t think for as long as I live, I’ll ever forget the way she looks at him.

      Love only a parent can give.

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?” My mouth suddenly feels so dry.

      “Because Jett’s existence doesn’t annoy you.”

      I can’t help but react to that, jerking back on the couch as my hands rush forward, gripping my knees. My fists curl in anger. How could a baby fucking bother someone?

      Instead, I ask, “when you go out without him, how does he eat?”

      Her lips twitch like her first reaction is to laugh, but she stifles it. I chuckle. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any siblings. I’ve never been around babies.”

      She nods. “I kinda got that.” I watch intently as she slides a finger down her breast, wiggling it around out of my sight. “Popping him off,” she says, and my eyes drop guiltily to the floor, finding my favorite knot in the wood once again.

      “You can look; I’m decent,” she says after a moment.

      The thing is, I really wanted to look when she wasn’t decent, and that urge has me feeling really fucking pervy.

      Smiling, I watch as she lowers Jett to the ground. He spins on his ass and faces me, aware that someone else is in the room, but didn’t care until he got the tit.

      I get you on so many levels, Jetpack, I think to myself.

      “Hey buddy,” I wave, and he grins. Throwing a chubby finger in my direction, he shouts, “Bo!”

      Beck’s gaze tamps down on mine, and our eyes idle together midair for a moment.

      “That’s a coincidence?” I ask, hoping that her answer is no.

      She shakes her head. “When I pick you up in the morning, I tell him what we’re doing. I say we’re going to go get Beau. And when I pick you up after work, I say we’re getting Beau again.” She acts like it’s nothing, like this little boy recognizing me, knowing me, isn’t ruining my heart right now. “You’re lucky your name is one syllable.”

      I nod, holding my jaw tight in a controlled smile, not wanting her to see just how goddamn much I like that boy saying that one syllable.

      “And I pump into bottles,” she says, rising from the chair. Her skirt is a little wrinkled, and her feet are still bare, and it takes every ounce of energy to reroute my brain from envisioning me fucking her with that skirt around her waist to going on a proper date in public.

      She tips her head toward the diaper bag she loaded a few minutes ago. “They’re already loaded up.”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      A few minutes later, she’s changed into a pair of very form-fitting dark jeans, a flowy blouse the color of a setting sun, and boots… the same color as mine. She smells sweet, like she spritzed on some perfume, and she’s got the bag slung over her shoulder. “Ready? My parents just live a street over, so I promise dropping him off won’t take long.”

      I scratch the back of my head. “I don’t have a car seat in my car.”

      Her lips twist to the side. Neither of us had considered this leg of the date. “I could switch it to your car but… it’s only a street over; you wanna walk?”

      “If you let me carry the bag. You can’t carry Jett and the bag.”

      “I can carry the bag, Jett, the stroller, and two bags of groceries.” She raises her arm, forcing her bicep to flex. “Mom muscle.”

      She’s lived an entire life before we met. Fell in love, wore a white dress, and gave birth to a beautiful baby. And yet, the idea that she has to do everything alone makes me so goddamn irritated that I really struggle to hide it.

      “What?” she asks, brows pinched together as she adjusts the bag strap on her shoulder.

      “Nothing.” It feels smart to lie about this because what business do I have getting irritated that she lives her life alone? Hell, it’s not even that she’s doing it alone. It’s that he left her to do it alone. That part I don’t think I’ll ever be okay with. “Ready? Hand me everything you absolutely can’t part with, and I’ll carry it.” I flex my own arm. “Wrench Kings muscle.”

      “Yeah?” she asks, her eyes hovering on my flexed bicep. I’m not fucking ripped or anything, but I’m lean; therefore my muscle comes off far more impressive than it really is. I can lift what I need to, and that’s really all that matters. “Well, being a mechanic is working for you.”

      A compliment, barely, but her words trip down my spine leaving heat in their wake.

      We walk to her parents’ house, and while we do, she clues me in to Jett’s routine. I’m not sure why. Maybe it's a nervous conversation but I’m glad to hear it. I like imagining every moment she describes.

      “He’s an early riser. So he wakes around six, eats, plays a little, eats breakfast shortly after, then takes his nap.” She pats his bottom as he keeps his blue eyes trained on me.

      “Bo!” he shouts.

      I point at him, wiggling my finger into his little belly. “Jetpack!”

      It’s then I realize I’ve slipped and used a nickname for him that I really feel embarrassed about. It’s too soon for that, and I’m afraid Beck will think I’m getting too attached and therefore, creeped out.

      “Sorry,” I amend, quickly. “It just flows. Jett. Pack. Jetpack.”

      She arches a brow, but I can see she’s holding back a smirk. “I got it, it didn’t need explaining. Here, can you take him for a sec? I didn’t realize it but I forgot to double-check if the giraffe is packed. If he’s not, we’ll be going back, and then I’ll be the worst date ever. Making you walk the streets for thirty minutes playing hide and seek with my son’s toys.”

      “Hold him?” I ask, and my expression must give away the fact that I’ve never held anything important. Hell, even when we’re doing major repairs like swapping carburetors or engines, Atticus is the guy.

      I don’t know why she does it but she reaches up, wrapping her hand around the back of my neck. Instinctively my eyes close to her loving touch. But when I realize it, they fly open and her blues blink back at me. “You can absolutely hold him, Beau.” Her hand falls away, leaving me full of hope.

      Lowering the bag to the ground, Jett kicks his feet as Beck passes him off. He starts to cry a little which makes me feel like absolute fucking shit. But when Beck takes my free hand and positions it low on Jett’s back, encouraging me to rub up and down his spine, he chills out immediately.

      “I think he fussed just because he missed your leather jacket.” Beck crouches by the bag, riffling through with both hands.

      “You or him?” I ask, feeling brave with Jett pressed against me. He curls his fingers into my cheeks before plopping his head down on my shoulder, relaxing against me completely.

      She looks up with a grin, but it slides away in a silent crash when she sees her son relaxed against me. Her lips part, but no words make their way out. The early March air turns the tip of her nose pink, and my hand works up and down Jett’s back as she releases the found giraffe and rises.

      We fall into a silence as we continue down the street, very close to her parents’ house. I know because she told me they have a blue SUV, and I can see it from here.

      I want to say something, to ask if everything’s okay, but I feel as comfortable and peaceful as Jett looks. And I don’t want to disturb him. Truth be told, I think I need this moment. The feeling of his tiny heart beating against mine, his unworried grip on my shirt keeping me near—it’s all so wholesome, borne from love and instinct.

      The moment makes me tipsy as we stop at the end of the driveway at her parents’ house.

      “You went quiet,” I whisper, swaying with Jett against me.

      Her eyes cloud and her bottom lip shudders with a single tremble before she smiles. Her hand moves beneath her eye before I even see the tear she wipes away.

      “I’ve just never seen him with a man. I mean my dad,  yeah, but you know what I mean.”

      I nod.

      “I’m happy he’s comfortable with you, and if I’m being honest, it hurts, too. Because his father should be here. He should be in his father’s arms.”

      I’ve never been the recipient of a backhanded compliment until now. It’s a million times worse than a pure zing, because it’s so fucking honest. All of it.

      “I’m sorry he’s not here.”

      Her eyes flash to mine. “No, Beau, I–”

      “Is your date taking place in my driveway? If not, bring my grandson in here and go!” A woman’s voice calls from the front door, and even though urgency surges through me to not leave Beck’s parents hanging since we’ve already been caught shaving off a private moment, I stand there, unable to look away.

      It seems she can’t either.

      “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. But… come on. She only gets louder.”

      I nod, and follow behind her, feeling like when she glances back at us several times, it’s not for Jett at all.

      “Mom,” she says, the word stretching like molasses as I step carefully up onto the porch to stand next to her. “This is Beau.”

      “Hi, Beau. Is Beau short for something, or did your mama name you Beau because you were such a handsome sweetheart as a baby that she just knew you’d grow into a charmer?” The woman grins at me, and damn, Beck looks so much like her mother. Before I have to ask, she extends her hand to me, and I adjust Jett in my arms to shake.

      “I’m Nancy Reid, I’m Rebecca’s mom, and this is Carl, Rebecca’s dad, and it is just so nice to meet you.” Nancy’s sapphire eyes shoot to Beck, and they share a look full of unspoken words, and somehow I get the feeling Beck’s in hot water.

      From behind her, an older man steps to the side, outstretching his hand to me.

      “If you’re Beau, then I’m Carl.” His forehead wrinkles with playful confusion. “Unless…” he points to me. “You’re Carl. Then I’m Beau?”

      Beck rolls her eyes, and Nancy enjoys the complete dad joke her husband just laid down. The way he snorts at his own joke as he rocks on his feet, wiping the corner of his eye–I fucking like this guy. One day I hope to make myself cry with my own awful dad jokes.

      What a dream.

      More so, I want to tell my dad jokes to this man. Carl. And I want to be doing that because Beck is mine, and this is my family.

      Whoa. That’s a lot to unpack after thirty seconds of knowing someone.

      Carl wiggles his fingers like a true baby snatcher and lifts a sleeping Jett from my shoulder. Where he laid, my shirt clings to my skin, damp with sweat from his warm body. And immediately, I feel awkward, unsure of what to do with my hands. Strangely, too, I didn’t feel ready to hand him over.

      But when we step inside their home, and I get a view of Beck’s ass in those painted-on jeans, I remember why I’m really on this date. To get to know her.

      And check out her ass and tits. I mean, it would be a crime not to.

      Beck passes the bag to her mom, and we all linger in the entryway as she gives instructions.

      “The bottles are in there, we shouldn’t be more than a few hours, and he can go down now if he stays asleep.” She dusts her hands together as Carl strokes Jett’s hair and Nancy searches through the bag.

      “We have the giraffe?” Nancy asks.

      “Yes, I double-checked.”

      Nancy and Carl look at both of us. “Well, unless you want to watch us get all the answers wrong to Jeopardy, then look them up on Wikipedia because we believe the show is wrong and we’re right, you’re free to go,” Nancy says, slinging the bag over her arm.

      I love the casual way they relate and talk. I know not all parents are this way; I’ve heard plenty of stories from Miller about growing up in a conversation-free house. I’m happy for Beck that despite rusty mother fuckin’ Dusty, she has a support system.

      All of it makes me a little melancholy, though.

      I miss Graham Burns. I miss him so much. I never had a playful mom who baked cookies and made me wear khaki pants and comb my hair like an asshole, but I had the perfect dad.

      The one who taught you how to play catch, build a fort, explained wet dreams and jerking off, the man who went and bought the PG-13 movie tickets for my friends and me so we could see the movies we wanted to see. He helped me through my first heartbreak at age 16, he helped me study for tests and the SATs, and he never ever–not even once–left me needing. Whether it was advice, a hug, love, food, attention–he was always there.

      Beck kisses Jett on the top of his head, smoothing his hair down after. Her fingers are long and lean; I get a flash of her sifting them through Jett’s hair as he nursed. As much as I enjoy Nancy and Carl, we definitely need to head out before I start eye-fucking their daughter right in front of them.

      I smooth my hand down Jett’s back to say goodbye because I don’t know what’s appropriate. I feel like after all those car rides together he and I are buddies, but I’m pretty sure since her parents had no idea who I was, they are clueless about our friendship. Right as we turn to go, Nancy’s eyes narrow on me, and my skin grows hot.

      “Have I met you before, Beau?” She taps her chin, eyes so narrowed her gaze physically prods me. Nervously, I shift my weight on my feet.

      Raking a hand up the back of my head, I pretend to think for a moment, but the truth is, I never forget a face. I’ve never met Nancy before. Which means there’s only one way she recognizes me.

      “No, I’d remember you if we’d met.” I step closer and lower my voice. “I’d recognize a fellow Jeopardy champ anywhere.”

      Nancy points at me with delight. “You watch?”

      I nod. “I just started about… a month ago.”

      Carl beams. “You’ll have to come watch it with us one night.” He looks to his daughter for belated approval, and I’m glad to see her smile. “I guess you can come, too,” he says to her, and we enjoy an easy laugh.

      “You just look so familiar to me, and I don’t know why,” Nancy says, and it’s then that Beck saves me, though she isn’t aware she is. Looping her arm through mine, she waves her parents off.

      “Okay, we could try to place him from the grocery store or bingo all night but instead, take his word for it–you’ve never met. Now we’re going to go, okay?”

      Once we’re off the porch, I sigh with relief.

      I plan on telling her. I mean, I don’t think of it as a big deal. I don’t consider myself different at all, and my dad didn’t think of himself as different, either. And the reason I haven’t told her is honestly just because it’s not a big part of my everyday life.

      The relief is quickly replaced by guilt because even though it’s not a big deal to me, what if it matters to her? And what if the longer I wait to tell her, the angrier she’ll get when I finally do?

      My stomach twists in panic as we walk side by side to her house. She bumps her shoulder against mine.

      “Hey, you’re quiet.” I turn to face her, and in the last ten minutes, the sun has sunk into the horizon, leaving us in an apricot wake.

      “I liked your parents,” I say because that isn’t a lie. “Your dad seems like someone I could chill with.”

      She snorts, pressing her hand to the underside of her nose. “You want to chill with my dad, huh?”

      I bump into her this time. “I said I could, not that I wanted to, but honestly? Yeah, I kinda do.”

      “Do you really watch Jeopardy?”

      I nod, not intending for the smile and laughter to end so abruptly, but my face grows serious to respond, so hers does, too.

      “I do. I actually started watching the day I met you.” I bump her again because it’s contact and god, do I want contact with her. “You didn’t forget that day, did you?”

      The tip of her nose is extra pink as we walk beneath the street light, which flickers on almost perfectly as we walk underneath. Her breath hovers in a cloud in front of her as she stops, turning to face me.

      “It got cold,” I say, wishing like fuck I had my leather jacket. “My jacket’s in my car. You can wear it to warm up.”

      She smiles, and doesn’t decline the offer, and I like that. I want to see her in my jacket. His jacket, but it’s been in my possession so long, it feels like mine.

      “Don’t change the subject,” she says, stacking her arms over her chest. “I remember the day I met you. How could I forget being told to both calm down and be quiet in the span of five minutes?”

      I wince, blinking one eye shut tight. “I hate that I said that.”

      She laughs. “Then why did you?”

      “I was drunk.” Again, my smile falls away, and sometimes the idea of lifting my lips to pretend seems like way too much weight, so I don’t try to fake it in front of her. “The night my dad passed away, I started drinking. And I didn’t stop until the day I met you.”

      She swallows as her eyes search mine for answers.

      “I started watching Jeopardy at night to focus on something.” I grin. “I don’t really search the answers on Wikipedia, though. Your parents have me beat there.”

      “They’re crazy,” she says, but she doesn’t smile, and her eyes don’t leave mine. “I’m glad you’re better.”

      “Getting, yeah. I’m not gonna pretend I don’t need some therapy.” We both laugh, and it douses the ember of fear in my gut with cool, sweet relief. She isn’t judging my coping, and she isn’t scolding my past behavior. The thought makes me want to wrap my hand around her neck and drop the other to her hip and jerk her toward me for the hottest kiss ever. “But I don’t drink anymore. At all.”

      “You were a mess that day.” She smiles sadly, and god, do I want to be in a place in my life where I never have to see that kind of smile again. I’m sick of it. “But I’m glad you’re better.”

      “You already said that.”

      “Maybe I really mean it.”

      We continue walking.

      The back of her hand brushes mine, our grazing knuckles sending a ripple of heat up my arm, straight to my chest. My heart pumps wildly as I curl my pointer finger around hers, then slide our fingers together.

      I haven’t held hands with a woman since… high school? I don’t even remember.

      It takes courage, but I look over at her, and she isn’t looking at me, but she’s smiling, so I squeeze her hand. Another happy few silent steps and we’re at my car in front of her house.

      “Geez,” she says, smoothing her hand down the side of the passenger door. Our hands split when I reach for her door, bracing my other on her lower back. I pull it open, and she stares at the leather interior.

      “Again… geez. This is a beautiful car, Beau.”

      I look at the sleek Tesla SUV and do not even attempt to hide my grin. “It really is. I absolutely love it.”

      Her brow raises. “But you’re a mechanic. Aren’t these cars like zero maintenance?”

      I nod. “Yeah. I guess you can liken it to being a hairstylist or something. If you do hair all day, you probably don’t want to come home and do hair.”

      She still looks puzzled. I lean against the car, and so does she. The door is open; our date is waiting. But I love that when we get going, we are so focused on each other that everything else becomes trivial.

      “You wouldn’t come home and work on a car, though, would you?”

      I grin. “Honestly? It just goes so fucking fast when you put the pedal down.”

      Her eyes dart to the inside of the car and then back to me. “So it’s a toy.”

      “Totally.”

      She nods. Her tongue moves across her lip, bringing my attention to her mouth. “You said fucking.”

      “I said I wouldn’t in front of Jett, and I keep my word.” She lowers, ducking to sit in the seat. Before I close the door, I add, “but tonight, Jett’s with Nancy and Carl, and I say all the dirty fucking things I want.”

      Her swallow is slow and audible. I nod to the backseat. “My jackets back there if you still need it.”

      My eyes fall to the flouncy blouse she’s wearing. Saying hello, begging for attention, her nipples peek through, two perfectly hard lumps. Goddamn. So I’m a fucking nipple man now?

      She reaches for the handle and begins closing her own door. When I make it to the driver’s side and climb in, I find Beck staring out the windshield, no jacket, knee bouncing.

      I take a leap and reach out, resting my hand on her knee. The bouncing slows to a stop.

      “Is this okay?” I ask, voice raspy and hoarse, and I swear she finds relief in my hesitation.

      The way she bites into her bottom lip before she nods her approval tells me she’s likely more than okay with it.

      I try to calm her suddenly unkempt nerves on the drive to the restaurant by asking her about her parents and her life. It just so happens that calming her nerves benefits me because I want to know everything that is Rebecca Reid.

      “How long have your parents been together?” I ask, fanning my fingers out along her inner thigh. My hand is still near her knee, but I’ve repositioned it to be slightly more personal, resting on the inside of her leg. When I glance her way, I see she’s nuzzled close to the center console, giving me as much of herself as she can.

      I remind my dick that this is our first date because, in addition to noticing her position change, I catch her hard little nipples again, and my dick gets ideas. It’s the first date; I will not be seeing her topless, much less dragging my tongue over her bare skin. Time to reroute the brain.

      “Forever,” she sighs. “I mean, actually? Their anniversary is July 23rd. They got hitched in Las Vegas in 1985.”

      Before I can do mental math, she drops her hand on top of mine, weaving our fingers together on her leg. My face heats from the intimacy of her gesture; truthfully, I’m surprised. Beck has understandable walls built up around her. Her hand against mine doesn’t mean the walls are down, but it feels like another cracked window or open door.

      “They were only married one year before they had me.”

      I shoot her a look. “So your mom was pregnant…”

      “Three months after they got married.” Her chin rises proudly in recognition of her parents' devotion to one another. “When you know, you know.”

      I chuckle. “I think if I knocked up a girl after three months, my dad would’ve had a heart attack.”

      “You haven’t heard the best part,” she says, grinning wickedly. I’ve never seen her smile so wide, her blue eyes glittering back at me.

      “What?” I ask, absolutely loving how much she loves her parents and enjoys telling their story.

      Even though I haven’t spilled all the beans, it feels good talking about my own dad again. It’s been so long since I’ve recounted anything from his life. There was so much good, too, that I feel like a shitty human for basically ignoring it all for the last year.

      Beck’s admiration and openness about her parents is inspiring. I should be more like Beck. The thing is, it’s just… it’s hard. Right now, with so much unknown, talking about Graham Burns makes my stomach roll.

      “They only knew each other for three months before they went to Vegas.”

      “Jesus. That’s… confidence.”

      Beck laughs, tugging our linked hands a little bit lower as she pulls her thighs together, trapping me between her warm legs. “That’s idiocy. I would never advise Jett to do that.” She sighs, her head falling back to the headrest with a gentle thunk. I smile at her through the dim cab of the car after I’ve put it in park.

      We stare at each other without speaking for at least a minute.

      “But when you know, you know,” she says, and I’d like to say my ego isn’t so fucking big that I think she’s talking about me. But it really fucking feels like she’s talking about me.

      “Ready to go in?” I ask, then I nod up at the restaurant.

      I didn’t take her somewhere fancy for our first date because nothing about Beck screams escargot and smears of sauces on plates. Instead, I opted for somewhere she’d probably not go with a baby. Somewhere she probably wouldn’t pick at all. But it’s so fucking good.

      “King-Dum,” she reads, her eyes glued to the name board above the dark windowed restaurant. “Why did I not know this was here?” She looks out all of the windows, twisting in the leather seat, blonde hair curtaining her breasts and shoulders. Fuck, everytime she moves, I get a whiff of her shampoo or perfume or skin–whatever it is–and all I wanna do is lay her down and drive my cock between her spread legs and make her cry out my name.

      She turns back to face me, a puzzled look on her face. “Is it new?”

      I nod. “Yep. Atticus started bringing me here a year ago. That’s when it opened.”

      “Atticus is the big scary-looking guy you work with, right?”

      Again, I nod.

      “Is he the manager of that location?” she asks about the Wrench Kings she drops me off and picks me up at daily.

      “No,” I say quickly, knowing that this could be my opportunity but as quick as it comes, it goes.

      “Do you guys come here a lot?”

      “He brought me here to sober up. The food they have here is fucking amazing and way more expensive than the typical post-booze Taco Bell binges, but so fucking worth it. I swear to god, I’d eat a plate here, drink some Gatorade, and feel like a human again.”

      She looks up at the sign again and the street lights drift into the cab, tossing gentle waves of yellow against her skin. The side of her neck is illuminated, and god, I swear that curve is just as sweet as her hips and tits. All of her is edible, and my dick agrees because it hardens between my legs.

      “It’s awesome. They make the food in front of you. Like one of those hibachi places.”

      “What kind of food is it?” she asks timidly, still analyzing the front of the building.

      “Dumplings.”

      She looks at me and slowly, a grin takes over. “King-Dum.”

      I shrug. “Watching them make dumplings kind of took me out of my fucked up headspace, then eating them? So fucking good. Like,” I bring my fingertips to my puckered lips and kiss. “Unbelievable.”

      “Can I ask you something?” She worries at the corner of her mouth as she unclips her seatbelt.

      “Sure.”

      “Why did you choose this place? I’m not saying I don’t want to go here because I would love to see one of the places that helped you get out of your… rough patch.” She turns in the seat, smoothing her hands down her legs. And I don’t know when our hands came apart, but now that we’ve held hands twice, it feels weird not to.

      “I’ve had a lot of big feelings inside that place. I guess I’m just looking to have some good ones now, too.”

      We share an understanding smile and exit the car, meeting in front at the hood. I wanted to open her door for her, but she didn’t wait. I don’t think it occurred to her that I might. Something tells me Crusty Dusty didn’t do much for her.

      I drop my arm along the back of her chair after we’re seated at a small table in the back. Though I haven’t been in here in a few months, Atticus still comes, and he’s kept the owners in the loop on my well-being.

      They don’t know who I am aside from the guy who used to come in drunk and eat a plate full of dumplings before crying into a cloth napkin and being dragged out by Atticus. The benefit of that–aside from the sad smiles and clasped hands of relief that I’m not dead–they also don’t really know who I am.

      Not that I brought her here because of that.

      After we order, two waiters wheel out a portable island, complete with a stainless cooktop and a rack along the side with everything in it. A moment later, a man in a freshly pressed white chef’s coat comes out, smiling at us before he begins.

      Watching him make dumplings is like being a kid and watching your dad fix something. Peaceful, calming, and completely relaxing. The man’s hands work from memory, stuffing, pinching, tucking, and rolling until after what feels like a very short amount of time, an entire baking sheet of dumplings has been made. We watch as the three employees–two waitresses and a chef–transfer them into the bamboo dumpling steamer.

      They pass the table next to us a few glasses of Saki, and though we aren’t presented with it, they drop a full pitcher of water at our table instead. And I’m appreciative. I could’ve said no to alcohol–I was never an alcoholic. Even though Beck knows I was on a tear last year, I don’t need to refuse booze in front of her to prove the point.

      It’s impossible not to study Beck’s face as she watches the chef prepare and then steam various dumpling concoctions. She presses her palms together, driving the tips of her fingers under her chin as she watches. The chef enjoys her awe and slides her a plate, teaching her step by step how to make her own dumpling. Her fingers work the filling and twist the dough, and I envision us at her house, Jett in the high chair, the three of us attempting to make our own dumplings as we have an at-home date night.
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      After the dumplings are done here at the restaurant, we eat and talk. That’s what dates are, but at some point midway through the bomb as hell Jiaozi dumplings I realize that this is the first date I’ve been on that I don’t want to end.

      I think this is what spending time with your forever person is supposed to be like. Exciting and new, yeah, but innocuous, like even though I can’t see what’s written in our story, I know it’s going to be good. I have this strange certainty that I’ve only ever had one other time.

      Trying my hardest, I keep the two-hour date discussions centered around getting to know her as much as possible. I ask a dizzying amount of questions because I remember Delane recounting a terrible Tinder date once at work. What she said really fucking stuck with me.

      “He never asked me a single question. I asked him every question under the sun and I never even got so much as a ‘what about you?’ afterward.” The next part is etched into my brain. “If you can’t make it through a couple of hours spread across a few dates without hogging the mic, you aren’t someone to share anything with, much less my heart.”

      I swear Delane could write a book on dating if she ever gave her audiobooks a rest. She is slightly younger than me at twenty-two, and even though she’s currently single, she’s sharp and tough, and if she says to shut up on the first few dates, then I know I should.

      I learn her parents moved to Oakcreek after they retired. I learn that she has an art degree from UC Berkeley, where she lived in the dorms for two years and an off-campus apartment the other two. She tells me that she tells restaurants she’s allergic to tomatoes, but really, she just wants to make sure the runny juice doesn’t get on everything. When I ask about her favorite movies and music, we talk for another thirty minutes about how foolish it is that I haven’t seen the movie Ghost, and she promises me that after I see it, I’ll be much more into pottery. We discuss everything from how we take our coffee to the worst feelings in the world—which we both agree is when something is caught in your teeth that you can’t get out. Conversation is seamless and not at all uncomfortable.

      After I pay the bill, we head back to my car, where I thankfully get to open her door for her.

      With her hair tucked behind her ears, she smiles shyly at me. “I honestly don’t know how to react because D—no one has ever opened my car door for me.”

      She was going to say Dustin. Fucking Dustin.

      “No offense, Beck, but Dustin sounds like he was a completely unworthy asshole.”

      I make my way to my seat, and we clip our seat belts in silence because clearly, I have overstepped. She crosses her legs toward the passenger door, her body language speaking volumes.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that about Dustin. I don’t have the right.” I will earn the goddamn right to bash that motherfucker by being here, showing her I care, and being present–that much I do know. But did I just ruin the best date ever with a few words? Fuck.

      I drape my hand on her leg, having to reach a bit further and work a bit harder as she’s clearly angled away from me.

      “I’m really glad you hadn’t taken Jett to your parents’ until I got there.” We roll to a stop light where we are the only car at the intersection. Still, the light remains red. “Not getting to see him…” I accelerate as the light turns green, letting my foot down heavily against the pedal. “I would have missed him.”

      The silence is broken and not at all in the way I wanted it to be.

      “You shouldn’t say that.” Curt and clipped, her tone tells me everything, and yet, I really fucking know nothing. She’s pissed–is this because I burned down Dickish Dustin?

      “Beck, help me out here. You’re angry with me. I want to know why so I can better understand you.” And not do it again, obviously.

      She scoffs under her breath. “You shouldn’t act like Jett matters to you when this,” she motions between us, “is just something to fill your time or take your mind off of your depression.” She folds her arms across her chest, but not before removing my hand from her leg.

      Fuck.

      “Beck, that’s not true.” There’s a freefall starting in my chest, ending in my gut, leaving my core aching from her harsh words. I do care about Jett. I would have missed seeing him.

      She’s silent. I don’t want to be angry. But it’s edging in, and I can’t help it.

      Controlling my tone, I carefully reply. “I know we haven’t known each other for years or anything but you have to know, I wouldn’t say a fucking word about missing Jett if I didn’t mean it, Beck.”

      Her tone is defensive and incredulous, and how the fuck did this go from the best date ever to her treating me like I’m using her or some shit? I fucking care about her and her son. “No, Beau, I don’t have to know anything because I’ve only known you for four weeks!”

      I try a different tactic, and instead of defending myself, I say, “We’ve seen each other almost every single day for those four weeks.”

      She’s silent again, and I should probably just stay silent, too.

      But I don’t.

      “I wouldn’t act like I cared about anyone if I didn’t. Especially not a baby, Beck. I don’t know what kind of monster asshole you think I am, but you’re wrong.”

      We pull up outside her mom’s house. I don’t know why I drove there. I don’t have a car seat. But something tells me the idea of us walking to her parents’ place from hers doesn’t have the special heart-fluttering energy as it did a few hours ago.

      She doesn’t wait for me to open her door, and I’m finally at a loss for words. Why is she pushing me away so hard?

      I’m internally cursing Dumbfuck Dustin for hurting her so bad that she’s shutting me out when she stops us right before the last step on the porch.

      Resting her hand on my wrist, I meet her blue eyes in the twilight. The porch offers a burst of light from one corner, but she stands in front of it, so once again, Beck is illuminated like a fucking angel.

      “Listen, Beau; I’m sorry I said those things; it's just… come on. You’re twenty-six and I’m thirty-seven. What this is,” again, she waves between us, “I know my role. I’m temporary. I’m the placeholder until something younger, thinner, and perkier comes along. I’m the woman you heal yourself with while waiting for your own twenty-something baggage-less missus to show up. I get how this works. And that's why I can’t have you making me believe you’re attached to Jett.” Her hand sealed around my wrist gives a meaningful squeeze before she lets go. “I know you like him, and I know you care. But making me believe you’re attached does something to me that I’ve never experienced. And I can’t have it, okay? So if you wanna do this with me–this temporary, fleeting thing–I’m good. I just want you to know; I know what this is.”

      The door swings open right as the last word drifts from her mouth, only hanging between us for a moment before her dad interrupts.

      “Shit. Did I open the door before the goodnight kiss?” Carl scrubs a hand down his face, wincing a little at his interruption. “Wait, that happens at your house, not mine.” He widens the door. “Come on in.”

      After we get a summary of tonight’s episode of Jeopardy, Carl and Nancy offer us some decaf coffee which we both decline. Nancy offers us pie, which we also decline. After everything Beck said to me on the porch, it’s hard to focus on her parents or anything for that matter. Ten slow minutes later, we’re walking back to her house with a sleepy Jett nestled into his mom. I’ll walk back to my car once they’re home safe.

      We don’t say anything on the walk, and that’s mostly on me. Beck attempts conversation, asking me if I wanted to stay for pie, if I like pie, what my favorite kind of pie is and if I know the first ten digits of Pi. She’s nervous, and she hates the silence, but I don’t have the right words yet. I’m still trying very fucking hard not to get hurt.

      She’s protecting herself and her child.

      It isn’t fucking personal. I have to remind myself of that.

      Finally, when we make it to her house, she asks me if I’ll hold Jett while she gets the house unlocked. I nod, and when I bring his warm, sleeping body to mine, I swear the tension of the last forty minutes falls away. Something about his little chest pressed to me, his sweaty little head tickling my chin—fuck, it does something to my brain; rewires it from excuses and explanations to pure peace.

      She opens the door, lowering the bag to the floor, and as I stand there stroking his head, the truth pours out of me. I keep my voice low and sway from side to side, even though he’s out like a light. Maybe the swaying is for me.

      “You said you know what this is.”

      “I did,” she whispers, bright blue eyes flicking back and forth between mine.

      “You don’t know what this is to me, Beck. But I’m going to show you. I’m going to prove to you that everything you think I want is so fucking wrong. I’ll show you what I want because I can tell right now it’s not clear.” I lean in and lower my voice to just above a whisper. “I don’t want anything to be temporary with us.”

      Holding Jett to me still, I lean forward and use my spare hand to wrap around the back of her neck. I bring our mouths together and sweep my tongue through hers, cock hardening when she moans softly. It doesn’t last more than a few seconds, but it is the realest kiss of my fucking life.

      I pass Jett to her and lick my lips, hoping to taste the last traces of her. I love that she watches me.

      “Goodnight, Beck. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Call?” She looks both surprised and panicked.

      “Yep. We had a date. So now I’ve earned the right to hear your voice over the phone until our next date.”

      Her lazy smile makes my heart race.

      “Goodnight, Beck.”

      “Night, Beau.”

      I’ve got my work cut out for me, but I’ve never felt more up to the task.

      If only this was the only thing on my plate right now.
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      Beck

      
        
        I have absolutely zero desire to see that cheating prick with a small dick and a big ego. Those proportions just don’t work for me anymore.

      

      

      Beau: Was it hating on Dustin that upset you last night?

      Beau: Talk to me

      Beau: I don’t like upsetting you, and I want to avoid it again

      Beau: Also, good morning. Tell Jetpack I said good morning, too.

      “Hello?”

      My greeting is met with a long, drawn out and very contagious yawn.

      I catch mine with the back of my wrist as Goldie says, “good morning. How’s the new Beau? See what I did there. Beau as in man friend lover thing and Beau as in his actual name.”

      I laugh through another yawn. I went to bed early, and it’s ten after seven in the morning, yet I feel like I didn’t sleep a freaking wink.

      Too many dreams. Too many thoughts.

      After Beau and I parted ways and I got Jett back down, I got my phone from my purse, settled into my least favorite chair in the house–my usual routine for this–and called Dustin.

      I was shocked as hell that he answered.

      “Rebecca?”

      I was also taken off guard that he still had me programmed into his phone since, after our last meeting with the lawyers, I was pretty certain he’d wiped both Jett and me from his life. As if we never happened.

      Me? Fine. Pretend I don’t exist. But your own fucking flesh and blood?

      I made a lot of excuses for Dustin over the years. I defended him because I believed I was protecting us. But in hindsight, I was enabling him to stay a weak, pathetic, lazy, spineless fucker.

      Hindsight is 20/20.

      I don’t want to make excuses for him anymore. But I also don’t want to be so cold and unforgiving that if he wants to make a change, he feels like he can’t.

      I never ever want my feelings for Dustin and what he did–or what he doesn’t do daily–to infect any potential relationship he could have with Jett.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” I mumbled, staring out into the dark street from behind the spread curtain.

      He hadn’t said anything but my name, but somehow I still possessed the ability to hear his annoyance. I had to bite my tongue less than ten seconds into the conversation.

      “I know that. That’s why I said Rebecca,” he seethed, his words loose and slurring.

      “Are you drunk?” I asked, my temples pounding. He’s not my responsibility; I no longer have the burden of making excuses for him. Still, piss drunk on a Monday evening without a fucking care in the world is just… too Dustin, and I couldn’t help my rage.

      But for Jett, I swallowed it down because it didn’t belong there right then.

      “Jett turns nine months old tomorrow,” I started because Dusty is one of those men that can’t take something all at once. He had to be spoon-fed baby bites of things and given time to digest. Now I know it’s not because he’s extremely thoughtful but because he’s a fucking douchebag.

      “I signed the papers, Rebecca. Okay? You were there.” He was not only irritated but actually angry, raising his voice easily.

      “I know, Dustin. I’m just letting you know, I’m planning a first birthday for him.” In the event Dustin can’t count, I added, “it will be in three months to the day tomorrow. The party's at my new place. I can text you the address.”

      From his end of the line I heard ice clinking against a glass followed by a smooth swallow. “Did you watch too many Hallmark movies? Did I accidentally glance at you on the way to the courthouse and now you think I want to work my way back to you or some shit? Because I made it clear when we signed papers. He’s yours.” He took another audible swallow, and anger bubbled on my skin in the form of goosebumps. I clenched my teeth. “And I want nothing to do with you anymore, Rebecca. Got it?”

      “It’s not about us,” I whispered. No one was there with me to hide from, so I didn’t need to wipe away the silent tears that fell. I let them fall and took another breath. “I want you to want to be in Jett’s life, Dustin. It’s not about us or you or me, it’s about Jett. For Jett.”

      Being in the position where you’re pleading with the man who used to be the love of your life to visit his own son is a surreal experience. Like floating above yourself and looking down.

      Dustin, whom I was with for ten fucking years, was now the enemy that I had to be kind to. I thought of Beau as Dustin spoke.

      “Jett is yours, and only yours, Rebecca.”

      The way Beau swayed with Jett on the porch, how horror swept his face the day I showed up without Jett, how he said he looked forward to seeing him then protected that statement–even though it meant arguing with me.

      My nose began plugging as the tears seemed never-ending.

      Then he hung up.

      And I cried. And didn’t get a wink of sleep.

      Returning to the present while yawning again, Goldie asks, “Did you know Beau meant male suitor?”

      I snort. “Of course I know. I watched The Golden Girls just like you did!”

      Goldie, whose full name is Goldie Hawn Berry because she was conceived while her parents watched Overboard, enjoys all of the classic TV shows that I do.

      “Blanche was the best.” She pauses, then hits me with our favorite quote from the spunky, retired character. “Eat dirt and die, trash.” We both laugh.

      “Man, they don’t make TV like they used to,” Goldie muses.

      “Yeah, because it was horribly offensive and completely problematic,” I reply, forcing myself to sit up in bed.

      I glance at the baby monitor and see Jett sound asleep, rump straight in the air. We were up an hour and a half ago to nurse, and normally he’d stay up, but with his teething lately, he’s been a little fussy the last two days. He wanted to go back to sleep, and so did I, so we did.

      “Beau’s good, but we got into a little fight thing last night.” I pull at a loose thread on my comforter, thinking about all the things I said to him.

      “Uh oh.”

      Why those two words made my eyes shut and my head shake, I’m not sure. Because I didn’t say or do anything wrong. I was honest with Beau. He shouldn’t make attachments he can’t promise to stay true to. It’s not fair.

      Without missing a lick of detail, I tell Goldie all about our date, from top to tail. I didn’t spare a single note because 1. I need her advice and 2. She actually wants to know. Between the two of us, we have a list of failed relationships behind us. We are each other's biggest cheerleaders.

      When I’m done with all of it–including this morning’s text messages which I’d only just read–I ask for her input.

      “Please tell me something that will make me feel less terrified.”

      She huffs out a breath like she’s annoyed with me. “Why are you terrified?”

      Insulted, I reply with a figurative hand on my hip. She doesn't have a second heart to worry about so she can’t possibly understand this. “It’s not just a big game anymore, Goldie. I don’t know what Jett will remember or when, but I have to protect him.”

      “You know,” she says, and something about her shrill tone tells me I’m not gonna like what I know. “Dustin’s not going to change.”

      “I know that,” I snap back because while I spilled my guts about Beau, I left out the part about my conversation with Dustin afterward.

      “You say you know, but you have a really sweet, hot guy right in front of you that misses Jett and looks forward to seeing him, and wants to essentially be your boyfriend. And what are you doing with it?” She lowers her voice even though I know both of us are alone. “You’re still hoping Dustin comes back.”

      “I am not.”

      Am I? I did call him and give him three months' notice about Jett’s party with supremely high hopes that he would show up. But I want him to come for his son, not for me. I have absolutely zero desire to see that cheating prick with a small dick and a big ego.

      Those proportions just don’t work for me anymore.

      “I’m not,” I say again. But now I’m doubting myself. I don’t feel like I want him back, but I can’t deny the fact that I want a family. I realize I have my mom and dad, and Jett is my guy. I love him to fucking pieces.

      But when I got married, I did it because I wanted a husband and children. My parents made it look so good. I had to have it.

      And I’ll never stop wanting it.

      I just know now that I won’t have it with the man I once thought the world of. I also know now that’s a blessing.

      “I really don’t want to fall in love with a twenty-six-year-old and get my heart broken and look like a complete moron and have Jett be calling his name for two months until he replaces his memory with something new.”

      “That’s kind of what I thought.”

      I sigh. “His heart may not hurt about Dustin right now because he’s too young, and he can’t miss what he doesn’t know. But one day, he’ll know that Dustin didn’t choose him. And it will break his heart. It’s a fact.”

      Goldie sighs softly. “Oh, Beck.”

      “And I just don’t want to add to that, you know? I mean, I am hiding behind that reason a little, too, I won’t lie. But my heart aches, Goldie. Like, this all-encompassing chest-numbing throb every time I think of what I lost.”

      “You gained something by losing Dustin.”

      “I know. But I wanted marriage and kids. And I only got one.” Sunlight seeps through the split blinds, littering pinks and yellows on the bedspread and floor. I trace the illuminated corners of a ray as I explain myself to Goldie. “I don’t want Dustin. I want my dream.” I pause, thinking about Beau. “I mean, Beau’s a twenty-six-year-old, Goldie. I have to be smart. Just because I want to fuck his brains out does not mean I should expect him to love Jett and me forever.”

      “But what if he does anyway?”

      I pause because… I’ve wondered that myself. I pull at the loose thread, looping it around my finger. “It’s scary to think about. I don’t want to go through that again.”

      “But what if you don’t?”

      “Woke up as the devil’s advocate, I see.” I sneeze, and at the exact same time, I hear Jett sneeze through the baby monitor. When we moved into this place, my mom and I went to town on this house in what can only be described as Monica Gellar’s wet dream. So it’s hard to imagine our sneezing is dust-related. Maybe allergies to something blooming in the yard. I sneeze again, but this time Jett coughs a little.

      “Bless you,” Goldie says, sounding offended by the wetness of my sneeze through the ether. “Are you sick?”

      I press my hand to my head. Shit, I do feel a little warm. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Do you need me to come down?”

      I swing my legs out from beneath the covers and they feel like lead as they connect with the floor. My head is a little spinny, too. “I sneezed twice, Goldie. It’s fine.” But when I rise, I find myself sitting back down again, not prepared for how much energy it was going to take.

      “Okay, I might have caught something.”

      “Fucking Wheel Get You,” Goldie mutters.

      “Nope. You can’t blame Wheel Get You. I only drove Beau for the last few weeks.”

      She sips what I assume is her morning latte. “Is he sick?”

      I can’t think of him without remembering how sexy he looked last night. I’m fantasizing about things I haven’t thought about in years. Being fucked with my skirt around my waist by the muscular man wearing the leather jacket, the one whose jawline and eyes could command a room of women with just a glance.

      “He didn’t seem like it, no,” I reply, thinking aloud.

      “Well… whether you need me or not, the point of this morning’s phone call is to tell you I’m coming to visit.”

      “You were just here,” I say, and because I kind of groan the words due to my sudden onset of ache and dizziness, I soften it with, “not that I don’t want to see you, I just don’t want to dominate you.”

      “That little leave of absence I was taking from work turned… permanent.”

      “Oh no, Goldie. What happened?” I ask, tapping the speaker icon on the screen before dropping my phone onto the bed. It’s a use both hands to get your old ass out of bed type of day, so thank you, speakerphone.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she says quickly. “And I don’t mean keep asking me because I’m feeling attention-y, it's legit; please don’t make me talk about it. Not yet.”

      “Okay,” I reply, wanting to know what happened with my best friend and her complicated job working in PR for a major league baseball team, but also really wanting to be able to stand and walk. My head is spinning, and not just a little woozy. I feel like I hit the Truly 12-pack with the energy of a college girl but the sustainability of… well, myself. Reaching out, I grab the phone and tell Goldie I have to go.

      “Okay, but I’ll be there shortly. What do you need?”

      When people ask me that, my sensitivity to being a single mom creates a wall of impenetrability around me. Accepting help when people want to give it is one thing, but accepting help because people feel bad for you is quite another. And in my time as a single mom, I’d been served plenty of heaping doses of “that poor woman” looks.

      Goldie, however, watched me poop myself while I split into two human beings so asking her for a Medicine Ball tea from Starbucks isn’t falling on my sword too hard.

      “If you pass a Starbucks, I’ll take a Medicine Ball, actually,” I admit, padding down the hall towards Jett’s room. The floor feels like ice against the balls of my bare feet, sending a shiver up my spine. My hand is clammy against the textured wall, too. “You know, I definitely came down with something and I could be contagious.”

      “Well,” Goldie sighs, “you and Jetty are worth the risk.”

      “I’ll unlock the door,” I huff before crumpling into the recliner in the corner of Jett’s room. His little toosh is still sky high, and while his breathing does sound a bit wet like he’s holding congestion in his chest, he’s still asleep, and you don’t wake a sleeping baby.

      “See you shortly,” she says. “Wait–does Jett need anything?”

      At the same time, my chest aches, and I realize that Jett sleeping in means I need to pump. “Nothing that doesn’t come from my body.”

      She snorts. “Got it. See you soon.”

      After hanging up with Goldie, I’m no closer to knowing how to respond to Beau’s text messages. Truthfully, I am surprised he text messaged me after the way I laid into him last night.

      Did I get emotional? Kind of. Did I have a big reaction? Maybe. But he has to understand why. Even if he’s eleven years behind me in life, he has to understand I’m protecting my child, too.

      Though as I look down at my phone and see Dustin in my recent calls, I realize, maybe I’m just scared to let go of what I’ve already lost.

      My phone screen illuminates in my hand as another text message comes through.

      Beau: I want to put in for a ride with you, but not if you don’t want to pick me up.

      Shit, he needs to be at work in forty-five minutes, and normally this is the time he sends his ride request. Texting him back that I can’t take him at least opens the door for conversation, and I need that because with Beau, sometimes I don’t know where to start.

      He twists me up like no other. I feel tingly and warm, I want to ask him what he was like as a child as I stroke his head in my lap, I want to Lady and the Tramp a piece of spaghetti with him, I want to smell his cologne on my sheets and wake to his voice in my ear. I want it all and I know it’s not mine to have forever, which can make time with him confusing.

      I fire off a text, making sure I’m not the reason he’s late to work.

      Beck: I can’t drive you today. I think I’m coming down with something.

      Beau: Is Jett sick?

      I can’t help but smile at the fact that he asked about my son. Dustin couldn’t wait to verbally disown him to me on the phone yet again last night, and here’s Beau, wondering and caring of his own volition.

      Beck: Not sure. He sounds congested, but he’s still asleep.

      Beck: He went back to bed after his morning nursing session. Unlike him. And I’m hot and a little off balance and achy.

      Beck: You’ll have to drive yourself today.

      Beau: That’s fine. I would have loved to see you this morning, but rides without Jetpack just aren’t the same anyway.

      Beau: Can I come by after work? And see you two?

      See you two.

      The words echo through my brain, bouncing around the corners of my mind, telling me the thing I thought was impossible may actually be possible.

      Maybe someone will want you, even when you’re a single mom with a baby and a new business. Maybe someone will want you.

      Maybe Beau actually wants you.

      Beck: My best friend is coming down to help out, so my little house will be pretty full. Thanks though.

      Beau: Shit, you got help coming? How bad do you feel?

      Beck: She is having employment issues. She was coming anyway. It just so happens that now when she comes she’ll have to do more than drink my La Croix and fill up my DVR.

      Beau: You will let me know if you need anything though, right?

      Beck: Of course

      Beau: Fine. Now I’m all concerned. And you still haven’t given me any answers about last night.

      Beck: I’m sorry if you felt attacked.

      I stare at my words. I’m not apologizing for protecting myself. But do my words accurately represent my heart?

      Sure, my mind is logical and smart, apologizing for any emotional distress I may have caused him is okay. But the organ pumping harder at just the mention of him, the one behind my ribs that flutters like a schoolgirl with a crush just reading his name on my screen—it's not so sure I said what I really wanted to say.

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I send another text.

      Beck: I’m still processing the fact that Dustin doesn’t want to see Jett or know him. So when you made a comment about him, I felt very triggered. When Dustin and I were together, I defended him a lot. Protected him, I thought. Anyway, I guess I’m still defending him when he needs no defense.

      Beau: I understand. I’m sorry I disparaged him the way that I did. No matter what I think or feel about the man who left you and Jett, it isn’t my place to say. I want you to know, along with cursing that I will never talk poorly about his father in front of Jett ever again.

      My eyes burn with tears at that message. I read it twice, and then I take a screenshot and send it to Goldie. She’s definitely already on the road, but once she stops for coffee or sugar, she’ll see it.

      Beck: I want to keep seeing you, Beau.

      Beau: I know you do, Beck. I know why you’re scared too. But it’s going to be okay. Okay?

      Beau: BTW, just so we’re clear, you make my mouth water, so don’t tell me I need to go find someone perkier.

      Beau: Text me later. Feel better.

      Beck: Thank you for everything. And hey, you said you were going to call today, and you texted instead.

      Beau: I did call. Check your phone. When you didn’t answer, I sent the texts.

      Sure enough, when I look at my call list, Beau is right there, next to Dustin. Above him actually. How had I not seen that this morning when I saw Dusty’s name? Leaning back to rest my tired and heavy head against the recliner, I close my eyes, thinking about the fact that his name was clearly there and yet all I saw was Dustin’s.

      Dustin clearly never wanted me. I was his placeholder until he met… her.

      His client. A social media influencer even younger than Beau. What world do we live in where being a social media influencer is a six-figure job, I have no clue. I guess it’s the same world where said influencer falls in love with her married entertainment lawyer.

      Somebody call Hallmark. What a fuckin’ love story.

      He stopped seeing me the moment he signed her. Before then even, I think he just stayed married to me because there wasn’t a reason to go through with the divorce yet.

      Either way, I don’t want to be so busy watching a ghost that I miss the real life happening in front of me.

      Even if it is scary.

      Beck: Shit, you’re right. I was out. Must have a fever, I normally always hear my phone.

      Beau: Go rest. I’ll text you shortly.

      Beck: Have a good day at work

      Beck: I’ll miss you this morning

      Beau: You just made my day, baby

      My grin only lasts a moment because Jett wakes up, and it’s then I know–we’re sick.

      His white blonde hair is fused to one side of his face, sweat working like glue to keep it plastered down. On the other side, the pillowy wisps stick straight up. He blinks a few times, his big blue eyes looking slow and hazy. This is when my normally happy baby boy would smile, reach a chubby hand for me and shout, “Ma! Ma!”.

      I should have recognized that when he got up to nurse a few hours ago, he only ate on one side and didn’t empty me like usual. I thought maybe he was just tired. I know now it’s because he wasn’t feeling well.

      Lifting him from the crib, I press my lips to his forehead, assessing his body temperature. Shit, he feels warm, but I can’t tell if it’s him or me. He curls his hands in my hair, crying out a medley of words.

      “Ma, ma!”

      This is the first time Jett has been sick and hearing your sick child cry your name is a heart wrenching experience. Even though I know it’s just a bug, my chest tightens and my stomach turns over.

      This is why it takes two people to make a person. Because it takes two people to care for one, too.

      More dormant anger comes to life inside me when I think of how I’m handling another tough situation alone simply because Dustin didn’t want us. Jett screams, straightening his legs as he tries to worm out of my grasp. I get him on the changing table, singing Old Mac Donald to him as I change his diaper, all while my head is pounding its own little tune called If you don’t sit down, you might pass out.

      After he’s got a fresh diaper on, I decide pants aren't important right now and I lower him to the ground. Despite his wet sounding cough and his grouchiness, he seems a lot happier already. In a mix of scooting and crawling, Jett follows me to the kitchen where I fill a kettle with water and set it on the stove.

      He looks up as the burner clicks on, and I smile down at him, eager for my morning coffee. “You wanna start seeing more of Beau? Huh, Jett?”

      I swear he recognizes the name. He slaps his hands to the floor, chanting, “Bo! Bo! Bo!”, and I can’t help but smile because even though we both feel like poop, we’re in the kitchen smiling about Beau. Both of us.

      A month ago, I was wondering when we’d have a moment of honest, organic happiness. It wasn’t when I signed the lease because as much of a baby genius as I think Jett is, let’s face it, he had no clue the significance of me signing a lease to a new spot. It wasn’t our first night in the new house, either, because that entire night, I kept thinking how Dustin should have been there.

      It’s now.

      It’s this moment. With snot pooling under Jett’s nose, with boogers in the creases of my eyes, and both of us looking like we were ridden hard and put away wet—I realize Beau is the reason that Jett and I are currently smiling at each other like fools in the kitchen.

      “Me too,” I admit.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, and I officially feel like shit warmed over.

      I spent forty-five minutes on the phone with my mom’s friend and my real estate agent discussing the final walk through for the space. That took all of five minutes to nail down. I had to uh-huh my way through a story about her grown son, Aaron, and how he owns his own construction company, is about my age and freshly divorced, looking for ways to keep himself busy. I couldn’t decide through my fevered haze if I was the thing to keep him busy or if work on my house or new rental space were, but either way, I was so not interested.

      Still, I took his number in an effort to sound polite, and who knows, getting a deal on having the studio floors stripped may not be a bad idea.

      Goldie arrived in a record-breaking hour, and she, too, looked under the weather. I didn’t say a word, though, because she asked me to ignore it for now, so I am. She came in with her oversized Louis Vuitton duffle, equally large sunglasses, her dark hair in a messy but cute top knot, and a tray of Starbucks drinks just for us.

      She’d brought me the Medicine Ball and a regular coffee for later. I tried to nap some after drinking my hot tea but couldn’t relax when I heard Jett whimper or cry. I knew Goldie was watching him but knowing he wasn’t with me while he didn’t feel well… I couldn’t hang. I had to lie on the couch and hang out with them.

      Eventually, I dozed off with a daytime talk show playing on my flatscreen. One that Goldie put on, no doubt, but since it helped quiet my mind, I left it on. Waking up, I glance at my watch to find it’s nearing noon.

      When I sit up, every single part of my body feels like broken glass. Sharp glints of pain, dull aches, and an all-over throb reminding me that I am not going to bounce back from this bug in a day like I’d hoped.

      “I took your temperature when you fell asleep,” Goldie says, startling me. Standing with Jett on her hip, her messy bun still eerily intact, I wonder why I can’t look that cute as a mom. I wave a finger up and down the length of her body.

      “You pull off mom bun, sweats, and baby on hip. How come I don't look like that?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You do. It’s just your mental mirror is all messed up. Remember?”

      Through the pressure in my brain, I manage to snort out a laugh. I’d forgotten that her Chardonnay haze had her thinking self-esteem was mental mirror. I kinda like it more than the real thing. “I remember.”

      “You know you have to be fuck-hot to pull a twenty-six-year-old sizzler like Beau.”

      I blink, only my face hurts so my eyes don’t get the message that a blink is done in unison, and instead my right follows the left. “First, don’t say the f-word in front of Jett.”

      She slaps a hand to her mouth and winces. “Sorry,” she utters, looking guilty. I hold up a silencing palm to let her know I feel too shitty to care that much right now.

      “Secondly, how do you know Beau is a sizzler?” I ask, drawing out the word because that is something my mother would say. “You sound like my mom, by the way. Sizzler is totally how she’d describe some dude she was trying to set me up with.”

      Goldie slides Jett to her other hip, giving him a healthy bounce that makes him giggle a little. “Makes sense since your mom told me.”

      Standing, I make my way to her, feeling a lot less dizzy thankfully, but no less achy. “When did you talk to my mom?”

      She points to the front door, then looks at her watch, on the opposite wrist that holds up my son. Jett reaches forward and sticks his snotty fingers in her mouth, and she winces.

      “When she came here like an hour ago,” she says, batting his hand away, disgust all over her face. It’s not until you take urine straight to your open mouth at 2 am do you really know the grossness involved in being a mom. Seriously. Snot and spit is child’s play.

      “And she told you about Beau?”

      She rolls her eyes, letting Jett play with the tiny heart on the end of her gold necklace. “I asked how hot he is because I knew he was over there with you last night.”

      Oh shit. This fever is tap dancing on my brain. “What did she say?”

      Goldie’s grin brings some life back into my exhausted body. “She said he’s a total sizzler who looks good holding a baby.” She wrinkles her nose as Jett jerks her forward slightly, grabbing her necklace with his superhuman baby strength. “She said he looked really familiar to her.”

      My head throbs, but even in the agony and whirring, I remember my mom saying that to Beau, too. “She watches too much TV. Everyone reminds her of someone on a TV show that came out fifteen years ago that she’s just now discovering.”

      Goldie snorts, shifting Jett back to her other hip. People underestimate how much being adorable weighs because holding Jett has given my arms more tone than any workout ever did. Well, I didn’t really ever work out, so it wasn’t hard, but still, I find it funny watching her shift him around like a sack of potatoes.

      “Yeah? What’s she into now?”

      I smirk because years back, Goldie and I watched this together, too. Us and a bottle of whipped cream-flavored vodka. “Lost.”

      “Oh shit,” Goldie whispers. “She’ll really hate it;  you know that?” She faces Jett and pats his head. “Sorry, Jett, I meant shoot. Don’t curse.” She faces me, blinking her long lashes. “There.”

      I roll my eyes. “Attempt not cursing? Please?”

      “Okay, okay.” She kisses Jett’s head before giving in and lowering him to the ground. Coughing, he plucks a teething ring from his basket of toys and goes to town. Maybe he’s just teething, and only I’m sick? I look up at Goldie, who has been watching me intently.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asks softly, and I realize then that I am someone others often speak to gently like I am walking the edge of a tall cliff or something.

      I have harbored so much anger and resentment toward Dustin that some days, I can hardly fucking breathe. And I take it out on everyone around me. Everyone except Jett.

      So it makes sense that she is giving me that look now when I really just don’t feel good and that's all that's wrong. “I was just wondering if Jett is sick, too, or just teething.” Shrugging, I make my way to the counter to collect my now cold coffee Goldie brought. I’d slammed a cup of my own before the tea earlier, but I don’t feel caffeinated at all. My head throbs. Popping it into the microwave, I rest against the counter and catch her eyeing me.

      “It’s a lot to do on your own, isn’t it?” Her tone brings heat to the back of my neck and makes my eyes a little warm.

      “Very,” I admit, not feeling pitied or judged but valued and seen. “I never planned on doing it alone.”

      “You don’t have to.” Her answer is so immediate, so natural, that I forget for one split second that Dustin and I aren’t together. It’s so quick–you don’t have to–that my brain finishes her sentence with ‘because you have Dustin. Duh.’

      The microwave beeps, so I face my coffee when I say, “Beau is so young. I want to believe that whatever thing we have now can bloom into something more, but… again, I wanted to be a mortician, and now I help women make vases because they’re bored.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      I give her a questioning look when I finally turn to face her, blowing gently against the dark surface of my coffee.

      “Don’t act like what you do is frivolous and stupid when it’s awesome and you love it.”

      After I swallow my first sip, I say, “you’re right. I’m just–”

      “Worried.”

      I nod and take another sip. It isn’t good reheated, but bad coffee is better than no coffee. So I drink unceremoniously until I find the bottom of the paper cup.

      “So… let Johnny Depp in.”

      That earns her a grin because, “why did you call him Johnny Depp?” I ask through a chuckle.

      “Your mom says he looks like Johnny Depp in Crybaby.”

      I consider the star in the old 1990 movie. The coif of chocolate hair styled to shove off his slick palm, the wide grin that makes your skin go hot and your legs pull tight. I don’t know who I’m describing–Beau or… Johnny Depp. Jesus.

      “Yeah,” I say, a little breathless–which of course, makes Goldie erupt with laughter. She wiggles her finger at me, shaking her wrist.

      “You totally have the hots for him, and he’s totally hot!!” She socks me in the arm, and I laugh, rubbing the spot where she hit. She doesn’t quit. “Why didn’t you say that earlier?”

      I mock offense. “Why wouldn’t he be hot? What do I attract, bridge trolls and…” I try to think of the most repulsive man I can, but there are too many to count. “Losers?”

      She shrugs, like the insinuation is nothing, then waves her hand down. “Shut up. You know that’s not what I meant. You just… left me in suspense!”

      I grin because I can’t help it.

      Beau is… hot. Handsome and so fucking sexy, but cute, too, in a way I can only describe as… adorable. My entire body lights up at just the thought of him.

      Then again, I just slugged a reheated coffee the size of my head. It could be that. I take a seat at the kitchen table, drumming my fingers. My chest suddenly aches.

      I wave behind Goldie to the countertop. “Hand me my pump?”

      She turns around, looking shocked, so of course, I roll my eyes. “It’s clean. Don’t be weird. I’m about to sprout a leak here.”

      She passes me my pump and the bottles with flanges attached, and I swear she fights the urge to rub her hands down her thighs after. I catch her eye and grin. “You’re so dumb.”

      Smiling, she shakes her head. “It’s just weird! You make a drink with your body.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows. “And I’m a treat. Guess that makes me a total snack.”

      She rolls her eyes, but we both laugh. “You’re a mom with dad jokes.”

      I nod. “I have to do both jobs, after all.” And just like that, the room grows serious again. Somber, almost.

      After connecting everything, I lower my shirt and sigh. I’m sure I have a fever, or at least did. My skin is clammy, and I feel a bit woozy and so fucking tired.

      “Back to Beau,” she says, sitting next to me.

      “I guess I figured he’d lose interest by now. But he hasn’t. And he really cares about Jett, Goldie. It feels real.”

      She nods. “I believe you. Because Nancy and Carl were like, all braggy and glowy over this guy. Seriously.” She sips her own reheated coffee. “They were never braggy over Dustin. Just sayin’,” she gloats, though I do agree.

      “Well, I like him. And I could tell they really liked him, too.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next two days, Beau and I text. All day. Goldie waits on me hand and foot, essentially taking care of everything for Jett, too. She brings him to me to nurse and I sleep the rest of the day, allowing her to force feed me toast and soup on the first day and just a few bites of banana on the second.

      Everything hurts. Aches deep in my bones. It’s miserable, and I just have to endure because nothing is working.

      I twist in my sheets, sweaty and hot, never comfortable, always awake.

      I sneak moments to text Beau when I have a brief bit of clarity in the misery of this godforsaken flu.

      He tells me about the time when he was seven years old and had the flu. He trusted his gas and his body broke that trust. I nearly cried laughing as he explained trying to get the sheets to his laundry room without his dad knowing because he was embarrassed.

      I enjoy his openness. I don’t know yet if it's a vulnerability or just his age. I hate to say it. But younger people seem to live life limitlessly, speak without a worry of repercussions, and chalk everything up to a single feeling in a moment. Fate and karma, all this shit that doesn’t mean anything. I don’t see Beau that way, but I’m skeptical to believe he’d be so vulnerable with me.

      Dustin couldn’t even admit to me that he jerked off. I asked him point blank once. “Do you jerk off?” And at first, he answered. Without a hint of doubt in his eyes, he said “no.” And it terrified me to my core. Because I’d seen him jerking off. I’d caught him more than a few times. And even if I hadn’t–everyone fucking does it.

      How easily his lie came, faster than him, even, is what surprised me.

      But I didn’t want to believe it. I wanted to believe he was shielding me from something he thought I may not like. That maybe his pottery-creating wife couldn’t handle the image of her husband, slippery-skinned and glassy-eyed, palming his shrimp cock over the bathroom sink, cumming into the basin like a fucking loser as he groaned no one’s name.

      I can handle it. I unfortunately had to handle it too many times.

      It was a sign of what was to come–him in someone else, if we’re getting cheeky. Otherwise, it was a big ass red flag, waving wildly right in front of my face. But I somehow missed it.

      Beau spoke openly and freely about how much he missed his father. He told me some of his favorite memories with him–times which spanned the gamut of normal parenting, starting with snow skiing and ending with bungee jumping. The two of them did everything, and his dad seemed like a really awesome dude. I wanted to ask so many times why his dad started so late in life, but I never felt like it was an appropriate question to ask. Even though we’d been growing so close. Closer than I ever thought imaginable.

      He brought a huge bag of food from my favorite deli in town. Left two kinds of soup, three hoagies, two large sugar cookies, and two Diet Cokes on the front porch. He didn’t even stay to take his many kudos. Goldie was pissed. I think her exact reaction to learning he doorbell-ditched us? “That sexy son of a bitch.”

      Again, I didn’t exactly disagree.

      I napped, I texted, I sweated, I moaned. Goldie was holding on like a trooper and by the end of day two had even washed my breast pump parts. She wore those rubber gloves for Ajaxing your sink, the ridiculous ones that go up to your elbows and have big alien-like fingertips.

      Still, she washed the pump and didn’t make me use the cover while I nursed Jett. I would have–to ensure her comfort–but she waved it off. She’s making progress.

      Before bed, Beau and I shared some spicier text messages that had me very eager for our second date.

      Beau: When you’re better, I want to give you a massage

      Beau: Only selfless intentions. After the flu, massaging the muscles gets rid of the lingering infection

      Beck: Bullshit

      Beau: Would it really hurt to risk it?

      Beau: What’s to lose? Potentially being healthier? Do you have something against health?

      Beck: I have something against sleeping with you on our second official date

      Beau: While I can’t wait to taste your pussy and fill my palms with your sweet ass while I fuck my cum into you, I will wait until you’re ready

      Beck: Jesus, Beau

      Beau: That will be “oh, Jesus, Beau!” pretty soon

      Beau: :)

      Beck: I’m turned on and snort-laughing. That’s a first. You are insane.

      Beau: Yes, I’m great. I accept the praise. Now go to bed. Rest up so I can take you out. I want to sit across from that gorgeous smile and stroke my cock under the table at how fuckin’ full your tits look in your dress.

      Beau: We need you well for that. Goodnight.

      Beck: Mean boy.

      Beck: Goodnight.
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        * * *

      

      I’m about to text Beau good morning when Goldie barges through my door with Jett clutched to her chest. He’s pink-cheeked and dazed, and her eyes are wide.

      “His fever is 105. I checked four times.”

      My mouth and throat go dry, and I swallow hard. From there on out, everything becomes a blur.

      I don’t risk anything. Jett is my everything, so I call 9-1-1. Explaining everything I can that may be pertinent to the operator, I gasp and cry as I kneel next to Jett, where Goldie and I have laid him out. We have cool cloths and a bowl of cool water, alternating the cloths when his warm skin eats up their chill.

      He’s awake and doesn’t look unhappy, but doesn’t look fully there, and I’m terrified. In fact, I run to the kitchen sink and get sick, my mind spinning. Goldie’s voice is sturdy, like an anchor amidst a chaotic sea, keeping me pinned to that living room floor.

      The door opens, and she ushers in people. I don’t look at them. My heart races, all I see are boots, all I hear are promises. I won’t know anything until I see it with my own eyes. That’s how it works–you can’t trust anyone’s words. You can only trust what you have right in front of you.

      They work, Jett doesn’t cry, and I hear Goldie tell them that may not be completely abnormal, that he’s a happy baby. She relays it’s his nine-month birthday. Their coos of aww make my stomach turn. Within what feels like both seconds and eternities, Jett is connected to an oxygen monitor, harsh medical tape keeping everything secure to his perfect baby skin.

      “Does he talk?” one voice asks. Goldie answers. “Some. Still mostly baby talk.”

      “Can he walk?” the same voice asks. Goldie responds, and it’s then that I start tuning out the conversation and stare at Jett.

      I smile at him, though no part of me feels like smiling. Still, I smile and sing, and stroke his hand and give him kisses as they work around us. Because as scared as I am, I have to make him feel safe.

      With my eyes on him, I smile and keep singing, all the while, my mind races with terrifying, life-changing thoughts.

      At some point, Goldie’s hand is on my back, her head tipped onto my shoulder, our unspoken fears staying in the shadows.

      “It’s just a nasty virus of some kind,” she says, fiddling with the ends of my hair in between passes of her palm down my spine. “They’re just over-reacting because he’s so young and his fever is high.” A beat passes like she can read my mind, she quickly adds, “but it’s not too high. Don’t worry. It’ll come down. He will be okay.”

      He will be okay are the four words I repeat at least ten times a minute for the next two days straight.
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      Beau

      
        
        “Beck Reid, you like me.”

      

      

      “You sure this is a good idea, man?” Atticus asks. He’s sitting on the top step of Beck’s porch, his grease-stained henley and dirt-laden pants making him look a little homeless. Pair that with his signature scowl and Atticus can look downright scary sometimes. Now, though, his face is impassive as he rests his chin in his hands, elbows to his knees.

      One worn work boot nudges me.

      “Yo, you sure this is a good idea? I mean, this chick, she ain’t even your girl.”

      Bristling at his comment, I get to my feet and hop off the porch, pacing a fucking line into the concrete. “She’s a woman, not a chick.”

      He shows me his work-stained hands in an act of contrition. “I’m not tryin’ to add to your… mood.”

      “And she is my girl,” I seethe, completely taking my shit out on Atticus yet again. I mean, we may not have labeled anything yet, but it’s been weeks of talking almost fucking daily.

      Silence stretches between us, though I know it isn’t peaceful silence because Atticus doesn’t take his eyes off me. Finally, I shove my hands through my hair, pulling at the ends in frustration.

      “What?”

      He licks his lips, staring at me in a moment of thought.

      “What?” I ask again, hating the shrill irritation straddling my tone but fuck. I am so… so many goddamn things right now; I’m about one fucking minute away from driving to her parents’ house.

      “She knows, then?” The way even his rough voice sounds timid and quiet somehow angers me even more, which I didn’t think was possible.

      Like the universe knows I’m one stubbed toe away from freaking the fuck out (even more than I already am), my phone rings. Anxious and hopeful, I dig it out of my pocket and answer before I even check the screen.

      “Beck?”

      The person on the other line clears his throat. “Uh, no, Beau. This is Tobias.” He takes a beat, and I’m glad he does because I haven’t thought about any of the board members of Wrench Kings in a while. It takes me that time to realize just who he is, right as he clarifies, “Toby Alderson.”

      I have a solid memory of Toby holding my dad’s golf bag while he putted on the last hole of an eighteen-hole course. We were tired; dad was already withering away at that time but refused to give up outings with his team. He dropped his club and struggled to nab it when my eyes met Toby’s.

      I’m sure I saw him at dad’s funeral, but I was so drunk that I have no memory of it.

      “Toby, hi.” I could say I’ve been meaning to call or I’m sorry I’ve left you hanging. I could say a lot of things, but I only have one thing on my mind, and it’s got nothing to do with Toby and the Wrench Kings.

      “Beau, I know it’s been a hard year, son, but we need to talk. Roberta and I would come to you. Can we do that? Soon?”

      Of all the things, the word I zero in on is “son” and what it means to me now. I run a hand through my hair, glancing at Atticus, whose intense glare makes me nervous. I can’t blame him for caring, but it’s all more stress than I can handle right now.

      “I’ll call you later, okay?” I say, visoring my hand above my eyes to peer down the street at the approaching car. Holy shit, it’s her. “I promise I’ll call you in a week, okay Toby? But I really gotta go.”

      I hang up, sliding my phone into my pocket, watching the car grow larger as it hedges nearer.

      “Do I gotta make sure you call him back?” Atticus’s rough timbre returns as he adds, “Beau, call him back. You hear me?”

      I wave him off. “I will.”

      “Yeah, you will,” he grits, rising to his feet.

      I hear him move behind me, but I’m focused on the vehicle and don’t notice him at my side until Beck gets out of the car and looks at him first, then me.

      The rear passenger door swings open, and two long legs fall out, followed by a wad of dark hair and two huge eyes. This must be Goldie. Beck’s best friend. I don’t even look at her face long enough to remember her if I saw her a moment later. My eyes magnetize to the cab where two feet kick beneath a thin blanket. Beck’s eyes are on me and nowhere else as Goldie leans into the backseat to retrieve Jett.

      I don’t say a goddamn word.

      I’m angry. I’m relieved. I’m realizing a lot of shit all at once.

      “He was driving me fucking nuts,” Atticus says, and Beck’s eyes go to him for a moment before coming straight back to me.

      “Two days,” I grit through clenched teeth, the hinges of my jaw burning from the control I’m exercising. I want to yell. I want to make my goddamn point. But Goldie’s arm is looped through the handle of the car seat. And I will never do anything to scare Jett.

      “Jett got sick,” Goldie offers, twisting the car seat so that Atticus and I get an eyeful of my little buddy.

      “He got what I had, only a lot worse. His fever was high. I was frightened. The ambulance took him to the ER.” Beck’s words are merely the soundtrack to my heart fluttering at finally laying eyes on Jett after two long, stressful days.

      “We were admitted for two days,” Goldie adds as if I can’t do goddamn mental math, as if I haven’t been calling a powered-off cell phone for the last forty-eight hours, as if I’d be here looking like shit warmed over if I hadn’t been out of the loop for two days.

      “Two days, Beck. For two days, I had no clue what was going on.”

      “Her phone went dead,” Goldie defends, and I don’t even look at her.

      “She has a voice,” Atticus retorts, and I watch as he and Goldie glare at each other with so much passion that it borders on hate. Goldie’s eyes train on Atticus something fierce.

      “Is Jett okay?” I peer into the car seat where Jett is kicking his legs, holding tight to his giraffe. Crouching in front of him, I rock his seat once Goldie lowers it to the ground.

      “Bo! Bo, bo, bo, bo!” he chants. Reactively I pinch the bridge of my nose, exhaling heavily.

      “Hi buddy,” I smile, my voice rough from talking around the knot in my throat. I grab his foot and give it a wiggle. “Glad you’re okay. I missed your little face; you know that?” I don’t try to make my words private; I don’t shield how I feel for this little boy just because Atticus and Goldie are here. I’m not afraid of vulnerability when it comes to this kid.

      Beck, either.

      But obviously, she feels different. Even though I thought we’d gotten on the same page. Clearly, I was wrong.

      Hating to leave his smiling face, my heart kicks in my chest, and I get that familiar tingle in my nose and eyes, but I bite it back. I get to my feet, giving them my back. Facing Atticus, I nod. “I’m ready.”

      He nods, and we head toward his truck, where it’s parked on the curb, in front of what I presume to be Goldie’s BMW. Beck’s harsh tone wraps around me, spinning me back to face her.

      “Wait,” she says, holding a hand out like that’s gonna stop me. Truth is, I wanted her to ask me to wait or stay, to show that ghosting me for two days was worth something other than the slap in the face it was to me.

      I lift my brows. “What’s up?”

      Her face gets all irritated, but even with her trying to be angry with me, I can see the toll of the last two days beneath her eyes in dark pools. Her hair is extra shiny, and her clothes are rumpled. Hell, her voice is still a little hoarse, too. Sick and exhausted, angry, or whatever the fuck she is–she still looks hot as fuck. She turns to her best friend.

      “Take Jett in, give me a minute?” she asks quietly. Goldie lifts the car seat onto her arm before giving me a small, good-luck nod. Her eyes dart over to Atticus, whose hip is leaning against the grill of his pickup, arms folded over his chest. She glares at him, and when I look at him, I find him practically fucking snarling back at her.

      “You know her?” I ask him in a whisper. But I know Goldie isn’t from here. Beck told me as much. And Atticus was born and raised in Oakcreek. The chance they’ve met is slim to none. Yet the way they glare at one another, protective over their respective friends, both make me proud and give me goosebumps.

      He spits into the street, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. The March breeze picks up some of his long, greasy hair, tossing it across his face. With the shove of his hand, his hair is out of the way, and his eyes are still on her. “Know enough of ‘em like her.”

      Oof.

      “Fork off,” Goldie says, carrying Jett up the porch steps inside.

      “Is he gonna go, too, so we can talk in private?” Beck asks.

      “He is Atticus, and no, he’s not.” I shove my hands into my pockets. “What do you want, Beck?”

      Irritatedly, she glares at Atticus for a minute before bracing her hands on her hips, bringing that glare back to me. “Jett needed to go to the ER. My phone died. I don’t know your number by heart, Beau. I’m not going to apologize to you. I’ve been through hell for two days, okay?”

      “I’m not asking you to apologize, Beck!” My voice raises unexpectedly, and I can’t help it. I honestly fucking can’t. With my hands gripping the back of my neck, I take a breath. “I don’t want you to apologize for anything. What I want is for you to realize you didn’t have to go through all that without someone.”

      Her voice is small but manages to slice into me and deflate me regardless. “I was with someone. I had Goldie.”

      Ouch. But she’s used to not having a partner, so I remind myself of that as I take a steadying breath. Pulling at the hair at the back of my head that she can’t see, I try to speak normally through my gritted teeth. “You know that’s not what I mean.”

      We just stare at each other.

      Her eyes drift over to Atticus, but I don’t look at him. I don’t care that he’s here, and I don’t give a single fuck what he thinks about this moment. When her blues come back to me, I drop my arms to my side and close the distance between us.

      I don’t touch her when I say, “if you aren’t ready for me to spend more time around Jett, you still could have let me know. I could’ve brought food or clothes, anything from the house you needed. Whatever.” I lick my lips, forcing my eyes to stay on hers. “I could have been there for you in ways you deserve, ways a friend can’t.” I don’t mean sex, and she knows it. I know she knows it because her lip trembles for a moment.

      “I’m not twenty-six anymore, Beau. I can’t project all these fantasies of a perfect life onto you and have them come true just because I want them. I did that already, and here I am. I can’t rely on anyone; I have to be real. You’re new to me. New to us. And you’re young, Beau. I’m not trying to weaponize your age, but you are young. And new and young don’t typically pair well with damaged goods.”

      “Quit with that shit; you are not fucking damaged goods,” I growl, my hands slamming to the car behind her, caging her in. Atticus sends me a warning “Beau,” but I tell him it’s cool. I’m cool. I’m just fucking sick of her believing all the things Dirty fucking Dusty made her feel.

      “You are not getting rid of me that easily.”

      Her lips tremble, and fuck the flu or whatever virus they had. For two days, I didn’t know my asshole from my elbow because I was so worried about Beck and Jett. I seal my mouth to hers, growling all of my frustrations, letting my tongue thrash in her mouth, eating up her moans, tasting her fatigue. When I pull back, she swallows.

      “I didn’t have your number.”

      I push off the car. “Would you have called if you did?” I shake my head as I pace backward through the lawn. “You could have borrowed a charger. Goldie could have run back for your charger. My phone number is programmed into your phone in the Wheel Get You app.”

      I shake my head, because I don’t want her to feel guilty or be angry. I just want to be there for her, so that’s what I say.

      “Let me in. Let me be there. Trust that I’m here to stay.”

      Then I get in Atticus’s truck and leave, putting the ball in her court.
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        * * *

      

      “Hi,” her greeting is low and soft, and makes my cock thrum.

      “Hi,” I greet her back, yawning. It’s seven in the evening, and after I left Wrench Kings earlier, I came home and face planted on my couch where I’ve been sleeping since. It’s been an exhausting week.

      Though Beck has sent me a few photos of Jett through our text message, I haven’t seen him all week. Not since the day they got home from the hospital.

      Goldie was still with her, and once she started to feel better, Beck left Jett with her friend so she could do the final walk-through on her studio space. The following day she’d been busy with getting a quote to re-do her floors and a post-ER visit check-up with Jett’s pediatrician.

      She made time for me in the form of a few phone calls a day, and even though they were just catching up on silly things like what we ate or what new thing Jett was saying, it was her letting me in, and I fucking appreciated it more than she’d know.

      While we had time apart, I did some things I needed to do.

      Today especially, I did two big things.

      I called Toby back. I’ll admit, I hadn’t really planned on it, but Atticus basically forced me.

      “Don’t let your emotions ruin what you got goin’, okay? They can’t fire ya, but you can send the company into flames, and then everyone employed by Wrench Kings would lose their job. And ain’t that a lot worse? So sack the fuck up and call Tobias back.” Then he handed me my phone and sat there, waiting, watching.

      “Beau, it’s so good to hear from you.” Toby paused, selecting his words carefully. “I thought I’d have to track you down.”

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I never meant to ghost you and Roberta like that.”

      I knew that more people were concerned about me than just Tobias, the Vice President of Wrench Kings, and Roberta, a board member, but they were the two my father was closest with. And while I was happily stationed at the Oakcreek Wrench Kings location as the general manager and mechanic, when I did interact with my dad’s closest allies at his company, Toby and Roberta were it.

      They had become like an uncle and aunt to me over the years, and unlike many other companies that find growth can only come from corruption and corner-cutting, Wrench Kings stayed reliable and honest. That meant the people at the top were also because of my dad.

      I never meant to hurt Toby or Roberta. I just… couldn’t cope.

      “I know you didn’t. I know you didn’t,” Toby said; his repetition meant to soothe my nerves and it did. Toby, at age sixty, is nearing retirement, and desperately wanting to involve me more in the day-to-day at the top so that he can retire feeling like he’s left the Wrench Kings Corporation in the right hands, operationally speaking.

      The company—which spans the United States with over twenty-six hundred locations is in my hands no matter what because Graham Burns appointed me the owner, CEO, and President months before he passed. I knew I was going to inherit it. Most sons inherit their father’s businesses.

      I just hadn’t known that Graham Burns and I weren’t like most fathers and sons.

      “You and Roberta have been like family to me, and I hope despite my awful behavior in the last year and my complete fucking abandonment of my responsibilities at corporate, that you guys know it wasn’t personal.”

      Tobias’s sigh said so much. And it reminded me that he’s no stranger to grief. When I’d only just become an apprentice mechanic to Atticus eight years ago, I remembered my dad telling me that Tobias’s wife had passed away. I had only met him once at that point, and at eighteen you can’t really appreciate any loss that doesn’t affect you. Though now, I remembered his station easily, and empathized the way I should have years back.

      “I’m sorry about your wife,” I said awkwardly.

      Caught off guard and clearly a bit confused, Toby chuckled. “Well, thanks Beau, but that was about eight years ago.”

      I stroked my hand through my messed up hair, and stared at the muted TV screen in Wrench Kings where an infomercial for automotive oil played on loop. “I know. It just occurred to me though that I never said that back then.”

      “You were young.”

      “I was selfish.”

      Toby sighed, and we both sat quietly on the line for a few minutes. “What do you want from Wrench Kings, Beau? You know, Graham wanted you to run it, but only if you wanted to run it. I have that in a letter he wrote to me, so there’s no way we can split hairs on that.” He took a drink, and my throat constricted at the noise of ice hitting a glass. That was the first time I’d really missed booze–talking to my dad’s best friend and right-hand man about him, about our company.

      “Can I tell you the truth?” I hedged, leaning back against the counter, Atticus close to my side, smelling like oil and sweat.

      “Always,” Tobias said, and I knew he meant it.

      “I’m not sure. I have a lot of… shit… to figure out.”

      More silence, and it was then that I wondered if Tobias knew. Because he was my father’s best friend, his closest ally, and the Vice President of his fucking company. In a split second, I decided it was unlikely he didn't know and took my chances.

      “I don’t know if I belong there anymore.”

      After another long pause, Tobias broke the silence. “Let’s get lunch next week and talk. I don’t want to have serious conversations over the phone. I’m old school like your dad.”

      Like your dad. I curled my bottom lip under my teeth. “Alright. I’ll call you next week.”

      Looking over at Atti, I slipped my phone into my pocket and nodded. “There.”

      He glared at me with a toothpick hanging from the corner of his mouth. “You ain’t done yet.”

      I cocked a brow, confused, because calling Toby was something I knew I needed to do and I knew he wanted me to do for the sake of his own well-being. It was all I was aware he’d been concerned about. “What else?”

      “You paid two grand to get your DNA test done in two days but you never called on the results.”

      “How do you know I didn’t?”

      Looking unimpressed with me, Atti folded his arms over his chest. His hair was up in a wad on his head, exposing the snake tattoo lining the side of his face, curling his ear. “Look me in the eye and tell me you did.”

      Fuck.

      I can’t lie to Atti.

      “Fine, I didn’t.”

      “Why’d you pay the two grand to get it done early if you weren’t even going to check the results?”

      I fiddled with the stack of carbon copies on the desk that Delane had organized and was preparing to file. With her Earpods in, she couldn’t hear our conversation. I was fully convinced she wouldn’t care anyway.

      “Lying to myself, I guess. Or being hopeful.”

      Keeping with his gruff tone, he said, “C’mon. Let’s go.”

      “We can’t go now; we’re working.”

      Atticus nudged Delane, who pulled out her Earpod like we just interrupted her solving the world hunger crisis.

      “What?” she hissed, keeping her Earpod close to her ear ready to re-cork and shut us out at the drop of a hat.

      “We’re going out for thirty. Tell Miller to hold it down.”

      She looked at me then back to Atticus. “Tell him yourself, I work the desk, I’m not a relay service.”

      I snorted. Atticus turned to me. “Go tell Miller we’ll be back in thirty.”

      He fished his hand into the pocket of my leather jacket and pulled out my phone. “I’m driving, and we’re taking your car.”

      Using my phone, he remotely unlocked the doors to my Tesla and walked out of the shop, leaving me no way of getting out of this. And these shoves are clearly what I needed. Because I did need to figure my shit out.

      I looked at Delane and found her grinning.

      “You’re going to the lab, aren’t you? To pick up your swab?”

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      With one hand on the lapel of my coat, Delane stopped me. “I’ll tell Miller you guys are going out for a few. But I’m only being nice because you’re about to find out about your mom and that’s a big deal.” She patted my coat and with that, her Earpod went back in and the faint noise of a man describing how he fucks his woman drifted around.

      How she listened to that stuff all day without being massively turned on was beyond me. But I slid on my aviators and headed out.

      Atti waited in my car when I went in. It took all of four seconds to hand me my results, and I sat in the passenger seat of my own vehicle as I scanned the QR code on the pages of results, leading me to an app. After creating an account, I was rerouted to my results.

      And would you know it? I had a paternal match. Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t Graham Burns.

      “Sleep well?” I ask Beck, snapping the memories of the DNA test from my mind. I was asleep on the couch, and she’s in her bed, and we’re only a few blocks apart.

      “Hmm,” she moans her answer, and the noise makes all of me go weak. Well, except my cock. That gets hard. “Are we still on tonight?”

      “Fuck yes,” I answer through my own yawn. “I had my alarm set. How’d your nap go?”

      Jett has been teething, Beck has been working hard to get things going at the studio, and Goldie–whose trip was supposed to be temporary–has decided to stay. Needless to say, my girl has been exhausted. We agreed to nap before our date tonight, so we’d feel a bit more refreshed. Though truthfully, I don’t feel like I need sleep. I need a fucking emotional recharge after today.

      Talking to Toby and getting the results of the DNA swab… I can’t really gather my thoughts. One foot is in a cement boot of my past and the other feels like it’s trying to steady itself on ice. I hate how I feel right now, but seeing Beck and Jett is quite possibly the only thing keeping me going.

      She yawns. “Good. Goldie’s coming back with Jett in fifteen minutes and then she’s going out.”

      I smile. “You didn’t have to kick out your friend.” But I’m glad you did.

      Beck laughs. “I kind of enjoy torturing her a little.”

      “Uh, how is leaving for a few hours torture?” Then I remember that Beck told me her best friend is unemployed, and it doesn’t seem like it was amicable or expected.

      Beck laughs again, this time a little conspiratorially. “Don’t get weirded out, okay?”

      “I promise, though I have no context, so how about instead of promising I just say I’ll do my best?”

      “Fair enough.”

      I get comfortable on the couch and assume she’s doing the same, wherever she’s sitting.

      “Nancy thinks you’re a hunk. Goldie asked my mom about you when she came over the day I was sick because she knew you were at my parents’ house the night before.”

      I have to interrupt her story. “How’d she know your mom met me the night before?” I grin, and I hope she’s grinning, too. “Did you call your friend after our date and tell her all about it?”

      Silence.

      My jaw hurts from how my smile burns across my face.

      “Beck Reid, you like me.”

      Her voice drifts through the line, smokey and low, and my cock fattens against my thigh. “I like you a lot, Just Beau.”

      I snort, killing the mood, because I’d forgotten I’d played around, calling myself Just Beau. Though now, knowing the things I haven’t shared with Beck quite yet, the avoidance of my last name looks kind of smarmy.

      I want to tell her all the things I haven’t gotten to yet. And I will–tonight. I won’t risk fucking this up.

      “We can talk tonight… when I come over.”

      “Hmm, communication,” she purrs jokingly. “I like the sound of that.”

      “See you in an hour?” I still need to shower and, honestly, jerk off again. Because I’ve been thinking about her so goddamn much lately that I’m afraid if I don’t jerk once before I head over there, if her tits so much as graze me in any way, I’ll pounce.

      In fact, as soon as I’d read that report, I turned that part of my brain off and thought about her. Aversion therapy, maybe.

      I imagined the goosebumps that would take over my flesh if I were allowed to drag my nose along the nape of her neck, drawing in her sweet scent, committing it to memory. My skin flushed at the thought of knowing her so intimately. I didn’t just want to know how she smelled, either. My tongue itched to dip into her, curling and twisting, flicking and stroking until her nails tore my scalp as she pulled my hair, her head back, screaming for me to finish her, to make her cum.

      And after those thoughts took over, I reached down, unzipped my dirty work pants and found my cock, hard and hungry. When my eyes closed, I no longer thought of eating her as I stroked myself. Instead, I thought about drinking her.

      I envisioned her stroking my cheek, smoothing my hair, and looking down at me breathlessly as my lips sealed to the chocolate tipped peak of her breast. In my fantasy, she’d moan a little as my tongue discovered her, tracing her areola before sealing tight on her nipple. I would suck her hard and her head would tip forward, the ends of her silky blonde hair tickling my back and chest as it curtained around us. A few sucks and my cock would be fully erect, an overwhelming need to cum thrumming in my balls. Then her milk would trickle onto my tongue, warm and sweet, and the way she’d hold my jaw as I tasted her would make me feel cherished and understood in a way I couldn’t explain.

      And then I came all over my stomach after hurriedly scooping up my work shirt in my free arm to make room for my mess.

      Even though that was just a couple of hours ago, the idea of being at Beck’s house for a night with just Jett and her is making me feel like another quick jerk couldn’t hurt because just thinking about being there has me hurting.
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        * * *

      

      One hour later, I’m on the porch of Beck and Jett’s place, glancing nervously at my Tesla sitting comfortably in the driveway. I’m actually here.

      She’s really giving me a shot.

      My heart begins to race. I like Jett. I have this incredibly strong pull to him, to his heart, which I know is fucking crazy as fuck to say. If I heard a chick saying that to Atti or Miller, I’d tell him to fuckin’ run because saying you feel magnetically and unexplainably connected to someone else’s kid after just shy of two months of knowing them could come off… oh, I don’t know… fuckin’ nuts.

      But I’m not nuts. And I have a lot of smart, talented, kind, and generous people around me who can vouch for that fact. Who may have to vouch for that fact because I don’t know how Beck is going to take the news that… Well, I’ve not been completely out there with some parts of my life, despite the fact I’m asking to be in hers.

      Shit, that sounds bad when I say it like that.

      And just as panic wraps her fucking freakishly strong hand around my throat, Beck opens her front door.

      Everything I’d been thinking just a millisecond ago immediately evaporates. I don’t know where it goes–if it stays inside me and is just hugely hampered or if it fucking flies away like piss in the wind. But the moment my nose fills with the heavenly fucking scent of her—that’s all it takes.

      I will make this work.

      Baby powder, her perfume, her skin, the shampoo she uses, the meal that’s on the stove, Jett’s detergent… it alters my brain. I know perfume and cologne do shit to the chemicals in your brain. This had been one of the many talks my dad had given me when I started wearing cologne to school dances back in junior high. But it’s not fucking just synapses firing off and pheromones buzzing around.

      In my gut, I belong with them, the same way I belong at Wrench Kings.

      Fuck, I didn’t know I’d decided to stay with Wrench Kings until this fucking moment. This moment is so goddamn enlightening that it easily usurps the last big moment of my life. The sinkhole of moments, as I refer to it.

      “You’re forking gorgeous,” I say, but my voice is hoarse and it takes her off guard. Her head, which was tipped to the side slightly, straightens as her smile falls away.

      “And you’re forking hot.”

      Goddamn it, why didn’t I go for that third round? There’s a saying that the third time's the charm for a reason.

      “Bo!”

      From behind the front door scoots Jett, drool glazing his chin, a wide grin on his lips. To say my heart grew bigger, thudded harder, and ached to belong to this boy would be an understatement.

      I dip to my knees after making quick work of the five steps between us. With my hands beneath his arms, I scoop him up to my chest, and he fucking loves it.

      With one hand on my face and the other twisting the front of my shirt, his excited babble of my name makes my knees weak.

      “Bo! Bo, bo, bo!” His head spins to face Beck, who closes the door and leans against it. I really look at her then. When she answered the door, I knew she looked beautiful, but I’d been so overwhelmed and surprised by how they made me feel that I didn’t really tear down her body like I usually do.

      In jeans cropped at the ankle, fraying a little, cut some–exposing fleshy bits of her legs, she wears a white tank top and has bare feet. I’ve seen her hair in a bun, a braid, and down. But tonight… it is a little damp like she’d just been in the shower.

      And I’m not quite sure the sight of a Beck who has been naked literally minutes before now is something I can take. I swallow hard, trying not to get… hard. The way the outfit wraps her curves makes my fucking mouth water.  And jesus, those fucking tits.

      Talk about mouth-watering. If I let myself look at them for more than a few seconds, I will undoubtedly have a massive fucking hard-on. So full and supple; by the looks of them, they’re more than a handful.

      But I manage to stop sexually assaulting her with my eyes because Jett is in my arms. I fish my finger into his palm, gently prying him from my nose where he’s currently clutching.

      “Hi Jett, it’s me, Beau.” He giggles. “Can Jett say ‘hi Bo’?” I ask him.

      “Hi Bo.”

      My eyes go wide and tear to Beck, whose blue gaze is wild on me.

      “You got him to say hi. I’ve been trying to get him to say hi for months!”

      I tip my forehead down to Jett’s, and tell him good job. Beck can hear me, but I say it quietly because it feels like a small moment for us.

      A second later, Beck is reaching for her son, pulling him away from me. She smiles at me as she sits him on her hip. “I’m going to change him.”

      “I’ll go with you,” I offer because I don’t think I could stay away if I wanted to.

      “After that, I have to feed him and then he’ll go down, and… it’ll be just us.”

      Between us is one foot of unbridled sexual energy. Our eyes idle on one another. Her tongue slides the length of her bottom lip. My chest fills with my lazy inhale.

      “Still wanna come?”

      Fuck yes. “Is it okay? I’m only there if you’re comfortable.”

      She blinks slowly, and I watch her eyes travel the length of my lips before coming back to my eyes. “It’s fine. I wouldn’t say it was if it wasn’t.”

      “Bo!”

      “Hi, bud.” I boop his nose before I look back to Beck and smile. “Okay then.”

      I follow her down the hall, nerves zipping around inside me like a pinball on crack. She motions to a chair in the corner, across the room from a small recliner.

      “You can sit there, the ugly recliner is for us.” She smiles, laying Jett down on the pad. While she changes him, I look around the room, enjoying the light blue color.

      “You were painting his room when your AC broke,” I comment, my eyes sweeping over the natural wood crib in the corner, a painting of a wild sea hanging on the ceiling above.

      Facing away from me, putting the new diaper on Jett, Beck says, “yeah, I was. And I had to go to the hardware store because I didn’t have quite enough paint, I’d just had a tiff with Dustin, my rider rated me a 1 because the air just went out.” I hear snaps and know he’s done. A moment later his blue eyes peer at me from over her shoulder. He bites into Beck’s bare arm while simultaneously trying to yell, “Bo!” and I fucking love this kid.

      It’s official.

      With a relaxing sigh, she sits in the recliner and drapes a quickly tiring Jett in her lap.

      Our eyes lock as the timed lights switch; the overhead light goes off as the night light flickers on in the corner, illuminating us in the most faint, erotic orange glow I’ve ever seen. My mouth goes dry.

      Jett’s head covers Beck’s breast, but I still find myself transfixed as she pushes her tank down. His hand comes up, grabbing onto her skin greedily as he sucks her breast into his mouth. I can hear his groan of frustration as he connects, and I see his body relax as his lips seal and his meal begins.

      She strokes his back once, then twice, and finally looks up at me.

      “Does it still make you uncomfortable?” she whispers across the room, and my groin thrums in reaction. Closing my mouth to swallow, I find my throat dry and my voice hoarse.

      “No,” I admit because I don’t have that same feeling I did before when I watched her. I don’t feel sick or ashamed. She’s a goddamn goddess feeding her son, and if I didn’t find that romantic and erotic, then there would be something wrong with me. Clearly.

      Pale hair falls over Jett’s head as she tips her head forward. Tucking it behind her ear, she adjusts him slightly before leaning back and stealing my eyes with hers.

      Slowly, she smiles. My groin thrums and for a second I consider checking my lap to make sure my raging erection isn’t on display. But that would mean looking away from her. And I can’t.

      “What?” I ask quietly of her smile.

      “I told myself I wanted to go slow with you.” Jett grunts and wiggles a little but her attention stays on me. “But I’m so attracted to you, Beau, and I feel like you being attracted to me too is an opportunity I’d be an idiot to not act on.”

      Vump. Vump. Vump. Her hand gently pats Jett’s bottom in the same heavy cadence as my heart. The fact that she’s feeding him seems to fall away, and it’s just me and her fighting for air as our bodies yearn to fuse. She licks her lips, and finally I’m at the point to readjust in the chair because my cock is refusing to acknowledge the baby in the room.

      “I’m not an opportunity that you could miss. I’m here, I want you.” I lift my head in a subtle nod to the eating baby in her lap. “Him, too.”

      Blue flames dance in her eyes, and our gazes hold as heat spreads up my neck and around my collar. I’m not freaking out that I said it, but I may be a little freaked out at just how true it is.

      Saved by the fart.

      Jett squirms, toots, and I watch as Beck shakes her breast to fall into the tank top. Smoothing her hand over herself, she slowly raises him up and his head falls easily into her shoulder. When she stands, I stand too because it feels like the right thing to do. Any sexual chemistry and tension I’d been feeling just a few moments before evaporates as I take in Jett’s sleeping face.

      Eyes fluttering, he exhales, sending a small ripple through his pink lips. I smooth my hand through his hair, and then down his spine. A moment later, she kisses his forehead and lays him down in the center of his crib. After twisting the mobile, setting the sound machine, and grabbing the baby monitor off the changing table, I lead her out to the hallway.

      Stepping into the hall, there’s a shift. My body fills with pins and needles, my palms ache to smooth over her body.

      She closes the door quietly and turns, bumping straight into my chest. My hand is up the back of her neck, gripping her head, pulling her mouth to mine before she can react.

      Our lips connect, her hands fall to my chest where they quickly begin exploring my body. Wrapping them around me, she drags her nails down my back as I take her bottom lip between my teeth, biting gently.

      “Fuck, I’ve been waiting to kiss you all night.”

      Her lips curl into a smile against mine, and I groan because at the same time, her fingertips sink into my aching back. “You just got here like fifteen minutes ago.”

      “I lied. I’ve been waiting to really kiss you like that since the day I apologized to you.”

      She kisses me again. It's only a matter of seconds before our tongues twist while my hand resting on her hip begins to wander. I reach around her back, under her shirt, my whole body shuddering as my rough fingertips discover her creamy skin. She’s velvety and hot, making everything inside me flare with desire to get her naked and devour the masterpiece that is Beck Reid.

      But she’d said she had no plans to sleep with me tonight.

      Pulling back, already panting, I ask, “Beck, what do you want from me?”

      Her breathlessness makes my balls ache. I reach down to adjust myself since my cock is now officially closely acquainted with my zipper.

      She kisses me again before saying, “that’s not a fair question.”

      “Why not?”

      Dropping down between our almost-touching bodies, her hand cups my crotch and my spine whips me straight. Inhaling sharply, I move both of my hands to her hips, digging in with my thumbs.

      Her moan vibrates through me as we kiss again. “Because you’re like… young Johnny Depp. Young freakin’ Marlon Brando, if you even know who that is.” She licks her lips, eyes studying mine. My heart is racing.

      I don’t believe in horoscopes and signs and shit–that’s as good as tinctures and moon charts to me. But the mention of Brando when my dad and I shared an affinity for the actor… I can’t really call that a coincidence. That’s way too fucking random to not be a sign.

      “My dad and I loved Brando.” I hook a thumb over my shoulder to my coat draped over Beck’s couch down the hall in the living room. “That jacket was his. Got it after he saw The Wild One. Passed it down to me when I turned eighteen.”

      Her jaw drops. “Seriously?”

      Our eyes dance; that’s the only way I can explain. I look at her, studying the faint swirl of emerald that tangles with the iris in her left eye. I memorize the shade of blue and liken it to the most perfect sky on the most perfect day. Her lashes flutter as she blinks quickly a few times, and I know it’s my moment to move.

      My fingers work down the line of buttons on my chest and with intense eye contact, I shrug off my shirt and let it fall to the floor. She swallows, and my dick aches. My chest swells with pride as she lets her eyes move over every exposed inch of me.

      My cock weeps when she studies my nipples–it feels bold and brazen, and I didn’t expect her to really focus on anything. But it’s fucking hot. No part of her is embarassed or ashamed now that this moment is here, and I’m so fucking glad.

      I bring my palm to my pec and pat the tattoo. Her eyes climb the sharp edges of my abs, coming up to my chest. She analyzes the tattoo, her head at one point tipping to the side.

      For a second, I see a slice of normal us. The Beck and Beau that know each other fully, that are comfortable, and together. I’m trying on an outfit she’s recommended I wear to an event we’re going to together. Dinner, maybe. A show. I don’t know. But this is our room and she’s sitting on our bed, deciding as she slips an earring on, pulling her fingers through her hair after. Us, casual, together.

      She reaches out, her fingertips making my nipples hard as she drags them over the inked flesh. “You look like him.”

      “That part is just a coincidence.”

      She grabs my hand and leads us out of the hall, away from Jett’s room. After setting the monitor down on her coffee table, she motions me to the couch and we sit.

      “I was kind of hoping that you’d be the one topless tonight,” I grin, motioning to my bare chest. She smiles, and eyes my Brando again. Her face grows serious, but in a sexy librarian way. Fuck, that is not what I need to do. Think of Beck’s sexy hourglass in a librarian get up. I swallow the lump of horndog lodged in my throat.

      She crosses her arms as she reaches for the hem of her tank. “Okay.” With a devious smile, she disappears in a flash of white as she yanks her tank off over her head. Long, honey hair drapes down the front of her Grecian-like body. My nostrils flare as I ask, “can I look?”

      Her grin makes me want to wrap my palm around my cock and stroke. “They’re all yours.”

      I reach out, hooking a finger in her hair, brushing it aside, one breast at a time.

      There in front of me are the best pair of breasts in existence. I actually groan a little when I see them. I may have even licked my lips; I’m not proud.

      “Goddamn, Beck,” I pant, shaking my head. “I want to do so many things to you.” I’m talking about her but staring at her tits. They’re fucking bigger out of her shirt. Luscious and full, burnt peanut butter-colored areolas with perfectly pointed tips. As I stare at them, my mouth grows moist, and my lips tingle.

      I have to take it slow. I can’t just devour her the moment she takes her shirt off.

      But I very much want to.

      She reaches out and takes one of my hands, bringing it to rest on the side of her breast. The swell of her full breast is surprisingly warm against my palm, and as I fan my fingers out along her smooth, soft skin, my thumb nears her nipple. I swallow hard as I drag my thumb over the perky nub. My groin fucking burns with how hard I am and how bad I fucking want her.

      “Jesus Christ, I feel like Forrest Gump,” I mutter, practically salivating as I watch my thumb flick over her nipple.

      She laughs, and I smile up at her, finally tearing my gaze from her breasts. Jesus, am I a complete perv? “I’m sorry, you’re just so sexy, I can’t even think straight.”

      Her cheeks flush, and I realize she needed to hear that. I give her more truth. “You’re beautiful but so sexy too.” I lick my lips as my thick cock pulses between my flexed thighs. “I want you so bad.”

      Her eyes flutter as her chest heaves in slow breaths, the electricity between us charging the air so thick it’s hard to breathe. She takes my other hand and guides it to her other breast, and I swear I flex my abs and hold my stomach tight to divert pressure from my cock. Both of my palms are overflowing with her soft, plump breasts, my thumbs casually teasing her nipples, long blonde hair brushing my fingertips.

      It’s fucking cum in your pants worthy.

      But she’s likened me to Brando. I gotta live up to it. Besides, I have to show her that Musty Dusty was a fucking loser times a trillion.

      “How do they feel?” she whispers, arching a brow erotically.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, shaking my head. “That felt like dirty talk.”

      She smiles coyly, and my chest reacts. “I guess it kind of was because I want you to tell me how they feel.” I like that she talks slowly like she’s cherishing each word like a bite of rich chocolate cake.

      “They feel amazing. You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. And I’m… dying to know.”

      The coyness falls away as she cocks a curious brow. “Know what?”

      I lean in and taste her lips in a short kiss, both of my hands still caressing her full breasts. My thumbs press harder as they pass over her taut nipples. She moans a little. My cock throbs. “What you taste like.”

      She inhales sharply, and we kiss again until… something warm rolls down my hand, sliding down the inside of my wrist. I lift my hand between us, turning my arm to see.

      “Yeah, I should have warned you that might happen,” she says quietly, and it’s then I realize… it’s milk. I look down and see a lone stream of white curling beneath her breast, trailing from her nipple.

      “Oh my god,” I ground out, my entire body pulsing hard. My dick is at the point of no return and she isn’t even touching me.

      “Are you weirded out?” she asks, her whisper a little frantic.

      “No, no, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.” I lick my lips, watching as the drop on my wrist disappears. “I’m very turned on.” I shake my head, feeling incredibly self conscious out of nowhere. I’ve never felt that before. I mean, I’ve never had a reason to.

      “You breastfeeding. I…it’s beautiful when I see you with Jett. And then when it’s just us, I’m like, fucking… tantalized by it. I don’t know.” I take a deep breath and exhale. “I’m so fucking attracted to you, Beck.”

      She takes my hand, cupping it to her breast. Her hands cover mine, and she urges me to continue kneading. After a moment, she lifts her hands, leaving me to rub her swollen breasts alone. I’m so glad I still have my jeans on. My cockhead is pressed painfully against my fly, but if it weren’t, who the fuck knows what would have happened by now.

      I’ve been leaking cum for the last five minutes. That’s never happened to me, ever. And I thought at age twenty-six I’d run out of firsts. That I’d discovered all the things I could about my cock by now. He and I have been acquainting ourselves for years, after all.

      But apparently not.

      She smiles. I don’t know what the hell she’s gonna say, so when she opens her mouth, my heart almost stops.

      “I’m so wet right now.”

      Oh fuck. “Be-ck,” I draw out, letting my eyes close for a second.

      “I’m going to give you a blow job tonight, Beau. Okay?” My eyes pop open and meet hers. She nods, her eyes hazy but serious. Her cheeks are flushed, and that makes my chest puff with pride. She is as turned on as me. Beck’s so strong she’s sometimes hard to read, and I feel relieved to know I’m not alone in this incredibly fucking cum-worthy moment.

      “Okay,” I nod. I’d bark like a goddamn dog if she told me to. I’d quit Wrench Kings if she told me to.

      “But first, I want you to taste me.”

      Oh god, my mouth starts to water at the idea of discovering her pussy with my tongue. But she grips one of my hands kneading her breasts and wiggles.

      She wants me to taste her milk.

      Cum bubbles at the slit of my cock, dribbling down my swollen, aching shaft. My boxers are sticky against my skin, but goddamn, tasting her. I won’t seal my mouth to her tit tonight—no, I can’t do that. I’ll lose my fucking mind if I do, and neither of us are ready for that. We’re moving slowly.

      I look down at my hands, deciding on the right. I knead her breast, full and warm. God, this tit pressed against me during missionary, against my back during a reach around, in my face while she’s in my lap…

      “I love your body,” I pant as I milk her right breast. Streams of white cream trickle freely down my hand and forearm. I should have tasted it by now, but I am so fascinated watching it. My cock is leaking more and more. My mouth is fucking Sahara dry.

      “Taste me, Beau,” she whispers, and I raise my hand to my mouth, bringing my milk-painted skin to my lips. I lick her off me, surprised at how sweet and rich she tastes. Butter almost. So addictively good.

      “Fuck,” I groan, licking more of her off my arm. Savoring each drop, I continue to knead and lick before forcing myself to stop. My tongue was just so close to her nipple. My mouth could have easily slid along the curve of her breast, latched onto the dark pebbled skin, suckled and drank while my hand slipped between her legs.

      But we’re taking it slow.

      “Well?” she asks.

      “Fuuck.”

      “Good fuck or bad fuck?” Her lips twitch, and I know she knows nothing about what I did was bad–for either of us–because her neck and chest are pink from my attention.

      “Well, if you want to suck me, the window is getting shamefully small.”

      Her broad grin stretches across her face, and it feels like it reaches into my chest, making everything go full and tight. “I better do it then.”

      Reaching out, I watch her gaze follow her hands, studying herself carefully as she slides the button of my jeans out, giving my cock one extra centimeter of breathing room. When she tugs my zipper down I can’t help but suck in an anticipatory breath. Our eyes lock. Her bottom lip folds under her teeth as she fishes me out of my boxers, mouth falling apart when she fills her hands.

      Fists stacked, fingers curled, both of her hands wrap tight around my cock as she brings her body closer to mine on the couch. The way she moves while holding me tight sends a jolt of urgency up my spine. She releases me long enough to push her hair behind her back, exposing the full tapestry of her upper body to me. What a fuckin’ sight.

      “Put your hands behind your head,” she says softly, in the most gentle command I’ve heard. Because while it’s soft, her eyes are pinched, and her shoulders are set, and I make no mistake that this is a command. I do it, lacing my fingers together as I lean back. My cock juts out from the fabric, pink and thick, the head and top of the shaft glistening from how much cum I’ve been leaking.

      Her hands go to my groin, where she begins patting down the cotton fabric of my boxers. Our eyes lock as she discovers the mess I’ve already been making.

      “I want you bad, Beck,” I admit, shaking my head, making no excuses, just telling the truth. Any man who could fill their hands with those breasts and taste those lips all with a promise of head on the line? I’m lucky to have made it this far.

      Stacking her fists on top of one another again, she wraps her palms around my cock and pumps, a smile forming as more precum appears at the slit.

      “I’ve never wanted a cock in my mouth as bad as I want yours right now.”

      Leaning forward, I watch the wide crown of my cock slip between her lips as she sucks me into her mouth.

      “Fu-uck, Beck,” I groan, immediately wanting to reach forward and stroke her cheek, wrap her hair around my hand, touch her in some way–connect with her while she takes me.

      With one hand kneading and pulling my balls, she uses her other to stroke the base of me while she feeds herself more and more of my cock. Once I’m halfway seated in her throat, she seals her lips around me as she tightens her grip on my balls, making my stomach muscles clench. Inside her mouth, the tip of her tongue teases the underside of my cockhead, making my entire shaft pulse.

      Popping off with a wet slurp, my eyebrows shoot up as her eyes come to mine.

      “You look drunk,” she smiles, licking the corner of her mouth, making my brain go numb.

      “I’m drunk off you, baby,” I admit, and the grin I get in return for my honesty earns me another swipe of the pink pad of her tongue over my wide, aching tip.

      She rises up a little, lengthening her spine, bringing both of her breasts in full view. When she was sucking my cock a moment ago, I could feel them pressed between my thighs and legit couldn’t even let my brain go there.

      Cupping one breast in both of her hands, my jaw splits, and my breath catches as I realize exactly what she’s doing. Fuck, is this happening?

      Beck massages her breast, her pale hands working back and forth in opposing directions until milk bubbles at the dark peak. My cock bobs against my belly and she glances down, stealing a look at my physical reaction to her.

      “You’re driving me wild,” I admit, my voice frayed. She doesn’t say anything as she continues to massage herself, milk now streaming down the steep underside of her breast.

      She rocks up slightly, and I watch in an erotic haze as her milk dribbles off the bottom of her breast, falling with a plunk to my heated cock below. The white cream slides down, tracing the bulging vein of my shaft as it disappears into the trimmed hair on my groin. Again, she continues slowly expressing her milk onto my cock, and I watch, my dick bobbing and jerking from how tightly I’m straining my groin.

      A moment later, she leans toward me and leaves a soft kiss on my lips before sealing her mouth around my dick and sinking down. The noise she makes–throaty and raw—vibrates through my cock and balls as her tongue swirls my crown. Her swallows—knowing she’s tasting my cum and her milk—make me absolutely fucking primal.

      “Beck, I’m close,” I warn her. She pops off, and the sight of her swollen lips and puckered, milky nipples about make me blow.

      “I want you to cum in my mouth,” she whispers, massaging her breast while she waits for my response. This time, she catches the milk with the back of her hand, and reaches for me. My lips crawl along her skin, my tongue collecting her sweet cream as she moans her approval. I give her hand back to her, licked clean, and I nod.

      “I want that, too.” With my hands still behind my head, I nod toward my jacket on the couch where my phone is stashed, my life’s information inside. “I’m clean. I actually just had a full health screening for work a few months ago, and I haven’t been with anyone since then.”

      She cocks a brow as she slides her hands around my cock again, jacking me slowly, almost leisurely as we talk. “You get tested for STDs as a mechanic?”

      Discomfort pricks at the back of my mind. We didn’t get to the talking yet, and with my leaking dick in her hands, now isn’t the time. I smile. “We get a full health screening once a year for our benefits. I opt into all the testing.” There, that’s all true. Not for mechanics but more for board members but that information can wait.

      “Well. I’m clean, too. I was tested for everything as soon as I realized I was pregnant. And I never slept with Dustin again after that.” She swallows, her fingertips moving through her already neat hair over her shoulder. “I haven’t been with anyone since I got pregnant with Jett, actually.”

      Without another word of discussion, she lowers her mouth down on me again and starts doing heavenly iterations. Teasing my crown, sucking my shaft, tugging my balls—she repeats this deadly trifecta for a few minutes before my brain starts to go black.

      “Beck,” I whisper, and like she knows it’s a warning, she takes me as deep as she can, one hand still wrapped around my base, the other teasing my balls.

      Looking down at Beck between my spread thighs, my cock disappearing between her plump lips, her things and her scent surrounding me–I topple over the edge of self-control and my grip on control slips free.

      She stills when the first shot of my orgasm leaves me, and on the second jet, she starts to swallow, moaning as she drinks my cum. My hands fall away from the back of my head and go to hers, my thumbs sweeping her cheeks proudly as she swallows my release, shot after shot.

      When I’m just a twitching, sticky mess in her mouth, she lowers my still-hard cock to my belly and drags her tongue across her lips, eyes tamped down on me. “You don’t taste so bad yourself.”

      She acknowledges my hands on her face by covering mine with hers, bringing them down between us. I move to put my cock back in my boxers, but she stops me, doing it herself instead.

      “I can’t do the zipper or fly,” she comments, and I think it’s cute as fuck she’s trying to help me get decent. I reach for her shirt off the ground, and finding it inside out, I right it and tell her to lift her arms.

      She does, and as I slide the tank down her lean arms, I press a quick kiss to each of her nipples before they disappear beneath her shirt. Once I’ve zipped and buttoned, I rest my hand on her thigh, fingers stroking her leg over the denim.

      “I’d like to make you cum, Beck,” I tell her because it feels like a huge dick move to have her suck me off and have me… what, suck on her tits and go home? “Please,” I add, because the more time that passes that she hasn’t cum, the worse I feel.

      Her smile is one meant to let me down easily, and my chest aches at the sight. My fingers curl deeper into her leg. “I’m not ready for that yet,” she says quietly, her eyes holding mine.

      Before I can make her cum, she says, “Let’s eat. I made one of your childhood favorites.”

      Smiling, I try to remember all the things I’d told her I loved eating as a kid. Over the last week we’d talked on the phone in the evenings and gotten to know more odds and ends about each other. One of the things I’d told her was that lasagna was a childhood favorite of mine.

      She remembered and made it.

      Once she turns the oven off, I grab the mitts from the counter and take it out. The pan is heavy with sauce and cheese bubbling over the edges. It smells like fucking heaven as I slide it onto the charger in the center of the table.

      I shuck off the mitts and can’t resist looping my arms around her waist after she lowers two plates to the table. I bring her body close to mine and stare down at her mouth. “ You gave me head and made me lasagna, and I haven’t done anything for you.”

      She kisses me, short but hot. “I don’t need you to do anything for me.”

      “I want to do something for you.” Everything, I think to myself.

      “You can sit and eat, and we can talk. That’s what I want.”

      We discuss vacations (both of us agreeing we’re not the types to need a strict schedule because vacation should be relaxing, not organized), she tells me she played the piano for seven years, and I tell her I played the recorder in third grade music class. I share with her that my dad used to have a boat named the Knot Sure at which point she tells me she gets seasick. When she was seven, Carl let go of her waist at horseback riding lessons and she fell off, earning her six stitches in her left eyebrow when she fell onto a rock in the ground. I tell her that my favorite book is All Quiet on the Western Front, and that I enjoy war documentaries. She tells me she likes cooking shows and long walks. I mention that I went running with Miller once, and she tells me she tried barre with Goldie. By the time we’re ending our debate on the blue and black versus white and gold optical illusion dress from a few years back, we’ve collectively finished the green salad, eaten half the lasagna, (that was mostly me) and it’s nearly eleven at night.

      Refusing to leave before I help clean up, we do dishes side by side, bubbles foaming up to our elbows. We’re silent, but it’s comfortable, and I bump her hip playfully once when we both reach for the same spoon underwater. When everything is done, she walks me to her door, where I cradle her jaw in my hands and devour her lips in a slow, passionate, intentional kiss.

      Crickets chirp from the lawn, and a tree sways from a cool, night breeze that drifts through. Our eyes are locked together, but when she smiles, I laugh, and the dense spell is broken.

      I can feel how easily we could get lost in each other.

      Before I let that happen, there are things she needs to know about me. Except now isn’t the time.

      We kiss. “I can’t wait to see you again.” I take a few steps down on her porch. “Tomorrow?”

      She nods. “Sure. I’m going to the studio in the morning so… same time?”

      I nod. “Perfect.”

      “Bye, Beau.”

      The moonlight streaks her face. It’s official, the most beautiful woman alive gave me head tonight.

      Despite all that’s ahead of me, I actually feel lucky now. All because of her.
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      Beck

      
        
        His tongue drags over my flesh, lapping the stream of milk, and I come undone completely.

      

      

      “His wood is really great.”

      Goldie takes a sip of her latte. Despite the fact I have a coffee maker, we stopped at the Wilting Daisy on the way to the studio. Turns out, my studio is only a five-minute walk from Oakcreek’s most popular bakery. I don’t know if that’s good or bad.

      “And I care about that because?”

      I blink. “Well, because a fair businessman is always a good thing. Fair in one aspect means he’s probably fair in others,” I reason aloud, finding everything I’m saying to be incredibly boring when it comes to pursuing a partner. I mean of course, Goldie needs someone fair, but who the hell wants their “how we met” story to include “because he’s a fair businessman, I gave him a chance”? Um, no one.

      Luckily, she’s so disinterested in my suggestion that she waves me off easily. “I’m not going to be hooked up with the guy who’s replacing your floors in the studio, Beck. I’m not desperate.”

      I fold my arms across my chest, leaning my back against the built-in desk cornering my large space. “No one said you were desperate, and going on a date with Aaron construction guy doesn’t make you desperate,” I say, hating how snotty my friend can sometimes come off.

      Pushing her Prada glasses to the top of her head, her silky dark hair spills past her shoulders as she does. She blinks before tugging at a clump of mascara at the end of one of her lashes. “It’s only partially because he works construction,” she admits with a wrinkle of her nose. She’s been judgmental so long that she doesn't even wince when she judges someone’s entire life and potential suitor-status based on knowing one thing about them. She’s been judging that long.

      “I’m just not… ready.”

      I want to say I wish it was just the latter of the two reasons, but pointing out her personality flaws when she’s hurting is something her mom does just fine–she doesn’t need me to do it.

      Goldie still hasn’t opened up to me about what happened at her PR job, only that she’d been unfairly let go and that she had no plans of fighting it.

      I sip my coffee. “You know, whenever you wanna talk about it…” I let my sentence fall, and she flashes a quick acknowledging smile.

      “I know. Thanks.” Spinning, she takes in the studio with the new floors and paint. Looking down at the shining wheatland reclaimed paneled flooring beneath her black sandals she lets out an impressed breath. “He really does have nice wood.” She taps her foot, and I beam down at the gorgeous floors.

      “Yeah,” I sigh, “I’m low key in love with these floors.” I lower my purse to the floor before setting my coffee next to it after taking the last drink. “I may have him redo the floors at my house.”

      “The floors in your place are already wood,” Goldie challenges, running her hand up the freshly painted wall. “What color is this?”

      “Mega-grey-ige,” I respond to her second question first. Then, “but the floors in my place are damaged in some spots and it’s not exactly the color I’m digging. They’re practically cherry.” I tap my foot on the floor. “This is so gorgeous. So much better.”

      Goldie nods, sighing kind of dreamily as she sinks into a folding chair in the middle of the studio.

      Last week, I painted this place with my dad while my mom and Goldie watched Jett. Today, because the space is pretty small in comparison to a residential job, my floors were replaced. And I love them.

      I’m so excited to have the studio shaping up. The kilns were delivered earlier today, too.

      I should be bouncing off the walls with all the positive things finally in motion for me. And I am. Only, the thing that has me smiling, joking, laughing… Its got nothing to do with wood and kilns.

      Well, maybe wood. But not flooring.

      Beau.

      What we did last night… Obviously I’ve never explored playing with breast milk because Beau is my first boyfriend since giving birth, and Dustin would probably rather sign away his fortune before watching me feed his son.

      But Beau’s interest in me and my body… I can’t help but be supremely flattered. And turned on. Because not only does Beau want to worship and ravage me, but he wants to explore things I never knew could bring us closer. I never thought of my ability to feed Jett as anything other than an evolutionary trait meant to keep my child bonded to me and alive.

      But watching Beau lick me from his arm… seeing how hard he got watching me expel… The funny thing is, I thought being with a twenty-six-year-old would make me insecure, and yet, I’ve literally never felt sexier or more confident, and it’s all because of him.

      “I love it.” She stacks her ankles out in front of her. “I’ll wait here while you do what you gotta do, okay?”

      I pat her head as I pass her, making my way to the kiln room sitting in the back of the studio. I had some fans running back here earlier, drying some pieces I painted. It felt good to sink my hands into the cold, wet clay. I didn’t have the overwhelming urge to create, but the fact that I’m nearly ready to open my new studio in a new town–I can’t deny I feel stronger. Prouder.

      I’d love to write some Eat, Pray, Love book where I give success advice to the rest of the thirty-something single mom divorcees who have been left for a girl with a season for a name and silicone for tits. I want to say “here’s what I did to feel better” then go on to say “and here are the steps you have to take to get there.” I want to be an empowering success story.

      The truth is far from a woman’s guide to betterment. If I had to write a book on how I moved past the heartache of Dustin leaving me and our baby for Summer fucking Banks, well, it would be one page.

      With one name

      Beau.

      His determination to win me over, be real and honest with me, and lay his vulnerabilities and feelings out on the line gave me confidence. When my offer was accepted at the studio, I didn’t know what was going to happen and I still don’t know if I’ll be as successful as I was in the city. But the fact that I felt like I could attempt something in the first place–his adoration and admiration gave me that.

      “I gave Beau a blow job last night,” I call to Goldie from around the corner as I turn the dial on the box fan near the door. With the lights off and the back door still locked, I turn the corner back to the bare main studio and find Goldie standing with her jaw practically on the floor.

      “Excuse me, why did you wait all day to tell me that?” she asks, poking me in the ribs. I cover the spot with my hand.

      “Oww,” I say, drawing out the moment to prolong giving her my most truthful answer. I don’t care about admitting the truth, but I know once I say it outloud, I will by default start taking things with Beau much more seriously. That’s the way it works with voicing your feelings–somehow volume seems to give them a surge of validity. “I was just processing.”

      She rolls her eyes, disbelieving of my blatant bullshit. Because it’s a blow job, not fortune telling. What’s to process? “Process what? He’s hot, he likes you, he has a dick, and you sucked it.”

      I snort because I don’t hugely disagree with her assessment. I pick up my purse and focus on the contents as I sift for my car keys. “I don’t know,” I say casually, pushing aside a half empty pack of gum and a pacifier in a plastic bag. “Maybe because if I marry Beau one day, I don’t want you to know about my husband’s dick.” She goes dead quiet as I spot the silver ring of my keys and nab them with a jingle. “On the other hand, if my life is too much responsibility in two months, none of it will matter.”

      When I meet her eyes, I’m grinning because she knows that even though I’m delivering this casually, I’m actually being serious. Because it’s time I admit what’s real and let go of the bullshit. And I really fucking like Beau. And so does Jett.

      And he likes us back.

      I know we may not be in love, and it’s only been a few months but the possibility of more is there, and I’m not too afraid of scaring him off to admit it.

      “Holy shit.”

      I shrug, to lessen the intensity of what I’ve just told her but can’t help the smile on my face. “He’s coming over again tonight.”

      Goldie twists her lips to the side. “I’ll take construction guy’s number.”
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        * * *

      

      With Jett on my hip and hot water boiling on the stovetop, my hair wet and uncombed, all the lights in the house on, and Jett needing a bath–I’m so not ready for this at-home date.

      “Bo!” Jett harrumphs as he tangles his pear-covered hand in my freshly clean hair.

      “No, Jetty, mama just washed her hair!” I grimace as I slide my locks from his grip.

      “Bo!” he yells again. I boop his nose, taking a steadying breath. If I start this date hectic, my energy will be off all night. I lower him to the floor, and smooth my clean hand through his hair.

      “Yes, Beau is coming over.”

      “Ma-ma-Bo,” Jett says, stringing three syllables together in the closest construct he’s ever come to a full sentence.

      “Mama likes Beau. Mama loves Jett,” I say to him, but his eyes are glazing over as they catch sight of the cartoon characters flickering on the television. I may not curse in front of my son, but I’m not the type that thinks a little cartoons will kill him.

      “A few minutes and we’re getting you in the bath,” I tell him as I drift around the corner, twisting off the burner on the cooktop. I’m finger-combing the pear tangle from my wet hair when a knock comes at the door.

      In my chaos of flying around this place trying to get ready for this date, I’d flipped the lock so that Beau could let himself in if need be.

      I left it unlocked for him, and even though I swallowed his cum last night, leaving the front door open for him feels more trusting that anything I’ve had with a man in a long, long time.

      “It’s open,” I call out, and as soon as the front door opens, Jett scoots around to face it.

      My eyes fall on a very handsome Beau, wearing dark blue jeans and a black button-up, black boots on his feet. His leather jacket is draped over one arm, and his dark hair is shoved back casually, a little damp, too, like he just showered.

      From my spot across the room, I can smell his spicy, amber scent as he tosses his jacket across the couch and falls to a kneel in front of Jett.

      “Jetpack,” he says, scooping my son up. They fall back together, with Beau’s back on my couch, Jett gripping Beau’s cheeks delightedly.

      “Bo!” he cries triumphantly before falling into a steady rhythm of “cha-cha-cha-frrrp–frrrp.” Then, he blows bubbles, and I watch with hazy eyes and a wide smile as Beau smiles at Jett. His large hand holds carefully at the back of Jett’s spine, and his other stays up, hovering around Jett’s elbow, ready to grab him no matter which way he topples.

      “Hi,” I say, and then he finally sees me. And I’m not even a little mad it took him a full minute to look.

      “Hey,” he rasps, smoky and dark but not sexual. More… sated than anything. “You look beautiful.”

      I look down at my off-the-shoulder Pirates of the Caribbean t-shirt that I got at Disneyland three years ago when I vacationed with Dustin. “Adults don’t wear Disney shirts,” he’d said after I’d already purchased it. “And I’m sure it will sit in your drawer and never get worn along with all the other shit you just had to have.”

      It’s my favorite t-shirt. It now has holes in the hem and armpit from so much wear. So suck my metaphorical dick, Dustin.

      I shove a finger through one of said holes and tug the shirt out from my body. With it I’m wearing a pair of comfortable bike shorts (the sweaty woman’s equivalent to yoga pants), and my hair is starting to dry in less than smooth waves.

      “I’m wearing a ratty old t-shirt, my hair is wet, and I have no makeup on.”

      Beau’s expression never falters, not even for a moment. “I think I like you best like this.”

      I snort out a laugh. “Okay, Drake, I appreciate the sentiment but I don’t think that can possibly be true.”

      His brows ruffle but his smile twitches.

      “What?”

      The two still on the floor, Jett uses Beau’s shirt to steady himself as he slides off his lap, headed around the couch. “I’m surprised you know Drake that well.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “I may be older than you but I know Drake.”

      His smile really twitches, like he’s fighting off a laugh, and before he gets in trouble, he pushes off the ground to his feet. “I’m not saying you wouldn’t know Drake because you’re older than me, I just figured with the no cursing rule and Jetpack that you wouldn’t be a big Drake listener, that’s all.”

      “Every woman likes Drake.”

      I think of Nancy Reid who listens only to Christian music and amend my statement. “Most women like Drake. And besides, before Jett, I cursed. I listened to rap.”

      “Do you still?” he asks as he carefully closes the distance between us, his eyes bouncing between me and the ground so as not to step on Jett.

      I nod. He’s so close I can feel the warmth radiate off his skin, and I can smell the cool tea tree and mint shampoo he uses from here. “I would if I ever had the chance. I’m not alone much.”

      He feeds our fingers together, and now we’re facing each other holding hands. Prickling excitement worms its way up my hands, through my wrists and arms, creeping into my neck and face.

      “Do you like Drake?” I don’t know why but the question is barely audible. Beau’s tongue darts across his lips. His eyes analyze my mouth before he says, “I do like Drake.”

      “What else do you listen to?” I ask as he uses our joined hands to bring our bodies flush. His cock is hard, and through his fitted jeans, I feel his erection against my belly. I may have no physical proof that I’m as turned on but I am. And if it weren’t for my son scooting around this place with the remote in his mouth, I’d probably start shamelessly grinding against Beau right now.

      Because I want him in ways I’ve never wanted a man.

      I never got to practically wet myself over how sexy and heart warming it was to see Dustin with Jett. I was cheated out of falling more in love with my husband when our child was born–that’s something all women say happens to them, and yet another thing to be added to the list of bullshit Dustin stole from me.

      But as I rock to my toes and swallow his answers of “everything but country” in a soft kiss, I realize that I will have all those moments, just… with someone else, in a different way, with a completely new landscape on our horizon.

      And it just may be better than what I thought I wanted.

      “Same,” I say, a bit breathless as I pull back, Jett’s hands locked around my ankle as he cries, “mo-mo-mama!”

      I break the connection between our hands to hold one of mine up, simulating an open and close sign. “This means more. When Jett says ‘mo-mo’ he means more. And more, at this stage in development, is really only used to find out if he wants more milk or not.”

      Slowly Beau nods, and I watch him, catching the exact moment my words settle in.

      “He wants to eat?” I love the crackle in his voice as he asks. My skin pricks with heat and anticipation as I remember how he tasted me last night. But all the excitement of what’s to come tonight blows away like a fart in the wind when Jett… farts. And more.

      Beau laughs, immediately reaching down and pulling Jett to his chest. Cradling him with carefully placed hands, he laughs, Jett laughing right along with him. “Whoa, I guess that means you need your diaper changed, huh?”

      I reach over and pull his diaper back, peering down. “Yep.” Anxiety has me mentally drumming my fingers on my thigh, trying to compartmentalize my tasks and the best way to tackle them without making Beau wait around my house for thirty minutes.

      “What’s up?” Beau asks, reading the way I checked out for a second.

      “He needs to be changed, but he also needs a bath and to eat.” I bite the inside of my mouth. “The pasta is done but needs to be drained and needs sauce and honestly, I’m embarrassed that my house is such a disaster, and before you say it doesn’t matter to you, I’m telling you, I’m type A and I won’t be able to fully enjoy this date with you if I’m sitting in a pile of unfolded laundry with my feet propped up next to dishes.”

      He looks around the room and I can honestly tell it's the first time he’s really seeing the status of my house. “Hasn’t Goldie been here?”

      I take Jett from his arms, and it’s the first time he’s reached for anyone but my parents.

      “That’s why it’s so messy. I mean, I’m not normally living in a magazine spread or anything, but…” I look at the partially drank water cups and cans of La Croix littering the coffee table, “I know how to finish a drink.”

      “And what to do with the empty when you do,” he adds with a smile. “Listen, let’s just tag team. You probably have to do Jett since, well,” he motions more with his hand, earning him a grin from me. “I can’t provide the thing he wants most.”

      My cheeks flush. “I can’t have you picking up my house.”

      He shrugs, reaching out to smooth a hand down Jett’s back. “Why not? I’m not asking to hand wash your panties, Beck. I’m gonna take some dishes to the sink, throw some trash away, and maybe fold some blankets.”

      His eyes move between mine, studying me as he waits for an answer. This is what teamwork is–sharing the tasks and not being made to feel bad about it. Only, he isn’t my partner. This is a date.

      “No, please, this is a date. You can’t.” I hoist Jett higher on my hip. “Give me ten minutes, and I’ll have him changed and bathed, then you can keep me company while I feed him.”

      I expect an argument; I expect him to be insistent on doing it his way. Because that’s what Dustin would have done. Instead, he smiles, pushes a stack of magazines on a sweatshirt over on the couch and flops down. “Okay, I’ll be here.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m chasing a scooting Jett down the hallway into the living room, the ends of my hair now wet again from bathing the baby.

      Beau twists on the couch, the edges of something in his hands as he looks back at me.

      When he sees my arms are empty, he tosses the item aside and slides off the couch, swooping up Jett as he comes around the corner.

      “I was reading your pottery periodical,” he says before I can ask, and then without direction, he holds Jett in his arms as he trails me to the kitchen. I strain the pasta, dodging the steam as I respond.

      “Periodical, huh? Are you sure you listen to Drake and not a gramophone?”

      “I wasn’t sure if it is a magazine because there aren’t a lot of pictures and most of it is articles. So calling it a magazine felt wrong.”

      I pour sauce into the pan and add the meat that had been cooling in a separate pan. Giving it a stir, I wipe my hands on the towel hanging from the oven door handle.

      “It’s kind of both. I mean, it still has advertisements but it is mostly informational.”

      “It was cool,” he hedges, Jett’s head tipping forward to Beau’s shoulder. Like it is the most natural thing, Beau’s large hand comes down on the back of Jett’s head, soothing him as he begins to sway.

      Over six feet of muscle and nice hair, tanned skin, and a pearly grin is standing in my kitchen, rocking and swaying with my baby.

      I almost can’t believe how quickly things have happened.

      “I want to see the studio. Do you have kilns?” he asks, his voice dropping to a baby-sleep-approved volume.

      Impressed, I head down the hall, and he follows. I sink into my nursing chair as he passes me a tired Jett.

      “If he’s kinda sleeping, do you still feed him?” Beau asks, smoothing a linen swaddling blanket over Jett’s legs as I position him across my lap. When he was just a baby, I had to use a special nursing pillow between him and my lap. Now he’s so big that half the time he just grabs my nipple and pops it in his own mouth.

      Beau takes a seat across from me, just like yesterday.

      “Yeah, think of it like… topping off,” I reply with a smile, then I remember that Beau drives a Tesla. “Wait, you don’t have to do that since you have an electric car. But you get the reference.”

      He nods, and my eyes magnetize to his broad chest, parts of his bare skin visible from the way his shirt pulls tight as he leans back into the small chair. Those buttons are working hard.

      “I still top off. Just… with electricity not gas.”

      Jett latches the moment my boob is out, and my focus returns to Beau. He’s watching Jett, but again, his expression is tender, almost melodic, as if this moment is bringing him something that nothing else does. He blinks a few times, leaning forward to drop his elbows to his knees. I think he’s going to say something, but instead, he just watches.

      A moment passes, and I say, “oh yeah, how’s that work?” I feel a bit sad that he didn’t segue into feelings or give me a peek into his psyche, but I guess that was a lot to expect after a single complicated (yet adoring) look.

      “When I’m nearly fully charged, I’ll still plug it in at home because it only adds five kilowatts of energy per hour, so by the time I wake up for work in the morning, it’s added sixty miles, and I’m close to being topped off.”

      I nod. “That makes sense,” I remember what Goldie said when I told her Beau drives a Tesla. I shared the information as more evidence that Beau does not fit the bill of a stereotypical twenty-something. Working as a mechanic but owning a very eco-friendly new car. He doesn’t seem impulsive either. But Goldie took that information in the annoying way that she sometimes can–as gossip.

      “Oh, that’s a pretty pricey car for a mechanic,” she’d said, and though I know it doesn’t sound like a great comment, she really did just mean it as gossip as opposed to being destructive of his career choice.

      “Again,” I’d told her, “his finances are not my business.” I had to tell her that once before when she commented on the cost of him calling Wheel Get You to see me so often.

      But now I guess since we are just sitting in almost silence—nothing but Jett’s swallows and grunts in the air–I find myself wondering, just a little.

      “Your c–”

      I’m about to ask about his car when he says, “I did one of those 23 and Me things recently, do you know what they are?”

      The name sounds familiar, but I’m not sure. Last time I nodded along with something I wasn’t clear on, I ended up with a kiln full of mini-penis salt and pepper shakers. Never again.

      “Sounds familiar, but…”

      “It’s DNA. Like the tests you sync up to your ancestry profile online. To find out more about your family and heritage.”

      “Oh, what made you want to do that?” I adjust Jett by uncurling his fists from my skin, but he just sinks them back into me when I let go.

      Beau shoves his hand through his hair, leaning back again. “Right before he passed, my dad told me that he wasn’t actually my birth father.”

      Oh shit. I rub the back of Jett’s fuzzy little head but I don’t stop looking at Beau. His eyes are wide but dark, and I realize now that all of his pain… it wasn’t just death related. He suffered two unimaginable losses; his father, then himself. Who he thought he was before he knew essentially died. And I get that. I so fucking get that.

      “Oh Beau,” I murmur, wishing I could draw him in for a long, tight hug.

      “I’ve been battling my identity since the day he died.” He takes a beat, studying his hands to avoid what I assume is an emotional rush. “I knew it would be hard when he died. We were so close. I knew I’d be lost for a while.” With one hand, he smooths his finger over his knuckles. “But when he told me I’m not even his… I went from thinking I’d be lost to not really even knowing who I was anymore.”

      Jett has drifted off, but I don’t want to move.

      My focus is only on Beau when he lifts his head, slowly bringing his wide eyes to mine. “Until I met you, Beck. I felt lost until I met you. And the more I got to know you, the more I remembered part of myself—the part whose existence didn’t hinge on being my father’s son.”

      The edges of my vision goes a little blurry at his words. It’s one thing to say you’re falling for someone but quite another to tell someone they’ve lifted you from your darkness.

      The truth is he’s done the same for me. But I can’t believe that a boring Wheel Get You driver would have done that for him. Am I really that exciting?

      “I don’t know how I made you feel that way,” I say, not fishing for more but needing more. I never saw it coming with Dustin, even if the signs were there in hindsight. Going forward, I need as much information as possible to keep myself safe.

      “You made me want to figure myself out so I could be good enough for you.” Our eyes tangle together, moving back and forth in a silent, weighty dance. “For both of you,” he amends, his voice raspy and raw. A tingle moves through my limbs and goosebumps rise up on the back of my neck.

      “Did you figure anything out?” I ask breathlessly, and now Beau’s eyes drift between myself and Jett, since he’s slightly rolled away from me. My breast is now completely exposed but still, he only looks between my eyes and Jett’s sleeping profile.

      “I want to move past it, but I can’t until I figure out why he told me.” He shoves a hand through his hair before bringing them back to a nervous tangle between his legs. “I found my birth father and I’m going to go see him.”

      Rising, so does Beau, and for some reason, it feels right to meet him halfway across the nursery, so I do. And without asking why, Beau knows and he leans down, giving Jett a kiss on his forehead. He smooths his fingers across the place he kissed and whispers quietly “sweet dreams.” While my lower half is seizing, and if I’m being honest, freaking the fuck out over how turned on it is by Beau, I put Jett down in his crib. With the sound machine on and the baby monitor going, I lead us out of the nursery.

      Without warning, Beau pins me to the wall in the hallway and seals his lips to mine, working them fast and frantic down my jaw and neck. With my hands in his soft hair and his lips tracing my collarbone, I murmur, “maybe he was trying to tell you that love is all that matters. Blood isn’t what makes family, but love is.”

      He peels off of me, his lips pink from kissing me everywhere, and we make simmering eye contact.

      “I’m learning that...” I slightly tip my head back towards Jett’s door. “That love is what matters, and nothing else.”

      He doesn’t say anything, and his warm breath flanks my nose as he stares down into my eyes. My hands curl around his shoulders. “We can learn together.”

      And those are the last words I speak because he takes my mouth in the most controlling and commanding kiss–all while walking me backward… toward my bedroom.

      The world around me becomes cloudy, the only thing I can focus on is him. He bites into the column of my neck before lathing his marks with his tongue. He kisses down my collarbone again before bringing his lips to my mouth in a fast, hot kiss.

      “You look sexy as hell in this shirt,” he says against my lips as he tugs the hem of my t-shirt.

      “Dustin hated me in t-shirts,” I whisper, wishing I could take it back as soon as the words fly off my tongue. I’m still so quick to bring him up, and I hate that. Beau must hate it, too. I’m about to apologize when he grins, wide and easy.

      “Ask me why I like them,” he says with his contagious grin.

      This time, I kiss him, using my grip on his shoulders to pull myself to him. Shit his body is solid muscle, like gripping concrete or a freaking boulder.

      “Why?” I ask, suddenly drunk off the scent of his skin, his testosterone, his vulnerability. Everything about him from his cologne to his words is making me… wild for him.

      My hands smooth down his pecs, and my pussy pulses at his responsive groan. I wonder what he sounds like when he first slides his cock inside of a woman? I wonder what he sounds like when the first pulsing ripple of cum leaves him when he’s buried deep inside? Are his moans quiet or loud? Does he sweat? Does he keep his eyes open?

      “Being comfortable with someone is sexy. It means you trust that they don’t need a phony, Instagram version of you to want to be with you.” He grabs the t-shirt and pulls it off over my head, leaving me in my nude colored nursing bra.

      “Comfort is sexy because comfort is trust, and there is nothing hotter than a beautiful woman who trusts you.”

      I like his answer, and show him with a kiss.

      “Is that why Drake likes his girls with sweatpants and no make up?” I tease as Beau reaches around me, unclasping my bra. Slapping my palms to my chest, I keep the bra to my body even after he releases the clasp.

      Beau grins, and my entire abdomen fills with a torturous heat that threatens to self-destruct if I don’t take care of it. “I don’t know what the fuck Drake is talking about because your bra is unclasped and you have no shirt on. My brain is pretty much unable to do anything but focus on you.”

      For a guy who isn’t using lines, some of the stuff he says hits just like a fucking good line. My body hums under his focus.

      “Good answer,” I tell him as I hold my bra with my arm and hand, using the other to tug on his button-up. “But I’m not going to be the only one topless.”

      “If you wanted to see me naked,” he teases, bouncing his eyebrows playfully, “then all you had to do was say it.” His thick fingers begin working in a vertical line down his chest and belly as he makes quick work of the small buttons.

      When he’s shrugged out of his shirt, he goes for the top button on his fitted jeans, pausing to meet my eyes.

      “I don’t want to be the only one pantless.” Again, he wiggles his brows, and now I’m smiling at him.

      My bra tumbles to the floor, and his eyes go straight to my breasts. “Stay focused, Just Beau,” I whisper, hooking my thumbs into the sides of my bike shorts. The way he licks his lips like he’s about to inhale a burger and fries makes my pussy pulse and clench.

      “Yeah,” he breathes, working on unbuttoning his jeans. His eyes take in my breasts in a way that makes me feel both completely fucking sexy and hugely powerful. I’ve never been looked at by anyone the way that Beau looks at me.

      A few seconds later and we’re both stripped completely bare, standing in a graveyard of our clothes. My eyes take a slow journey across the Beau landscape. I feel like a tourist, not wanting to miss a single thing.

      I watch his Adam’s apple dip, his chest fill and empty as he breathes heavily. I love the way his nostrils flare a little when he lets himself glance at the dark, hardened tips of my breasts. And my body warms when my eyes fall on his cock, hard and happy between us.

      “I’m going to devour you tonight, Beck.” He reaches out and tenderly strokes the side of my breast. “With your permission.”

      I don’t know what he has in store. I don’t know if he’ll want to do or try things I’ve never done. The most wild I ever got with Dustin was reverse cowgirl. Beau is young and gorgeous, and hung and has probably fucked a model on a motorcycle. But whatever he wants to do, I know I’ll do it because I want him that fucking badly.

      He glances at my bed, then back at me before falling to his knees. Wrapping his calloused palms around my ankles, he slowly moves my legs apart. Reaching behind me, he rests each hand on a globe of my ass, tugging me toward him.

      His mouth seals over my clit on the first try, releasing a desperate, pent-up sigh from within me.

      It’s been years since a man has moved his tongue around between my legs. I told myself for years that it was something I didn’t need. Something I wasn’t even that into. But as Beau drags the tip of his tongue back and forth against my clit, making my thighs tense and my pussy pulse, I know what a liar I am.

      I do miss this. I do want this.

      All of this.

      When I feel his hand leave my ass on one side, I look down at Beau kneeling between my legs. One of his hands is wrapped around his cock, twisting as he coasts his palm up and down his length. I find myself swallowing a thick wad of saliva, remembering how well he filled my throat and how hot it was making him cum, then swallowing it.

      “You taste even better than I imagined,” he groans, his fingertips sinking deeper into my cheek, keeping me close to his face.

      “Wh-what did you imagine?” I ask, panting, growing breathless.

      He looks up at me, his full lips and the tip of his nose glistening from me. My nipples grow hard and my breasts tingle everywhere… almost like let-down. Heat sears up my spine.

      Moving his hand from his cock to the opening between my legs, he introduces a finger as he peppers long, vibrating kisses on my clit. Against my bare folds he says, “I don’t know, but you are so sweet. All of you tastes so goddamn good,” he growls before nuzzling into me again, stroking through my labia with his tongue as his fingers plunge and curl inside me repeatedly.

      All of me tastes good. I envision his tongue sliding up the length of his ropy, muscled arm, my milk wet on his lips. My head whirrs as he eats me, and I grow dizzy on my feet. With my hands that are curled into his hair, grating his scalp, I push him back a little.

      With a final kiss, he backs off and smiles up at me.

      “Let’s lay down. I can’t have an orgasm standing up.”

      His brow raises and so does he, smoothing his hands up my sides as he does.

      “I can’t,” I contend, his expression telling me he thinks I can. “I tried with.. I tried a few times before, but I can’t.”

      He weaves our fingers together and kisses my knuckles. Wrapping our joined hands around his cock, he leaves me pumping him as he cradles my face. His cock is hard and swollen, and it’s everything I want inside of me right this second.

      “I believe you. And I will make you come in your bed. But know this, baby; I’ll make you come anywhere, on your head or standing. Because it’s not you that can’t make it happen, it’s the person that was giving it to you.” He smiles with a sexy confidence that makes me eager to see if he’s right. “Now get on the bed on your back and keep your legs spread wide for me.”

      My thumbs sweep the tip of him, finding precome. I raise my hand to my mouth and drag my tongue over the trail of him.

      “Fu-uck,” he groans, his lids growing heavy in response.

      “You say I taste good, but have you ever tasted yourself?” I ask, my heart racing. Where this sexual prowess is coming from, I don’t know, but I like it. And unlike former partners, Beau likes it too. His deep, slow swallow, his cock dripping into my palm, the way his eyes look a little lost as he stares down at me—there’s no question he likes this side of me.

      I like it too, but it only exists with him.

      “I haven’t, but if you wanted me to, I would.”

      Getting onto my back on the bed, I pull my blonde hair to one side, exposing my breasts to him. Beau positions himself on the bed, carefully lowering his belly and cock against the mattress.

      “I’ll miss my friend,” I say with a wink, referring to his dick. He reaches beneath him to adjust, and god, why is him adjusting his cock like the hottest thing I’ve ever seen?

      “You’ll be with him again soon,” Beau grins. He lowers his mouth to my pussy and begins feasting, his tongue smoothing up and down my labia before his lips seal around my swollen clit. He sucks my clit hard—harder than I thought I would like—and just as my back arches and my throat releases a wild scream, he pulls away.

      “Beck,” he asks, his tone bordering on Batman depths of timbre.

      I look down at the sizable shoulders between my thighs, the smooth and sculpted back leading down to a plump, perfect peachy ass and two long, muscular legs. His coif of hair is mussed from my hands gripping and pulling, and I fall in love a little for a split second.

      It’s probably a combination of hormones and horniness, so I don’t say anything, I just relish the sight of his head bobbing and swaying against my pussy as his fingers move in and out of me. It’s all so perfect.

      “Yes,” I pant, squeezing my eyes shut so that the erotic sight of him making me cum doesn’t… make me cum too fast. “Flick my clit with your tongue just like that, just like that.” My arms stretch across the mattress, fingers grabbing at the fitted sheet beneath me for something to hold onto. Anything, or else I may float away in a bubble of twenty-six-year-old oral-sex-induced euphoria.

      When I feel the loss of him, I look down to find him looking up at me with a tortured gleam in his eyes. “You’re driving me fucking wild with that mouth of yours.”

      “I could say the same for you,” I pant, impressed with my ability to form words because the truth of it is, while I’m acting sexy and nonchalant, it’s been so fucking long since a man has touched me like this that I’m on the brink of explosion already. I’m not talking bottle rockets, I’m talking about the kind of explosion that lights up the sky and gets the attention of the whole world.

      He blinks at me, and my heart does a stutter step. A strand of chocolatey hair falls across his face, and with a flick of his head, he tosses it back. “I like that you tell me what you want and don’t want,” he says, kissing my inner thighs in a way that makes my eyes sting. “Always do that, okay?”

      I nod because I’m afraid that two-syllable word might turn that stinging into more if I say it.

      “Now, I’m going to take my time exploring your pussy, one lick and kiss at a time. In a minute, you’re gonna have your legs pulled to your chest and my name will echo in this room.” He keeps his eyes on mine as his tongue explores me a bit more. “But not too loud. Don’t wanna wake Jetpack.”

      I grab his head and nudge him deeper into me because when he thinks of my son in serious ways–not just bringing a stuffed animal here and asking what food he likes there–that really makes my eyes sting.

      “Beau,” I whisper down to him. I take a long moment to memorize the beauty of his thick fingers buried deep in the fleshy parts of my thighs as he pins me open.

      “Hmmm,” he moans into my spread lips, tasting me with long, slow passes of his tongue.

      “It’s been a while,” I say, feeling sheepish but trying to be a big girl about the fact that I’m insanely close to cumming after like, five minutes of fooling around. But he buries his face deeper, and I don’t think he understands. “Babe,” I whisper and this time his eyes come up to mine, glassy and beautiful. He blinks a few times.

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s been me and the Rabbit for a long time.” I stroke my hand through his silky brown hair, enjoying how it slides between my fingers. “I’m,” I pause, struggling to find the words. “I’m very attracted to you, and very turned on…” I trail off, and let my eyes do the rest of the talking.

      We share intimate eye contact before he nods once, and returns to my body. When he tastes me, it’s like he knows his time is limited. The tip of his fingers work small circles inside of me, spooling me tight, making me clench. He uses his tongue for short, hard flicks against my clit in between soft, slow kisses to it. The day has caught up with him and his cheeks are covered in light stubble, rubbing the insides of my thighs as I clench my legs around him. The feeling is electric, both slightly jarring but a lot exciting.

      I’m so close. I kick my leg, predictably getting comfortable to hold them to my chest as he eats me to orgasm. I lift the sheet with my errant kick, and it brings me a rush of his scent; cologne, sweat and… my pussy.

      “Beau,” I pant, dropping my palms on the back of his shoulder blades. My neck grows hot and the base of my brain does too, leaving me shaking my head against the pillow, still clawing at him.

      “Beau, Beau,” I chant as my orgasm spears through me with no warning. I clamp down around his fingers, and he groans darkly as he feels me spasm on him. My hips lift and roll, dying for more of him, more of him to fill me full, make me feel complete, and make me cum.

      He doesn’t stop going down on me, moving his tongue in circles around my clit as I slowly lower my legs to the mattress and catch my breath. A drop of sweat slides beneath my breast into the bed below.

      “Thank you,” I say to him before I’ve completely caught my breath, and he carves out a trail on my body, leading to my lips, leaving kisses everywhere he goes.

      “Thank you for letting me have you that way,” Beau whispers against my lips. Then we kiss, and it’s so slow and tender, our jaws flexing and closing, hearts beating, tongues moving together lazily. It’s beautiful but also somewhat comfortable and safe.

      It’s the perfect after kiss.

      “But I’m not done making you come. I feel like an asshole for last night.”

      “Don’t,” I say, reaching up to sift my fingers through his hair. My hands were just in his hair for the last seven minutes, but I can’t stop touching him. “I’m giving you all access right now. Have your way with me. Make me cum a million times. I won’t stop you.”

      He laughs as he positions himself to lie next to me. Draping a heavy hand over my belly, he strokes my skin, looking down at me. With his palm to his cheek and his elbow on the pillow, he’s well enough over me that we can really look at each other. I have to take a few extra breaths because of how fast my heart pumps.

      “Good.” Leaning down, he nips my lips in a quick kiss before resuming his spot hovering over me.

      “Were you scared when you had Jett?” he asks, his hand starting to make slow, deep passes over my lower belly. Shit that feels good. My previously sated pussy clenches at the pressure his hand gives me.

      I swallow, taking a second. I didn’t expect talking right now. I thought he’d slide between my legs and fuck me, if I’m being honest. And I thought that I wanted that.

      But I think I want this. Because as his eyes study mine, as he licks his bottom lip, as his body tightens as he waits—all I care about is hearing his voice, and telling him things he wants to know.

      Opening up.

      “I was,” I say after a moment. I don’t rush to grab the sheet and cover myself like I may have done with Dustin. May have? Who am I kidding? If I left the sheet off, Dustin would without a doubt make a comment on my lack of abs and how I needed to tone more, you know, “for my own good.”

      “Tell me about it; if you want to.”

      I told Goldie all the things I was scared about when I realized my husband was divorcing me while pregnant, but I had to tell her. She didn’t specifically ask how I felt, and when I thought about it, no one did. It wasn’t because they didn’t care because the few people I do have in my life really do care. It was because they all assumed I was sad and that anything that fell outside of that box was a result of the sadness. People couldn’t understand that I was more scared than sad, and when I attempted to talk about it, they would take offense, as if your fear meant they weren’t a good enough ear or protector.

      But there are some things that people can’t shield you from. Fear is one of them.

      “Would you believe that no one has ever asked me that? If I was scared or why I was.” His hand pauses, and his fingers fan out for a second, but then he resumes his sinful strokes of the top of my groin.

      “I’m sorry about that. I think people just don’t know what to say to other people like ninety-nine point nine percent of the time.”

      I sigh. “I think you’re right. And people really just don’t try to understand things all that much.”

      “They really don’t.”

      I twist my lips to the side, not wanting to think about Dustin but feeling like this is a great opportunity to talk about real things, to bring Beau and me closer. “I was scared because of what may sound like really superficial things.”

      “Try me.” His hand continues its movement, and my pussy grows warmer and wetter.

      “Well, I knew without a doubt that I could raise a baby on my own. Financially, I had my own money, and I also knew my ex wouldn’t leave me broke because he’s a name in his industry and everything was about image.”

      Beau leans in and sniffs. I turn to face him, a quizzical smirk on my lips. “You smell so fucking good.”

      “I didn’t even put on perfume. I had just taken a shower when you got here.” I cringe a little at how unprepared I was for this date.

      “It’s just you. The way you smell drives me wild.” He thrusts his hard cock into the side of me, and I moan at how good it feels.

      He kisses the side of my neck and keeps his hand teasing my low belly. “I want to know the rest.”

      Wetness pushes against my labia as my body grows dizzy at his touch.

      “I wasn’t scared about money. I was scared that my child would have a one-parent life, and I didn’t like the way that looked.” I lick my lips and take a second to find the courage to admit the ugly things. “One exhausted mother schlepping around bags on vacation, showing up to school plays and parent-teacher conferences all tired and haphazard, being the mom in the group of moms and dads at prom taking pictures.” It all sounds stupid, but it’s the truth. “I wanted my child to have two parents. Because I had two parents, and they were the greatest parents. They still are. And I just… I really wanted that for him. And I would’ve stayed with someone who didn’t love me if it meant my child had that life.”

      Beau’s hand stops moving.

      “He loved you. Don’t say he didn’t love you because he did. He is just clearly a very troubled human being,” Beau says of Dustin in a dark whisper.

      I twist to face him, and his hard, damp cock falls against my mound. I look down to see his pinkened crown pressed just a few inches lower than where he’d been rubbing me. When I look up, he’s caught me checking out his dick, and he’s smiling. So I smile, too.

      “Thank you for saying that.” I kiss him, and I feel his grin slide away against my lips.

      “You’re welcome. And I want you to know that I know he’s Jett’s father. Okay?” He kisses me, leaving his taste in my hungry mouth. “I will not disrespect him, for Jett’s sake.”

      “Thank you,” I say again, quickly losing my voice. Losing everything to the undeniable pounding between my legs. But first, I want to give him something as beautiful as he just gave me.

      I take his free hand from my hip and rest it on my breast. My hand joins his, and our eyes stay locked to one another as we knead my full, warm breast. His cock lengthens against my groin, getting harder and fatter in a matter of moments.

      “He likes your tits,” Beau comments on his cock, as if reading my mind. I giggle. Yep, that’s right. Thirty-seven-year-olds can still giggle. We aren’t too old.

      “I noticed.” Our smiles fall away as a single drop of milk appears at the peak of my breast.

      The slow dip of Beau’s Adam’s apple as he studies the singular drop makes me ache to be fucked by him. To feel his hot cum spear through my insides, hanging on, giving me his baby.

      “I want you to…” I pause, watching how he hangs on those words like they’re his breath. Men do that? They really want to give you what you need, not just take what they want?

      “Do whatever you want,” I whisper, angling my chin toward my nipple. I want him to know that he can have any piece of me, any way he likes.

      Beau’s eyes are wide and innocent when they find mine, and it’s the first time I’ve truly felt older than him. But I don’t know why it makes me feel that way–it’s not like I’ve been into breastfeeding dudes before him, and I know he wants to taste me again.

      We’re exploring together.

      Rolling us over, he centers his body above mine and I reach up to brush a stray hair from his face. God, he’s beautiful. I know in the history of all people fucking, the man is the one who tells the woman she’s beautiful, but fuck it.

      “God, Beau,” I pant as he nudges my legs further apart. “You’re so beautiful.”

      His grin bleeds into my veins, giving me an endorphin rush like no other. “You are,” he says, his voice both low and playful, a sexy combination I didn’t know existed. How can he be a moment away from plowing into me and still be so sweet and calm?

      I can’t help myself–stereotypically, I cup his cheek in my hand before craning my head from the pillow to kiss him.

      His lips force me back down, and we fall silent as his eyes grow hazy and serious. My mouth falls open when he reaches down, bringing the head of his cock to my opening. Moving it around to collect my insane wetness, he groans, biting his bottom lip.

      “Fuck,” he mutters, looking down at where we’re about to connect. “I need a condom.” He scratches the back of his head, one hand still pinned to the mattress to hold up his svelte frame. “I don’t know if I have one.”

      “I don’t have any,” I admit because why would I? I haven’t had sex in… too long. “I’m on the pill though, to regulate my periods.”

      “Hmm,” is the noise he makes in his throat to acknowledge my words. It’s at that moment my mind runs amuck, trying to solve our dilemma, because that’s what I’m used to—tackling all the problems. Even when I was married and despite the fact that my then-husband was a fucking lawyer, he looked to me to solve everything.

      But Beau presses his forehead to mine and takes my lips in a reassuring kiss before he starts to move between my legs. When his head breaches me, he sinks into me, and I love the burn surging through my pussy as he slowly takes me. I’ve never had a burn from fullness before, and I’ve yet to experience what it’s like to have someone you really care about and are really attracted to enter me. Someone who is sliding his most private part of himself, his aching erection, into me because he can’t think of anything else, because he wants to make me cum, because he wants to share a bed with me.

      It’s… surreal.

      “I’m gonna pull out,” he says from above me, like God. The dim lights in the hallway crawl up his back, darkening his face. I can still see his features, but the shadows have romanticized him even more. “I want to cum inside you, Beck, don’t think I don’t.” Slowly, he sinks the remaining inches of his cock into me and my eyes water and everything below my waist feels so tight and full. I guess my chest feels that way, too.

      “But,” he continues, holding his eyes pinched shut for a second. When his erection swells and pulses inside me, I can’t help it, I moan out his name and dig my fingers into his bare ass, needing him to move. Needing to be fucked by him. Needing to be covered in our sweat, wrapped in our private words, breathing in nothing but him and our night.

      “But,” he soldiers on even though he has to stop and bite his lip as I clench my cunt around his cock, edging his arousal inside me. “I’m falling for you. And cumming inside of you means something to me. It’s about our future. And I don’t want to do that until you’re ready.”

      I don’t rush out there and say I’m ready, and I don’t beg him to cum inside of me. Because… he’s absolutely right. I’m falling for him, too, and if he cums inside of me, I know I will want and expect so much more. And until we’ve really put labels and limits on us, we just… shouldn’t.

      “Don’t worry though, baby; I’ll still make you cum and set you on fire.”

      I kiss the side of his neck as he dips his head down to see the place where we connect. I get a look, quick and fleeting, but seeing the thick trunk of his young, impressive cock stuffed inside me, paired with how alive my lower half feels… “God, Beau, please, stop teasing me and fuck me already.”

      With one last look at him pushing inside of me, his gaze returns to me. “Sorry, I was taking a mental picture of being the luckiest man alive to sink inside your sweet, wet pussy.” His hips begin their journey, and then my hands are in his hair while I’m moaning his name.

      “Baby, that shit is hot as fuck, but please, don’t wake Jetpack, or we’ll have to stop.”

      It’s totally insane that I want him to fuck me harder for mentioning my son, but I do.

      His lips come to mine and I prepare for an electric kiss but instead, his mouth brushes against mine as he asks, “do you want me to rub your clit while I fuck you? Can you come without it?”

      I shake my head, not even one bit embarrassed. G-spot orgasms are not something every woman has easily, including myself. Granted, I never had anyone look for my g-spot besides my Rabbit vibrator.

      I don’t expect Beau to be only the second to discover it, and I don’t put that kind of pressure on him. I tell him the truth because I want to have good sex, I don’t want to pretend I’m having good sex. I’m done with that shit.

      He doesn’t promise me he’ll be different, that this will be the time that I magically explode all around him and that he will be the master to unlock my body’s pleasures. Instead, he reaches between us and starts rubbing my swollen, wet clit, telling me all the while how good I feel.

      “God, your pussy is so tight. And you are so wet, baby, I’m having a hard time not losing my mind.”

      Rolling his hips, he changes the angle he fucks me by pulling back a bit, still letting the fat pad of his thumb stroke my clit endlessly. Excitement sizzles through my veins as the pressure between my legs builds.

      Hollowing me, I watch as he stares at my breasts while he slams into me, his eyes growing hooded as my tits jiggle.

      “Goddamn, Beck, you’re perfect,” he says, still just staring at my tits as he strokes my clit and fucks me faster, the gentle scrape of his balls against my ass making my need to cum coil tighter, burn brighter, feeling that much more undeniable.

      Fucking me harder and faster, he groans, and all of Beau’s sex sounds are so freaking hot, I can barely handle it. Every gritted-jaw moan, each breathy exhale—he sends me closer to the edge, ready to freefall into total body pleasure at any second. When the edges of my vision grow dark, and my breathing becomes more frantic, I know I’m close.

      His groin slams into mine, his cock so deep inside that I reach down between us and push against my lower belly, addicted to the absolute fullness. Sweat beads along his hairline, and when I press my hand to his face to push it away, our eyes lock.

      We’re breathing hard or hardly breathing; I don’t even know at this point. With my fingers sieving through his silky hair, he lowers his head to one of my breasts and I get lost in the sight of his pink lips sealing around my puckered, dark nipple.

      His first suck is gentle but still draws out a moan from deep inside me. His hips move again and this time the small, delicate movements inside me prove to be just as erotic as the hard, slamming strokes.

      Every way he moves inside of me or touches me lights me on a fire so bright the world could see me if they were looking.

      “Is this okay?” he asks, his lips tickling my nipple.

      “Yes,” I breathe, holding back the “don’t stop” that lurches up my throat. I don’t need to say it, because as soon as he hears my yes, he’s back on, sucking gently.

      He moves inside me again, slowly pumping his hips, dragging his swollen cock in and out of my wet pussy, over and over as he suckles my breast, drinking me.

      A burning tingle starts around my collarbone, sweeping down the entirety of my breast, and it’s a feeling I know too well. Instinctively, my knees come up a little and my legs widen, anticipating Beau’s next move.

      He groans, sultry and smokey. My hand skates from his shoulder to his throat, where I gently wrap it and wait. A moment later, his Adam’s apple slides beneath my grip as he swallows me.

      “I feel that,” I moan, tipping my head back as he pumps into me harder, sucking me the same way.

      He pops off my nipple with a slurp. “Fuck, baby, you are… god, you’re so good.  You’re everything,” he pants before sealing his hungry mouth to my breast and suckling me again. I hold his throat gently while he fucks me, his pace increasing with each desperate swallow of my sweet milk.

      With his elbow to the mattress and his hand keeping my breast to his mouth, his other hand continues to rub my clit but when his latch breaks and warm milk dribbles down my breast, the spool of orgasm inside my belly begins to unwind.

      His tongue drags over my flesh, lapping the stream of milk, and I come undone completely.

      “I’m cumming,” I say, though right when I say it, his hips still between my open legs and his cock swells something fierce. My cunt spasms all around him, and god, does it feel different cumming on a fat, perfect cock with a man I’m attracted to. It’s never felt like this before.

      I hold his head against my breast, cumming in hard waves to the soundtrack of his swallows and groans, and when I think I can’t stand one more orgasmic second–he hollows me. Milk glistens on his swollen bottom lip as he wraps his palm around his cock, rocking to his knees. He strokes himself just once before cum jets from the capped head, ribboning across my sweaty body.

      He cums on my tits, he cums on my belly, he strokes and he cums and it’s the best twenty seconds ever. Bringing him to the point of this explosion is the hottest thing I’ve ever done. And seeing me on his lips, feeling him drink me down– “God, Beau,” I pant, running my hands through his hot cum all over my body. “That was the best sex I’ve ever had.”

      His broad chest rises and falls as he attempts to catch his breath, but his hand is still idly stroking his cock like he can’t stand for the moment to end.

      I smile and nudge his hip with my leg. “Hey, now I need another shower and you’re not going to leave me off balance, are you?”

      His brow furrows as I flick my eyes down to my neglected other breast. The slow crawl of his tongue along his bottom lip makes my sated pussy come alive.

      He extends a hand to me. “Shower it is.”
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        And I still don’t

      

      

      Even though he’s only forty and would probably fucking wring my neck if he knew, I think of Atticus like an older uncle as much as I do a friend. He may be a man of few words, but when he speaks, it counts. I value his opinion on all things life.

      That’s why my chest is puffed as Atticus lifts the dipstick from the engine oil housing under the cracked hood of the car we’re working on this morning.

      “Guess what?” I ask, passing him a red rag to clean the stick with. He takes it and cleans the stick before setting it aside.

      “What?” he responds without giving me a single look. He studies the back of the Wrench Kings Oil bottle and sets it down. Getting on the ground, he flips to his back onto a dolly and slides under the vehicle. Staring at just his legs, I say, “I told Beck.”

      “Hand me the catch pan,” Atti says, talking louder, so his words travel through the innards of the vehicle's open hood.

      I grab the oil catch pan and crouch, handing it to him. He positions it under the drain plug and wiggles his hand, waiting for a socket wrench. I slap it into his palm, and he uses it to remove the long bolt, releasing the oil to the catch pan. It takes a few minutes, so while we wait, I kick his boot with mine.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “I heard ya,” he gruffs, unimpressed with my news.

      “You said I should tell her about my dad, and I did. I told her I did the DNA test and everything. And also, on that front, I’m going to find him. My sperm father.”

      “Sperm father sounds fucking creepy.”

      I kick his boot again.

      “You need accolades for tellin’ your girl shit you should tell her?” he drawls, immediately stealing my excitement.

      “I thought you’d be happy,” I huff, feeling a little pouty. I may be twenty-six but fuck it, I’m still allowed a good pout time and again.

      “Ecstatic. My big heart is full,” Atti deadpans in his monotone drawl. He slides out from under the vehicle, oil coating his fingers. “Might there be something else you should tell her?”

      After taking the socket wrench from him, I fold my arms over my chest.

      He rolls his eyes. “Uh, you know, the fact that you’re the actual fucking Wrench King.”

      Fuck. He meant that.

      I should have told her about my namesake, and I had every intention of telling her the other night but things turned… hot. I shrug. “I’ll tell her. I don’t think it matters too much,” I say, thinking aloud, which I know is foolish around a guy like Atticus. But still, I float my ideas between us, in truth hoping to get a read on what I’m thinking. “She’s self sufficient, money won’t matter.”

      Atticus purses his lips and sits up from the dolly. “It ain’t about the money, dipshit.” He feeds his hand through his greasy, dark hair, adding oil to it I’m sure. But Atti never cares about looking like he’s one missed meal away from the homeless shelter. It’s kind of his vibe.

      “God, you gotta be the dumbest rich man out there.”

      I raise a finger to debate his point. “The dude who knocked up one of the Kardashian sisters sells socks and has a yacht.”

      Atticus looks per usual, unimpressed. “Doesn’t that make him smart? If he’s procreating with a millionaire but he’s just a loser selling socks?”

      I’m stumped by this, but Atticus smacks me in the shin. “Don’t get sidetracked. You’re dumb because it ain’t about the money. It’s about the truth.”

      Fuck. I know he’s right. But things with Beck are just… so good. And things with me have been… so bad for so long.

      “If it won’t change anything, why haven’t you told her?”

      He asks a very good question. I scratch at my pec, over the red embroidered Beau that just happens to sit on top of my Brando tattoo.

      “Her fucking tool of an ex is an entertainment lawyer. And he left her for someone else.”

      Atticus scratches at his jaw before reaching for the socket wrench, which I hand back to him after he slides the oil pan from beneath the car. “What’s that got to do with you?”

      I shrug. “What if she associates money and success with guys who eventually treat her badly?”

      Atticus, surprising us both, rises to his feet. He drops his dirty hands on my shoulders and looks down at me, his dark eyes serious and menacing.

      “We’re friends, so I’m gonna tell you this; you got your money and success from your daddy. And more importantly, it’s not about what you have; it’s about who you are. How you treat her. How you treat her kid. Rich people don’t have to be soulless, ruthless pricks. They get that way because they think they’re above everyone, and live that life. Then they do shit they think is okay because the world has told them their wealth has put them above morals.” His fingers squeeze my shoulders. “That’s not you and that’s never gonna be you, because your daddy instilled good shit, right here.” He drops a hand from my shoulder, tapping my sternum with two closed knuckles.

      “Now help me with this oil change before I fuckin’ kill you. And then you can go tell your girl who you are. Because trust me, man, I know what I’m talking about.”

      I don’t bring up the fact that Atticus is persistently single because I know he’s right.

      I have to tell her and stop being so fucking afraid of losing everything. After work, I’m going to drive up north and meet my birth father and maybe he can shed light onto why my dad would have told me about him in the first place.

      Time to tackle my fears at the root and move the fuck on.

      For them.
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        * * *

      

      Gerald Horsach.

      Maybe the guy is special, but his name doesn’t do anything to me. I’m not interested, I’m not repeating it while I stare endlessly out the windshield on my hour-long drive up north to meet him. It’s just the name of a person who seemingly means nothing to me.

      But when I say Graham Burns, my insides crumple. My heart aches, my stomach rolls over and my eyes sting. Because Graham Burns was my father and he was a tremendous, smart, and honorable man.

      I tap the touch screen centering the dashboard of my car and lower the temperature a few degrees. Even though it’s still a little chilly out, I didn’t wear my dad’s leather jacket because I was cold. I wore it today because I needed to feel close to the man who raised me.

      The same man who gave me this upending information about my life then had the audacity to go off and die without so much as an explanation as to why he told me or… anything else, really.

      A partial smile ironically curls half my lips when I think about how my real father has, according to a White Pages search, lived just an hour from me for my entire life.

      That’s right, it seems that Gerald Horsach is a lifer in Lakeside. Is that where he met my mother?

      I don’t know much about my mother. I have no recollection of her.

      Graham always told me that he had her name and if I ever wanted to explore her life or learn more about her, he would help me.

      I never wanted to.

      See, growing up with Graham Burns, the greatest fucking father ever, I never, ever felt like I was missing anything. I realized watching Jett and Beck together that I did miss a lot of things that probably would have made me into a man that didn’t drink his feelings for a year, or maybe not. Who knows.

      But now that I have my real father’s name and am minutes away from his property, I wonder about my mother, too.

      Maybe they were young and not prepared to have a kid and gave me up? Maybe they wanted to keep me, but their family wouldn’t allow for it? I don’t know. As I sift a hand through my hair, my car telling me I have one more turn to make before my destination, I let out a shaky breath.

      I try to prepare myself for the worst-case scenario.

      Maybe he won’t be home.

      Maybe he’ll be dead, and the White Pages just hasn’t been updated yet.

      Maybe he won’t actually live here.

      Maybe I won’t meet him today.

      I shudder at those possibilities because I am so fucking tangled up in finding answers; I can’t imagine a scenario where I never get them. How will I be able to move on?

      Another hand through my hair, and I stop, remembering the way Beck tugged me as I sucked her, holding her full breast in my hand as I did.

      I need answers so I can let go and move forward. I can’t be tied to the past and reaching for a future–not if I expect Beck to move on, too.

      We’re doing it together.

      I pull up in front of a large farm-style looking house. I grew up in a regular home much like this one because even though my dad was a millionaire, he never lived like one. Sure, I did have all the things I wanted, but I worked for them. Memorized parts from his car guide, watched him take apart a carburetor, then I was tasked with putting it back together, you name it, and I did it. It was because of his work ethic and humble lifestyle that I am now a well-respected mechanic as well as the CEO of Wrench Kings. Had he just given in to all my wants and brushed me off, I’d probably be in a beach house somewhere, living off his money, without a single prospect on the horizon.

      There isn't a single thing my dad did that doesn’t make me proud. I only wish he was here to watch me raise my own kids the same way. To be their honorable role model just like he was.

      Before exiting my car, I fire off a text message to Beck.

      Beau: Got here fine. It’s an old farmhouse. White paint, black lacquer shutters with a red door. Wrap-around porch. Rockers out. Looks nice.

      Beck: Sounds gorgeous.

      Beau: I grew up in a similar style home

      Beck: Do you have any pictures?

      Beck: Of your childhood home, I mean

      Beau: Yeah, somewhere. I’ll show you sometime.

      Beck: I’d love that.

      Beck: Good luck. I wish I could be there to give you a supportive hug and kiss.

      Beau: I wish you were here too.

      Beau: Give Jetpack a kiss for me. Text you when I’m done.

      She sends a photo of Jett, his blonde hair standing on end, squishy cheeks pink from sleep. He’s smiling in his high chair, one hand death-gripping an applesauce packet, and the other is gripping Beck’s bra as she crouches down for the selfie of the both of them.

      I smile at the photo, knowing I need to do this if I want to have them. Despite the fact I’m shit-your-pants level of nervous, I get out of my SUV and slide my phone into my pocket.

      It’s been a week since I last spent time with Beck and Jett.

      She brought him by Wrench Kings twice and the three of us had lunch out back, with Miller making googly eyes and finger waves at Jett each time he passed by. Goldie is still staying with Beck so she was helping her get some personal things sorted out in the evening, and had some work going on at her studio.

      I had nothing to do but this, and I decided to do it after work on a Friday. Now, standing in my Wrench Kings polo, work pants, and boots on a strangers front porch, I’m wondering if I should have waited until the weekend and wore something a bit… nicer.

      I knock a few times and stand back to wait.

      When footsteps vibrate through the old wooden porch, coming from the house, I swallow down my nervousness and ready my hand for a shake.

      The door opens and I’m surprised to see a man who… doesn’t really look like me at all.

      “I’m not buyin’ anything.” He’s gruff and short with me, but he thinks I’m a solicitor, so I understand his attitude. Atticus hates when people try to peddle shit at the shop. He bites their head off.

      I shake my head. “No, I’m not here to sell you anything.”

      The man says nothing, but furrows his brow further, making my nerves flare.

      “Are you Gerald Horsach?”

      His gray eyes narrow as he stacks his arms over his chest. I notice gray peppering his dark hair–but still, I don’t see myself in him. His hair is darker than mine, his eyes are set wider, the shape of his face is more round and he’s shorter than me.

      My eyes dart to the metal house numbers nailed to the siding. This is the address.

      “Who’s askin?” he gruffs.

      I outstretch my hand to him, and he stares at it as I announce who I am. “I’m Beau Burns, and I’m your son.”

      His gaze doesn’t fly back to mine; he doesn’t put me under a microscope and analyze us for similarities.

      “I don’t got any money; if that’s what you’re thinkin’,” he spits out, widening his feet, telling me a lot with just his stance.

      I shake my head. “I don’t need money. My dad died last year and before he passed, he told me that he wasn’t my birth father.”

      “Why’d he go and do that?” the man harrumphs.

      I chuckle because I’m nervous and though I had low expectations on how this would go… this somehow isn’t it. The front door to his home stands open and I can’t help but glance inside, stealing peaks of his arm chair and an orange cat perched on the foot rest. He snaps, noticing my gaze has gone to his private residence. He, apparently, doesn’t like it.

      “Sorry,” I add quickly. “And I don’t know why he told me. I was hoping you could help me figure that out.”

      Then we just stand there with Gerald staring at me and me staring at him. After an uncomfortable amount of time, he sizes me up; reads the Beau stitched across my chest, takes in my boots and peers around me to glare at my Tesla.

      “I can prove it, if you, you know, don’t believe me,” I say, feeling like the tiniest speck of dirt in the universe.

      Here I am, hat in hand, starved to know my own beginnings, and I’m offering proof when he should be proving to me he had a damn good reason to abandon me in the first place.

      “I believe you.” Gerald’s eyes come to mine. “You look like her.”

      “My mother?” I ask, my pulse skipping.

      He nods.

      “I never knew her.”

      I think he rolls his eyes, but it happens so fast I’m not actually sure. “I know that.”

      “How do you know?” I ask because… sadly, I know nothing. And I always got the impression that whatever Graham knew wasn’t much, either.

      He snorts, irritated and somewhat evil. “I was there when it happened.” He pulls a toothpick from his breast pocket and fits it between his teeth, giving the end a disgusting little suck. “Died right in front of me during childbirth.”

      Fuck. Maybe that’s why he gave me up? Maybe I reminded him of the woman he loved and lost. Even then… I can’t fucking imagine. Wouldn’t you hang on to the very last thing you had that reminded you of your person? I’m that last thing and yet at twenty-six, we’ve never met ‘til now.

      “I only know she’s deceased and her name was Carina Scott.”

      He blows out a low whistle, pinching his toothpick so it doesn’t fall out. “Haven’t heard that name in years.” He brings his gaze back to mine and studies me while chewing the end of his toothpick. Finally he says, “what do you want, then?”

      I don’t know how to answer that, so I say, “to know you.”

      Again, he stares at me in a way that makes me wish I could unzip my skin, step out of it and hang it up. Anything to avoid those soul-searing eyes.

      “Listen, Joe–”

      “Beau,” I correct him, feeling affronted by everything that is Gerald Horsach.

      “Right,” he says, about my name, like the correction of who I am is meaningless to him. “Me and Carina, we didn’t want to have a kid together. We just kinda did. And it was sad when she went, but…” he looks off into the distance, watching trees dance in the breeze on what I assume is the back of his property. “I didn’t want to be a dad.” His eyes come back to mine. “And I still don’t.”

      “I don’t need anything from you, Gerald. And I have a dad. Graham Burns is my father. I just… thought you’d have some inclination as to why he’d tell me about you before he died.”

      Gerald shrugs. Fucking shrugs. As if the shit we are talking about is as casual as who won the football game or do you know where my shoes are. I lift a hand to both stop things as well as to say goodbye.

      “You know what, it’s okay. I guess I just wanted to meet you, Gerald, and I’m glad I did.” It’s not a lie, because Atti’s words trail back to me. It’s about who you are. Maybe that doesn’t mean who I came from but who I turned out to be.

      This man doesn’t give a fuck that I exist. This man is Dickhead Dustin in about thirty years. This man is no one to me.

      “Take care, Gerald,” I tell him as I step down his porch to leave.

      He doesn’t stop me. He doesn’t wave. He doesn’t even keep the door cracked to watch me leave. He about-faces, goes back inside and slams his door shut.

      When I get back in my Tesla, I stare at the house for a few moments.

      Gerald is a piece of shit. And I have no idea why my father wanted me to meet him. But I don’t frown for long because as I’m backing out, texts from Beck come through.

      Beck: Hope it’s going well.

      Beck: Dinner tonight? I miss you.

      Beck: Jett misses you, too.

      Before messaging her, I send a quick text to Tobias, telling him I’m ready to meet for lunch sometime next week. Whether he knew about Gerald or not, it’s time to be a man and not leave these people in limbo. It’s not fair to the Wrench Kings name, either. After he responds happily, I text Beck and though I still have no clue what dad was trying to tell me, I leave with a smile because I’m headed to them.
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        Dustin wore suits. Suits are stupid.

      

      

      “Hey, is it okay that I called instead of texting? I’m driving.” His voice is a little shaky, but not broken. “You’re the only voice I wanted to hear right now and god, I need to hear it.”

      I am the first person he wanted to call.

      It’s a weird place to be when you’re in between “your people.” My person was, in hindsight, never really Dustin. I had people, and they were my parents and Goldie. That’s it.

      The desire for Beau to hear my voice after whatever happened with his birth dad makes me realize my list of “people” is growing.

      And it should be terrifying.

      But as his gruff voice drifts through my phone, I don’t feel any of that anxiety or fear around my choice to add him to my people. I only feel relief that I’ve found him.

      And right now? That he has me.

      “Of course,” I respond, keeping my voice calm but upbeat—exactly what he seems to need. “How did it go?” I’m almost scared to ask because nothing about his voice sounds happy or even pleasant. His sigh is heavy.

      “You still want to have dinner with me tonight?” The hope teetering in his voice makes my heart crack. He’s questioning his worth; I can literally hear it.

      “If I’m being honest, I want to eat dinner with you… every night.” I take a beat, waiting to hear him breathe or say something or… anything. “I think Jett does, too.” I look at the ground where Jett is crawling towards me with his giraffe dangling from his mouth, like a dog with a bone. “Jett, I’m on the phone with Beau. It’s Beau,” I say clearly, pointing to my phone. Thank the Lord for this sweet child and thank the Gods of baby cooperation because Jett opens his mouth, spit-covered giraffe falling to the floor, and shouts, “Bo!” as loudly as his little voice box allows.

      “Thank you,” Beau says a moment later, all smoke and rasp. While I know he’s definitely not trying to be sexy, he is. And yet my heart aches because I don’t know if he’s okay.

      “For what?” I ask, bending down to hand Jett his giraffe.

      “For saying that. And… just, for being my girl.”

      My girl. My cheeks tingle and flush at those two words. I never expected to giggle or grin or flush at my age. Then again, I never expected to meet a man like Beau, either. I guess that's a life lesson for me–never lose hope.

      “Am I?” I ask, not wanting to add pressure to what feels like a tense moment for Beau but realizing after three months of having him in my life daily in some form, I want a label. I’m not scared to label it anymore.

      “Will you be?” He sounds almost nervous.

      “Is this a girlfriend proposal?” I joke to lighten the mood, but his response is quick and serious.

      “Yes. Officially be my girlfriend. Because I’ve been calling you my girlfriend to everyone anyway.”

      I laugh at that; my insides flood with gooey happiness. Being in a relationship with someone proud to be with me is new, and it feels so good. Like an emotional orgasm. Seriously.

      “Yes.” We’re silent, and I think that’s because we’re both grinning. “Did you just leave?”

      “When I called you, I was just pulling onto the highway. It took me an hour to get here, but that was right at five. Now that it’s a quarter after six, I should make better time.”

      I look down at a very sleepy Jett. He’s teething and had gas last night, so an early bedtime is in store. I twist my lips to the side, letting out a contemplative noise.

      “What?”

      “Well, Jett needs to go down a little early tonight, and I’m afraid if you don’t get here until seven thirty, he’ll be asleep.”

      Beau’s tone is much sadder than I expected, even though I did expect him to be bummed. “I know you can’t keep him up for me.” He blows out a frustrated breath. “I should have gone to your place after work and spent time with Jett instead of going to see him.”

      “Let’s talk about how it went when you get here,” I say soothingly, “I don’t want you driving if you’re upset.”

      I can feel his nod as he says, “okay.”

      “I’ll try to keep him up,” I say, glancing at my watch. If I bathe him a bit later and feed him a bit later, there’s a chance Jett may still be awake when Beau arrives. “He’d love to see you too.” While I do want to make him feel better, it’s also true; Jett lights up when he sees Beau.

      “I’m fine, but… alright.”

      “I’ll leave the door unlocked. I may be getting him down, and I don’t want you to wait outside.” A thought bounces around my brain, and I allow myself a second to think before rushing out to ask–does he want a key to my house? Am I offering because I think that’s what's best for Jett and myself, or am I offering because I want to lift him up when he’s clearly down?

      Both, I think, and that’s the answer I needed.

      “We need to get you a key. That way, I can keep the door locked, and you can come and go… whenever you want.”

      The road whips around him, and it’s all I can hear because we’re both silent. He must have the windows down, trying to catch his breath and center himself. I give him the silence he needs until he’s ready, and just a moment or two later, he says, “I can’t wait to hold you tonight.”

      Goosebumps spread along my skin, and I can’t deny the way my body reacts to his words.

      “I can’t wait either.”

      “See you soon, baby.” He ends the call.

      Walking down the hall, I knock on the door of Goldie’s room, the third room in my new house. “Hey, aren’t you going to my parents’ house soon? Beau’s coming over.”

      The door swings open, and a rush of Michael Kors perfume puts me in a chokehold. “Jesus, you put that much perfume on for Jeopardy night with my parents?”

      Goldie smooths her hands down her long, shiny hair. She’s wearing a sweatsuit–designer, no less–and is decked out with a full face of makeup. Lashes included. Tonight, her beauty doesn’t make me insecure or have me rushing for my makeup bag. I’m not really even focused on how I look. All I can think about is getting Beau here, letting him unpack his burdens, and making him feel heard and supported.

      Goldie dances her brows. “Carl’s bringing someone.”

      I squint my eyes at her. “You’re meeting a friend of my dad’s at my parents’ house to watch Jeopardy at 7:45 on a Friday night?”

      She considers the way I’ve recounted her night, tapping her chin as she rolls her glossed lips together. “Yeah, that sounds bad, but,” she shrugs, “that’s where I am. Unemployed and excited to watch Jeopardy with a bunch of sixty-year-olds.”

      Jett pulls himself to standing, gripping my calf. Goldie points, wiggling her finger madly with a squeal that could break glass. “He’s standing! He stood!”

      Reaching down, I scoop him up.

      “Mama,” he says plainly. He started that and standing this week. A big week for us.

      “I know,” I reply, taking his sticky little hand in mine. Babies’ hands are cute and squishy but almost always coated in slobber. “He started doing that this week.” I hate that my mind goes to Dustin. That I even think about all the things he’s missing that he’ll surely regret. He’s missing them by choice, and I need to remember that.

      “So cute!” Goldie boops his nose and smooths his hair, then turns back to the mirror on the wall next to her door. “How do I look?” she asks me while staring at her reflection.

      “Beautiful but… who is my dad setting you up with?” I ask because I’ve seen my dad’s friends. They are… like my dad, old guys in New Balances who listen to Eric Clapton’s Layla while finger drumming on their steering wheels and asking grocery store employees if they’re “workin’ hard or hardly workin’.”

      She tucks her hair behind her ear, standing sideways in front of the mirror as she studies her midsection, sucking in and releasing to see the difference. “It’s a son of his friend,” she amends, and even then, I cannot think of a single guy. Still, I love Goldie, but I want to spend time with Beau. Getting her out of the house to double-date with my parents? I’ll take it.

      “Your dad texted me,” she says, retrieving her phone and purse off of her bed. “He wants me to bring Jett.”

      Goldie closes her bedroom door, and we walk to the front door. “Beau wants to see him. I know Jett may be asleep but… still, he had a bad day and I really think seeing Jett would cheer him up.”

      Her face softens, her lips dipping down in a classic “aww” expression. She kisses Jett’s cheek.

      “Bo!” he shouts, pointing to the door.

      “Soon,” I tell him.

      Goldie sighs. “I didn’t know it was serious with you two. I’m glad because I was totally your first fan, but it’s only been three months.”

      Wanting to avoid getting defensive, I choose my words carefully. “Almost four. I was with Dustin for eight years, and never once did he ever seem like seeing me would make him feel better. But every time I talk to Beau, he doesn’t tell me how good I make him feel. He just… makes me feel it.” I lift Jett in my arms and brush our noses together.

      “You’re right,” Goldie says, her face surprisingly serious when I meet her eyes. “Time doesn’t matter. It’s how you feel. How you feel should be honored over everything else. I agree.” Her voice is so stern, eyes so steadfast on me that I wonder if whatever happened in the city with her PR job and the baseball manager isn’t playing into her response.

      “Hey,” I say, stopping her as she turns for the front door. “If you wanna–”

      She holds up a hand, a pink and white manicure on her nails. “I don’t want to talk. Love you, have fun, see you later.”

      “Text me when you’re heading home, you know, in case.”

      She twists in the doorframe. “In case you’re doing it,” she teases with a giggle.

      I really hope we’re doing it. “Just… text me,” I smile, feeling the blush creep up my cheeks. “And have fun with my dad’s friend’s son.”

      She laughs as she leaps down the porch steps. “I intend to!”
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        * * *

      

      When I’m feeding Jett before bed, I often get sleepy, too. There’s something so relaxing about the gentle lull of a rocking recliner, the soft snores of a baby, and the warm buzz that moves between our connected bodies.

      It’s in the chair that I open my eyes to find Beau standing over us; his head turned to align with Jett’s. His lips are curled in an adoring smile, and my heart nearly incinerates when he lowers himself to us, pressing a kiss to Jett’s head, smoothing his hair back.

      “He couldn’t make it,” I whisper.

      “You almost didn’t either,” he whispers back with a wink. “Can I?” he asks, eyebrows lifting as he holds two hands above Jett’s body. He wants to take him and put him in his crib for bed.

      My eyes bounce between his, memorizing this moment because it may just be lowering a snoring little body into a tiny bed, but to me, it’s so much more. And I really hope it is to him, too.

      I nod.

      I tug at my crumpled, sweaty shirt when Beau lifts Jett off of me and realize my boob is still on full display. When I look at Beau, he’s only focused on Jett. I put myself away and stand but stay near the chair as the two of them cross the small room to the crib.

      Beau is whispering things–I can’t make out the words; I can only feel the deep timbre of his voice bouncing around the space, making my body vibrate.

      A hot, young, fit, sexy masculine guy is a turn-on. But hand him your baby and watch as he adores him? There’s gotta be a bigger phrase than turn-on. He doesn’t just turn me on. He takes me from 0 to 100 in a matter of seconds, watching them together.

      Jett can be transferred from person to person, car seat to person, floor to car seat. One thing that is hit or miss is lying him down in his bed when he’s already been asleep. Half the time, he wakes; the remaining time he squawks and complains.

      My simmering desire for Beau is put on pause as I hold my breath in suspense, watching him lower Jett down into the crib.

      Snorts. Snuffles. A toot. And then–

      “Crap,” I murmur to myself as Jett lets loose one singular, wild scream.

      Steady and certain, Beau leans over the crib, his big hand rubbing a calming path down Jett’s chest and belly. “Hey, wild one, go back to sleep. You need your rest.”

      My breasts tingle, and I don’t know if it’s my body’s evolutionary reaction to my son’s singular, piercing cry, or if it’s because of Beau.

      I know what’s causing the heat between my legs, though.

      “Bo,” Jett says through a yawn. Beau stills over him, and when he whispers again, his voice is so hoarse.

      “Jetpack. Goodnight buddy.”

      When he straightens, our eyes come together in a moment of heaviness. I motion for him to come to the hall and he does, but when we get there, I don’t have a second to ask him a single thing because his mouth is on mine the moment I turn around.

      His kiss is passionate, his tongue discovering every part of my mouth as he fills me with moans. With his mouth promising so much more, I reach down and cup his cock over his work pants, finding him hard and thick.

      “I need you,” he grunts as he works the tie at the waist of my joggers. I’m in actual sweatpants, not some Juicy version like Goldie is wearing. These hug and lift nothing, and in fact, may actually be from the men’s section at Target. Still, Beau handles me like I’m in a negligee and it’s our wedding night.

      “I need you,” I whisper back against his throat as he kisses down my shoulder, pulling my shirt back by the neck to expose more of me. “Take it off,” I tell him when he can’t seem to put his lips against enough of me fast enough. Clothes are only in the way at this point.

      Gripping the hem, he smiles at me and then the shirt is nothing more than a heap of cotton on the floor. Shimmying out of my sweats, I’m left in nothing but panties. The way he groans like a feral animal as he skates his hands up my bare body makes everything between my thighs pulse and shudder.

      My fingers search his scalp, grabbing and smoothing hair, pulling even as he trails fiery kisses down my neck and chest. When his lips connect with the impatient and hardened tip of my breast, I let out a long, breathy moan.

      I had no idea I’d wanted this again so much. Pushing my fingertips into his throat, my pussy grows wet at the feel of his throat working down… me.

      “Kiss me,” I pant, feeling like I’ll explode if I don’t taste myself on him. My breast slips out of his mouth, and then he’s kissing me, tasting hot and sweet and perfect, and god, “fuck me, Beau. Please.”

      And in another first for me, Beau lifts me up, wrapping my legs around his waist. The feeling of his fingertips exploring the underside of my bare ass as he carries us to the living room is fucking wild. Every pass of his skin against mine sends me further and further down the Beau rabbit hole.

      “I’m gonna fuck you like this, okay? Holding you,” he pants, pushing me up against the front door. Smiling, he reaches behind me and twists the lock.

      I can’t focus on him locking Goldie out because I’m too focused on the idea that he’s going to hold me up.

      I just had a baby. I don’t feel insecure about that. But my body is still a little foreign to me right now. Purple lines blemishing the sides of my belly, a little extra skin there, and much more softness to me than ever before. As much as I can tout “I am woman, hear me roar” with and without clothes, being held up by someone is completely different.

      Listening to him struggle to keep me up while I’m supposed to be focused on feeling good would be a mood killer.

      “You can’t hold me up, not the entire time. I’m too heavy.”

      His smile slides away. With just one arm under my ass and my back flush to the door, he takes my chin in his hand. His hands have been inside me, on my breasts, through my hair—everywhere. It’s only now as he cradles my jaw in a tight grip that I realize just how large he is. How much power he has. He sinks his forehead to mine.

      “You are fuck-hot, Beck. Okay?” He gives my face a shake, fingertips sinking into me with force. “You are not too heavy.” The hand cradling my ass slides inward until his fingertips are brushing my labia and asshole. I shudder everywhere because I am so fucking lit up for him. I’d let him fuck me in the ass even, and that’s not something I’ve ever done.

      I nod, but I’m afraid to say anything because there’s a knot of anger and embarrassment in my throat. I still think I’m too heavy for him, and I hate that his words don’t persuade me. All those years of Dustin “noticing” my softness when I was changing have taken up residence in my psyche.

      He tips my face to meet his, but lowers his hand to my pussy, leaving my mouth to drop open. Stroking my clit, he keeps our faces nearly touching.

      “I’ve jerked off thinking about this body, Beck. I came on my belly imagining all the things I want to do to this ass and these tits.” He shoves himself against me, bringing our bodies flush as his tongue spears through my mouth, kissing me hard, almost angry.

      Fishing around between us, he frees his cock. It slaps against his groin with a thud, but a moment later, he’s got it positioned at my entrance. With one more kiss, I wrap my arms around his neck, he kisses my nipple, using his hard cock to spear through my folds, so slow and languid that we both moan and mewl the entire time.

      “I’m not gonna let you cum until you tell me how beautiful you are,” he says quietly as he positions his cock at my clit, using my wetness and his precum to glide the head against me just right.

      “Oh god,” I pant, my eyes falling shut as I enjoy the warmth spreading through me at him using his cock to masturbate me. “Beau, please,” I beg because I need to feel him inside me, I need the connection. “Please,” I try again, sounding whinier than ever.

      His dark chuckle makes my eyes open just in time to see his face relax as he enters me.

      “Ohhh.” We share the sentiment, eyes idling together, everything intense and hot as he finds the deepest place inside of me.

      Jerking his hips back, he keeps me held to the door, using his strong hands to cradle my ass. His fingertips tease my hole and pussy, and I beg him to really fuck me. But he takes his cock out.

      “Beau,” I whimper.

      A bead of sweat slides down his temple. “You make me wanna cum as soon as I see you naked, do you know that?”

      I don’t say anything because I don’t want to talk about my body. I just want to feel him.

      “Fuck me now, and you can come now,” I pant, wiggling my hips to make the base of his cock tease my clit. He groans and grips himself with one hand, and as much as I like seeing him hold himself, I miss both of his hands beneath me. I didn’t want him to hold me up, but I do love the way it feels.

      “Tell me you know you’re gorgeous.” He brings his mouth to mine, kissing me so tenderly that my groin cinches tight, begging to be flooded with him. The tip of his nose brushes mine, and his breath is hot against my face as he says, “my girlfriend is so fucking hot.”

      My eyes burn, and I swallow thickly, still not giving him what he wants. “Please, Beau.”

      He shakes his head, dragging his cock against my wet slit, driving me wild. “You’re goddamn gorgeous, Beck, and I will tell you every day until you believe me.” He kisses me again. Cupping my breast now, his other hand still teasing my ass, he dips his head. Lips grazing my nipple, making my areola pebble and tighten, he whispers, “let me hear you say it, baby because I want you so bad right now. But I won’t take you until I know you love yourself as much as I do.”

      Wait, whoa, what?

      He doesn’t scramble to backtrack, and he doesn’t highlight the moment. And I don’t let him. I’m so crazy and panicked for him that I give him what he wants. It’s not even that I don’t think I’m beautiful; I’m in a part of my life that happens to be riddled with self-doubt.  But what he just said has me insane to feel him inside of me.

      “I’m beautiful,” I pant, moving my hips, searching for him, dying to find his thick, ruddy cock and sink down onto it. Just as much, dying for him to explode… inside of me. With no barriers.

      He didn’t want to last time. He said cumming inside of me was reserved for the future. But it feels like tonight is the night. Here he is building me up when I still have no clue what happened with his bio dad.

      “Yes,” he growls, drawing out the s like a serpent. “Tell me how beautiful. Tell me.” He teases my open, eager pussy with the wide head of his cock, moving his hips to smear it around. I’m nothing but pins and needles, held breaths, and belly moans.

      “I’m so beautiful that even in sweat pants and no makeup, I make the hottest man I know hard as rock.”

      He growls, biting into the side of my neck, letting his tongue smooth over the ridges left behind from his teeth. “Fu-uck, yes, Beck, that’s the truth,” he groans as he sinks all the way back inside of me.

      “Beau, stay inside me when you cum,” I whisper, trying to get a read on his eyes to see how he’s feeling. To make sure I’m not pushing him into something he’s not comfortable doing. “I’m on the pill,” I add for good measure.

      “Once your pussy is full of my cum, I’m gonna want more from you.”

      I don’t know what he means by more, but right now, I’d give him anything.

      I nod, and he fucks me.

      The front door rattles, and I can’t do anything but alternate staring at his meaty cock pumping in and out of my extremely wet pussy and the way he’s biting into his bottom lip like if he doesn’t, he’ll lose his ever-loving mind.

      I feel the same way.

      He pounds and groans, and I hold him tighter with my legs, dig my nails into his scalp as I warn him I’m close.

      Our groins fuse as he holds himself at the deepest point inside me, reaching down to stroke my clit again. Then he drags his tongue across my nipple, promising more, and I topple.

      “Oh fuck,” he groans, sawing his hips between mine faster and faster. Still rubbing tight circles around my swollen clit, he sucks my tit into his mouth as I cum around his cock, milking him for everything in dizzying, unrelenting spasms.

      “Yes, Beau, yes,” I practically cry out as my breast floods with pins and needles, his mouth forcing let-down, his hard sucks drawing milk from me. “I’m cumming,” I pant, as if he didn’t notice. The way he drives his cock into me like a hammer to a nail, making the door shake and my bones rumble is so fucking hot.

      With a pop, he leaves my breast to find my lips, and while his tongue spears my mouth, his mountainous body roars to a stop. Shoulders heaving, mouth devouring, he spasms inside me, making my ass pucker. This angle makes everything so intense, or maybe it’s just us together? When I feel his cum surge through my lower half, my eyes sting and I pull him closer, placing my hands palm-down on his shoulders.

      “I’m cumming,” he grunts against my lips, loving the feel of his mouth saying those dirty words to me.

      “I can feel you,” I say, burying my head in his neck to hide the strange and raw rush of emotion I’m unexpectedly feeling. “You’re so hot inside me.” I figure eight my hips. “Your cum is so hot.”

      I’m rewarded with a few more ribbons of heat pulsing through me, loving how much he empties inside me. I have the strongest urge to bring his face to my breast, but instead, I drop a hand between us and cup his heavy balls.

      “Empty?” I ask, still keeping my face to his neck.

      “Fuuuck,” he sort of chuckles, sort of moans. “That… I’ve never…”

      He peels us apart, sliding his cock out of me, and makes no rush to lower me to the floor. The TV flickers against his back, throwing stripes of color around us everywhere. For a second, with my pussy still quivering and his cock bobbing half hard between us, the lights make me feel like I’m living in a fantasy. A dream of sorts. But he tastes my lips and I know I’m awake.

      “I’ve never cum inside anyone without protection before.” He reaches down and slides his middle finger between my lips, into my cunt. “That’s my cum in there,” he growls proudly.

      I think him cumming inside me, the way he truly made me feel like I’m the most desirable human alive, him… it’s all the root cause of the tears that are one crooked smile away from spilling over. So he lowers me to the floor, and I change the subject.

      “It is but I feel bad that we did that before I got to ask about your dad.” I stroke a hand down his arm, my heart skipping a beat at how sweaty he is. God, that’s sexy. I think the only time I ever saw Dustin sweat during sex was when he ate too many chicken wings before.

      He scoops my clothes off the floor and motions for me to lift my arms. As he sinks my shirt over my head, he presses a soft kiss to each of my breasts before pulling the cotton down. A moment later, he has me stepping into my sweats. Fully clothed, I lean against the door and watch his chiseled body torque and flex as he bends and pulls, getting himself dressed, too.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to him as he folds down the collar on his Wrench Kings embroidered Dickies shirt.

      Dustin wore suits. Suits are stupid.

      “Thank you,” he says, taking my face in both hands to kiss me over and over. “I needed that. More than you know.”

      “But I want to know,” I counter, getting lost in the twinkle of his eyes as a rerun of The Fresh Prince dances against us.

      He links our hands and leads me to the couch.

      When we sit, we take opposite sides, and I cross my legs, getting ready to listen. He pats his lap, and I swear I don’t want to giggle as I slide across the couch and make myself comfortable in his lap… but I do.

      With his hands on my thighs, he flashes me a broken smile. “He was not excited to meet me.”

      Fuck. I could have guessed as much, but still, my stomach plummets for this beautiful man and his hopeful heart. “Did he… know about you?” I don’t know what to ask.

      His nod is slow and hollow. “He was there when I was born.”

      Beau has said he never knew his mother. But beyond that, I don’t know much. I know his favorite color is orange, that he loves rock n roll, that his favorite band is Queen (I didn’t expect that), he’s allergic to Penicillin, he’s had stitches four times, he’s never seen a single episode of Game of Thrones, and that while he’d never admit it to anyone but me, his real favorite movie is Pretty Woman.

      But I don’t know hardly anything about his mother. Same with his father–the one who raised him. I know what a great man he was, but I don’t think I even know his name or what he did for a living. I don’t know if he was married before he adopted Beau or… anything.

      “Wow,” I say, wrapping my arm around his neck and dipping my fingers into his luscious hair. “Was he… married to your mother, or…?” I want to ask all the right things, say and do anything and everything to lift him up, but right now I feel like I’m failing. Instead I hold him a bit tighter.

      He nuzzles his cheek into my chest, both appreciatively and lovingly, sighing. Beneath my men’s Target sweats, my pussy clenches. I know it’s a dark emotional moment but it’s bonding, and… I’m realizing as each day goes by, I really want to connect with Beau… more than anyone else.

      Hooking a finger in the neck of my shirt, he kisses my chest, then looks up at me to answer. “He made it sound like they had a hook-up type of relationship. He said, and I quote, I didn’t want to be a dad and I still don’t.” Beau’s smile is shattered, but still, he struggles to keep it together.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, my eyes growing wet from his pain. To lose the man he loved and idolized a year ago, then to find out the man who created him doesn’t want him? I can’t imagine.

      He shakes his head, letting loose a small, sardonic chuckle. “I didn’t want him to be my father. I wanted to know why my real father told me about him.” We sit there silently as I stroke up the back of his head and massage his neck, the hand not wrapped around his neck now linked with his hand in my lap.

      “It was stupid to go there and expect reason and answers.” He snorts. “It’s like expecting your ex to want to father Jett.”

      Ice shoots down my spine, causing me to straighten suddenly, inhaling a sharp breath. That’s not the same thing. Leaning back, anchoring myself to his lap with the hand around his neck, I look at him with confusion etched on my face.

      “That’s… not the same thing.” My lips turn downward as I study him. “How could you think a man that accidentally fathered a child then didn’t know him for his entire life is the same as Dustin not wanting Jett in his life?” I try to slide off his lap now but he loops his arms around my waist, keeping me on him.

      “Don’t get upset,” he offers, and somehow, I’m more annoyed.

      “I already am upset, Beau, because you said you wouldn’t talk about Dustin and you just did. And you just compared a man who doesn’t want children to a man who knew he was trying to have one then abandoned it.” The anger surging through my veins like a flame tearing down a line of gasoline gets me off the couch, on my feet.

      He stands too, his eyes tired and weary. “Beck, listen, I didn’t mean to start a fight, but… to me, it is the same. I’m not getting lost in the minutiae of their excuses–bottom line is they got women pregnant and abandoned their responsibilities.”

      I blink at him. My heart throws itself against my ribs repeatedly, making the edges of my vision go blurry. “It’s not the same thing. You don’t know Dustin.”

      He steps back like I’ve stabbed him, and it sends a jolt of awareness through me. We’re arguing and… he’s hurt. But, I’m hurt. No, I’m not hurt. I’m angry.

      “Why are you defending him?” he asks, his voice sounding more broken than when he called me earlier. His bio dad let him down and sent him in a tailspin, he came to me to feel better, and now… he’s worse. Even in my anger, I see that.

      I swallow hard, ignoring the heat behind my eyes. “I think you should go.”

      “Beck,” he says, his shoulders sloping hopelessly. “I’m sorry I upset you.”

      “But you meant it.”

      You could hear a pin drop in my living room right now as Beau and I stare intently on one another. “I did,” he says finally.

      I feel sick. “Please go.”

      And worse than what he said is that… he actually goes. And I want him to after that.

      But I really fucking don’t either.

      When the door closes, I twist the lock, make it precisely three steps, turn the corner to the hallway, and collapse in a heap on the floor. I’m ten minutes into a good ugly cry when there’s a gentle knock at the door.

      Mid-cry, I’d heard my phone vibrating on the counter, and I didn’t jump up to get it because I just knew it wasn’t him. Now with the knocking, I know it’s Goldie. After gathering myself off the floor, I let Goldie in, not even attempting to hide the fact that I’ve been sobbing.

      “Holy shit,” she gasps quietly as she eases the door closed. “What happened? Are you okay? I mean, obviously you aren’t okay, okay, but like, are you okay?” She’s guiding me to the couch as she grips my arm like I’m an invalid on new meds. I feel that way.

      I proceed to recount the fight to her, sparing no details. After I’m done, I add, “and the renovations at the studio are done. I was going to ask him to spend the night and then see if mom and dad could watch Jett in the morning. I was going to take him to the studio,” I sob, pressing my fingertips into my cheeks, still in shock at how quickly we veered off course.

      Tonight was supposed to be our first sleepover… we’d labeled ourselves just an hour before. And now I’m crying to Goldie, the hem of my t-shirt an official Kleenex.

      She runs a soothing hand down my thigh, nodding to my sobs. “I’m so sorry, Beck.” Her lips are turned downward to commiserate, but her eyes are slightly pinched, and there’s a vertical line between her brows telling me she’s not saying something.

      “What?” I say, pinching my nostrils with my t-shirt-covered thumb and forefinger.

      She chews the inside of her cheek, and the rollercoaster of the night has me snapping.

      “What, Goldie? Jesus.”

      “Why do you defend Dustin?” She lifts a hand, giving me the sign to stop. “Wait,” she says slowly. “Don’t get angry with me because I am always on your side.”

      Her words throw water on the heat that had been bubbling up my throat initially. “Okay,” I agree.

      “Dustin does not want to know his son. He paid you what he did in the settlement in part to keep you quiet but also… that’s his one and only contribution to his son, Beck. He signed his rights away, gave you that money; he’s been very clear.” She tucks her hair behind her ears, studying my eyes for an intense second, giving me a moment to digest I think. “I’m not saying it’s right because fuck Dustin in his stupid ass, that’s what.”

      Her veins bulge for a second because talking about Dustin is her least favorite thing, next to having a male masseuse. She really hates that. “But I’m saying he’s said and done everything to make you understand that, and you just… can’t.”

      “It’s not about me! Why is everyone acting like it’s because I’ve got this big hang up with Dustin? That I’m secretly hoping he’ll want me back?” I scream-whisper this because I don’t want a crying Jett on my plate right now, on top of everything else.

      Goldie remains calm. “Inviting him to Jett’s first birthday,” she floats the words out slowly and carefully, knowing what they’ll do to me and not wanting the visceral reaction.

      “I want Jett to know his father was there. It’s for Jett!” I hiss, tears still sliding down my cheeks with ease. “It’s for Jett,” I say again, hiccuping.

      “I think you think that,” she says, still slow to speak. “But I think you can’t let go of the fact that your life is a lot different than you imagined.” She holds up her halting hand to me again, and this time, I really want to fucking slap it away.

      But I pushed Beau away already. I don’t want to push away another person I care about.

      Another person I love.

      “And that’s okay. It takes time to mentally calibrate everything that’s happened.” She nods until I nod along with her. I adore her for possessing the ability to squash my anger. I don’t have the energy to stay so angry all the time. “But still wasting energy on Dustin when you have a man who… honestly probably is in love with you… I think you’re fucking up a little here, babe. I have to admit.”

      I can’t believe it, but I nod because… Goldie’s right.

      “I think you bit off Beau’s head tonight because you’re still not used to the fact that Dustin is a fucking piece of shit.”

      “In the past year, there have still been a few moments that I forget. And for a split second, I think we’re still together.” I swallow hard. “ I promise you, Goldie, with every fucking piece of me, I don’t miss Dustin. I just… forget.”

      She squeezes my knee. “You’ll forget you ever struggled with all of this if you stop pulling back from Beau.”

      I wipe the last of my tears. “How is a single woman so smart when it comes to relationships?” I mean it to be playful and teasing, but when her face straightens, I immediately feel guilty. I’m just a fucking bitch tonight, aren’t I? “I didn’t mean anything by that,” I say quickly.

      She puts on a brave face. “I can’t be butthurt when I haven’t told you anything that’s happened. So don’t worry. It’s fine, I knew what you meant, and yes, before you ask, we will talk soon.”

      I nod.

      “You going to apologize to Beau?”

      I look at the clock hanging on the wall near the TV. It’s too late to leave, and I’m exhausted from crying. Not to mention, I probably look like absolute shit. “I’ll talk to him. Tomorrow.”

      We say goodnight after Goldie asks me ten more times if I’m sure I’m okay. And I am.

      I think.

      Because Goldie was absolutely right about everything that she said, I do need to let go of the idea that Jett’s birth father will have any role in his life. It just feels like I have to make absolutely sure.

      I text my dad before I go to bed, asking if he and mom can watch Jett for a few hours in the morning. I tell him I have some things to do down at the studio and he easily agrees.

      I hardly get a wink of sleep thinking about the things I have to say tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two times.

      That’s how many times Jett randomly called out for Beau while I was getting him ready for my parents’ house this morning.

      Two.

      He was looking over his shoulder at his bedroom door the first time. And the second he was nursing, popping off to look up and around.

      I’m certain he was looking for him, that he… misses him.

      After leaving him with my dad–who happens to be wearing his World’s Grayest Pop Pop shirt today–I smiled, I waved, I pretended to have my mind on the studio as I slipped outside and got into my car.

      Now that I’m five minutes away from Dustin’s current house, which is our old vacation house, I’m starting to think this was an absolutely awful idea. If for some weird reason Beau somehow found out I was doing this, he’d be so hurt. I’d be crushed if he revisited a person from his past while we were fighting.

      But this isn’t about us.

      This is for Jett. The last time I will make this attempt for him. I won’t lose Beau over this. I just… won’t.

      When I park on the street in front of our vacation house (the only property of ours just in his name), I expect to be overrun with sadness, to have memories of the past sweep through me, leaving me broken and lost.

      Instead, all I can smell is the candy-tuft trillium blooming curbside. I hated those stupid yellow flowers the moment I saw them. I told Dustin I wanted them replaced with maybe lavender or freesia, and he just rolled his eyes, accusing me of being difficult over nothing, that it was just a vacation home and those things didn’t matter.

      I sneeze as I slam my car door shut and make my way up the cobblestone path. The house or him or both, I’m not sure, but this little journey is starting to feel a lot like a nightmare.

      I wait an unnerving amount of time for Dustin to answer the door after I both knock and push the button on his Ring doorbell.

      For the first few seconds, after he opens up, he just blinks at me like I’m a stranger, and it’s then that I realize… he’s loaded and genuinely doesn’t recognize me. A lump jumps up my throat just as a slim blonde comes to his side, looping her hand all the way around his waist. And it looks like the journey is longer now than it was when I was with him.

      “What?” he slurs.

      “I just want to make sure that you’re sure.”

      The blonde looks up at him adoringly, and I swear to God, bile climbs up my throat. He stifles a belch with the collar of his shirt. “Are you sure, babe?” the blonde asks, and then I realize… that’s not even the woman he left me for. It’s someone else entirely. I want to roll my eyes, but he’s not worth the gesture.

      “Dustin, are you sure you don’t want any part of Jett’s life?”

      The blonde pushes off him just slightly. “Who’s Jett?”

      Dustin’s eyes are bloodshot yet very clear when he stares into mine. “No one.”

      I knew this would be my answer. I wanted this to be his answer in so many ways because finally freeing ourselves of Dustin frees up so much opportunity for Beau.

      Still, when the door slams and I’m buckling my belt over my lap, I cry. I cry for Jett and the life that he never got to know. And as quickly as the tears start, they stop the moment I pass a Wrench Kings on my way through Willowdale.

      Beau saying goodnight to Jett plays like a vivid movie behind my eyes.

      “You’re an idiot,” I announce to my car.

      Instead of double-checking Dustin doesn’t want in and coming to terms with what I lost, I need to be pouring every part of me into Beau. Because Beau is here, he loves me, and he wants to be with us.

      That’s all that matters.

      I call my dad.

      “Yo, yo, yo, kiddo,” he answers, and it puts a smile on my face.

      “Hi, dad. Can you and mom keep Jett a bit longer? Maybe another two hours or so?”

      Without a moment’s hesitation, he says yes. And then I drive to the place I should have gone this morning.
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        * * *

      

      Delane, who I’ve learned from Beau is a sharp, sarcastic introvert, takes an Earpod from her ear as I push open the door to Wrench Kings.

      “Beck,” she says, surprise thick in her voice. “Hi.”

      “Hi, Delane. Good to see you again.”

      While I haven’t had a lot of conversations with her, I have seen her plenty since Beau and I were having lunch together at the shop here and there.

      “He’s not here. He never came in today.”

      My stomach drops as I twist my hand nervously in my purse strap along my shoulder. If I caused this man to relapse… “Oh no,” I say, feeling queasy.

      Atticus pushes through the shop door, pausing when he sees me. “I’ll get him,” he says gruffly before disappearing behind the swinging door.

      I look at Delane. She’s wearing a smirk. “You really care. You went white.” She pops her other Earpod back in. “That was a test. Beau’s our guy, and we love him. But I can tell…  you do, too.”

      I don’t answer her. And then, Beau appears, looking just the way I feel.

      Awful.

      He motions to the door up front, and we exit the shop for privacy. I don’t wait to sit on the curb; I don’t wait for him to say anything or even take another breath. I launch into my feelings because I can’t stand another uncomfortable moment where Beau thinks I chose Dustin over him.

      “I was so busy trying to preserve an idea for Jett that doesn’t even exist that I hurt a person I care deeply about. That’s you. And I’m sorry.”

      His gaze is fixed on me as he pulls an oil-stained hand down his stubble-coated jaw. My entire body begins trembling in response to his silence. And just as an ugly sob is working its way from my belly to my face, he pulls me into him, enveloping me in the deepest hug. He smells like motor oil and spicy cologne, detergent, and… my house.

      When we pull apart, I curl my hand in his shirt and look up into his eyes. “You smell like my house.”

      “I didn’t shower you off.”

      I rock to my toes and find a healthy, hot kiss waiting for me on his lips.

      “I’m sorry I said it that way. I was just hurt and feeling… lost.”

      “No, I’m sorry. You trusted me to make you feel better, and I just…” I shake my head. “I had a good heart to heart with Goldie and she made me realize I was being a total jackhole to you.” Atticus sandwiches himself between the door and building as he takes one step out. “Yo, Burns, you got a call.”

      “Tonight, can you meet me? I’ll text you the address.”

      His smile is slow, and tingles move through my limbs at the sight of his handsome beauty. “Yeah, I’ll meet you. Are we done fighting?”

      I nod. “I’m really sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t be. We’re both figuring shit out. Just know going forward, I wanna figure it out with you, okay?”

      I nod. And then we share one more hot, delicious kiss before he heads back inside, and I’m left counting down the minutes until he’s off work.
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      Beau

      
        
        She licks her lips. “Prove it.”

      

      

      Men don’t usually say something “took their breath away” but when I step inside the doors of the address Beck text me, I’m breathless.

      This is her studio.

      Edison lights line the underside of stark white crown molding, giving the space a completely magical feel. In the ceiling are recessed can lights which are on, but dim, adding to the calming effect of the studio. Two of the four walls are lined with white shelves, a stormy gray painted on the walls behind it. Atop the shelves are a few pieces of pottery, shiny, various colors and styles, positioned just far enough apart so that you can appreciate them all. A few circular wood tables are scattered about the room, but otherwise, the place is spotless. I turn to face the small receptionist alcove in the corner and see a closed laptop and a five gallon bucket of what appear to be rags. On the back wall, clean aprons hang from black hooks, and below that are cubbies for personal items. In the back I spot an opening to a hall, and an opening to another room.

      Walking slowly toward the second space, I can’t help but soak in every second because I am so fucking impressed (and kind of hard, too) that my girl did this. That this beautiful space is her passion–what she wants to do. The thought of her long, lean fingers smoothing around wet clay as a strand of blonde hair sticks to the sweat on her forehead, her legs spread to accommodate the pottery wheel. The fantasy is fleeting but enough to make me fully hard as I poke my head into the back room.

      Three separate spaces within the room mark off three separate kilns, and that’s when I see her. Beck, standing over a large industrial sink, gray clay smeared up her arms, past her elbows. She’s scrubbing with a bristle brush, bubbles curling her wrists.

      “Hey,” I greet, interrupting her. When she turns, I see almost exactly what I imagined. No wheel between her legs, and she’s washing instead of creating but the same beautiful, sweet smile and gorgeous wide blue eyes. “I’m in love with you.”

      The words topple out on top of each other, and I really didn’t know I was going to say it. I felt it, and out it came.

      She blinks.

      “You don’t have to say it back, but I had to say it.” Then I close the distance between us, wrapping myself around her from behind, helping to work the water and soap up her arms.

      My cock is hard at her back while I position the faucet over her hands as she washes.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she says, her voice low as she slowly sways her ass back into my groin. “I love how your chest feels against my back.”

      I step back. “Just my chest?”

      Twisting from her position at the sink, she rolls her eyes, and I laugh. “Not just your chest, but I was trying to be sweet, not vulgar.”

      “I was just sweet to you,” I say, in reference to the big three words I just handed her. “Now you be vulgar to me.”

      I’m joking, but as I step back up to her, covering her body with mine, she turns her head partially. With her chin on her shoulder, she whispers, “I want you to pull my pants down, get on your knees, and go down on me from behind.” She swallows, and I don’t know if she’s gaining courage or simply summoning more, but I fucking love it. I love hearing what she really wants so I know exactly how to make her happy.

      And make her cum.

      “Fu-uck,” I groan, smearing my unfortunately denim-covered cock against her full backside. I smooth my hands down her hips and grab her delicious ass. “That would be my pleasure.” I reach around her to unbutton her pants, and I love the spasm that shakes through her as my fingers graze her bare flesh.

      I rub over her jeans, between her legs, feeling her warmth even through clothes. “You want me to make you cum, don’t you?” I whisper in her ear as I give her sweet pussy a few gentle pats. She tips her head back as I lean mine down, allowing our mouths to meet in a quick but powerful kiss. “Yes,” she finally mewls.

      I make sure she doesn’t miss a word, positioning my lips at her ear when I say, “I’m going to put my mouth on your bare pussy in a minute. I’m gonna use my tongue to tease you and make your toes curl. I’m going to lick all that wetness you have for me, and I’m going to know what you wanting me tastes like.”

      She nearly melts in my arms, but I have one more very important thing to say.

      “This studio looks absolutely beautiful, so it’s no surprise to me that it came from your heart and mind.” I let kisses melt down her neck before I finally tug down her jeans, leaving them banded around her ankles. “Lean over the sink for me, beautiful.”

      She’s hesitant and nervous, I can feel it, but I swear to god, I’m going to spend my life making sure she knows her pussy is the greatest meal, that her body is the ultimate feast, and that she is everything.

      My hands travel down her bare thighs as I sink to my knees. I let my thumbs drive into her ass as I massage her and knead her, getting her comfortable.

      Sandwiching my nose into the split of her, I inhale slowly, feeling my cock grow against the fly of my pants. I was already hard. Now I’m leaking.

      “Oh my god,” she moans, leaning forward as I nuzzle my mouth into her pussy, curling my tongue the moment it enters her. “God, that feels good. Like, so, so, so…” she moans through that last so, finishing with a breathy, “good.”

      Something tells me we’re in the moment for dirty talk, so I pull away from her, letting my lips brush against her swollen, bare cunt as I talk.

      “I wanna bury myself in this pussy.” I drive my tongue into her again, curling and pushing, then kiss her lips. With my thumb on her clit and my mouth against her, I continue.

      “You make me cum so hard, Beck. And all I wanna do is empty myself into you.” I use the tip of my tongue to replace my thumb, this time licking small, teasing circles around her clit. Her back arches, but I use my other hand to push down on her lower back, making sure her cunt goes nowhere.

      “I want to smooth my hands over your belly, Beck, and feel myself growing inside of you.” This time, she nearly smothers my face as she grinds back against me. And it is the best fucking feeling. Her pussy, sweet and tangy, floods my tongue as she writhes over the sink, uttering so many filthy things.

      “I’m gonna cum for you, Beau. Oh my god, you’re making me… Beau,” she breathes before her entire body stills. Her walls hug my tongue and her thighs threaten to push me away.

      When she’s ridden my face for all that she can and taken every ounce of her orgasm from me, she straightens at the sink. I’m happy that she doesn’t immediately pull up her panties and pants. I stay on my knees until she turns around.

      “Get up here,” she smiles, motioning me to my feet.

      “I just wanted to see your tits from this angle.” My eyes fall to them, and fuck me if they don’t look bigger right now. I look back to her face, where I find her smiling and rolling her eyes. “They look fuckin’ great from here, too.”

      When I’m on my feet, I pull her into a hug and can’t help but feel those big tits pressed against my chest. She reaches down and cups my cock, and I love that that’s not the first time she’s done it.

      “What do you want?” she asks.

      “Hop up on the counter and take your shirt off.”

      She grins. “You had that locked and loaded.”

      I shrug, a grin spreading across my face, too. “Let’s just say I have a scenario for every occasion because you are all I think about.”

      Blushing, she hops onto the counter, and I watch as she peels her shirt off. Reaching behind her, she unclasps her bra and her tits swing free, buxom and mouthwatering. Her nipples harden before my eyes.

      My mouth is dry as I unbuckle my belt and undo my pants, staring at her tits. “They look bigger right now.” I look at her. “Am I allowed to say that?”

      She laughs then runs her hands up the sides and over the tops, making my jaw drop to the floor.

      “Baby, stop. You gotta stop. Take your hands off ‘em,” I breathe out, feeling my dick fall out of my boxers the second my fly is down. I’m heavy and hard in my hand as my fist makes its first pass. “You touching your tits like that…” I look down at the precum shining on my head. “I’ll blow in like, two seconds.”

      She licks her lips. “Prove it.”

      I swallow. “What do you mean?” I give my cock another pump, and my legs go a little weak.

      “You do that,” she tips her head toward my fist hugging my dick, “and I’ll rub my tits and we’ll see if you really do explode.” She wiggles her eyebrows, “since you’re worried.”

      Knowing how close I am already, I smile and happily accept the challenge.

      “If it turns out you really do turn me on that much and I cum from watching you touch your tits, what do I get as the victor?”

      She squeezes her nipple, twisting it a little, too. “Round two.”

      “Start rubbing those tits, baby,” I say, setting my shoulders and dropping my head to be focused solely on her chest.

      Positioning her hands on the sides of her breasts, she pushes them together, making an abundance of cleavage. I stroke my cock and feel the heat brewing in my balls.

      Driving her hands down over the tops, she smoothes her palms across her nipples, using her thumb to flick them. My balls edge closer to my body.

      My breathing starts to increase as my groin pulls tight, my fist now pumping fast, precum building on every pass. Her hands smooth all over her tits, and then, as if knowing I’m pathetically close after what feels like only thirty seconds or so, she torques both of her nipples between her thumb and forefinger.

      White forms on the peaks of her breast, sliding down her velvety skin with ease as she continues to milk her nipples. That’s what does it.

      I bring my body as close to hers as possible, standing between her spread legs on the counter. The first rope of cum rockets across her belly, dousing her tit, and even making it to the underside of her chin. The next few are not quite as ambitious, but by the time I'm a panting mess, she’s covered in me.

      “I was going to say you win, but,” she motions a hand down her cum covered core. “I think I won. That was so fucking hot.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, still a little breathless. I didn’t ask her ahead of time if I could paint her body in my cum but she seems to have really liked it.

      She nods, eyes wide. “I think I have a little cum fetish.”

      “Round two is going to be very easy if you keep talking like that.”

      She leans in and brings her lips to mine without quite touching. “I like your cum on me.”

      I kiss her and pull back. “I do, too.”

      “Remember when you said you’ve never tasted your cum, but you would if I wanted you to?”

      I nod. “Yes.” My heart beats excitedly at whatever she has planned. Reaching back, she takes a rag off the counter and runs it across her belly, cleaning up most of the mess. Another few swipes, and she’s almost completely clean.

      Except for the cum on one of her breasts.

      My dick is starting to get hard again. I think she’s going to have me lick it off, and while I don't relish eating that much of my cum–there’s quite a bit painted across her areola and nipple–I would do it for her. And for an opportunity to have her tit on my tongue again.

      But with a quick smirk, she lifts her breast and seals her mouth around her nipple, her tongue sweeping the cum inside as she swallows.

      “Oh Jesus, Beck,” I groan, lurching forward to cup my still naked and hard-again cock.

      “I just wanted to see if you would,” she says with a sultry smile. “But hop up, lie down across the counter, put your head in my lap.”

      Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh god, I grip my cock and do as she says, completely aware of what’s coming and completely unprepared for how much I fucking want it.

      With my head in her lap, she lowers one of her breasts to my mouth. When I attempt to latch down on her nipple, she yanks it free, sending a few drops of milk to splatter across my lips and chin.

      “Ah-ah,” she warns with a grin. Plopping it back down over my mouth, this time, I explore her nipple with slow passes of my tongue, never trying to seal my lips around it. She lets me play before lifting it up, kneading it over my face as milk drips onto me. I start fisting myself, pumping hard, at the edge of my orgasm already. This woman. She is goddess-level erotic.

      “I want you to spend the night. Jett’s sleeping over at my mom and dad’s, but I wanted us to have… privacy.” She lowers her nipple onto my tongue and this time she allows me to latch. I suck her deep and hard and long and love how the warm, sweet stream floods my throat.

      I nod to tell her of course, I’ll spend the night, and she strokes one hand against my scalp, sending a trail of goosebumps down my spine. Her hand comes to my face, thumb tenderly stroking my cheekbone as I devour her.

      “I’m going to let you have a little more; then I’m going to ride you, Beau, because you deserve to be fucked hard.” She twists her torso, sinking her other breast into my mouth. I pump my cock even harder, not even sure if I can make it until she crawls in my lap. I’d much rather blow in her pussy than my palm, but with the way she's tenderly holding my head as I nurse, I don’t honestly know if I can make it.

      “Then we’re going to my house to sleep in a bed together, like a couple.”

      As soon as I feel the stabbing ache crawl up my shaft, she pushes my face away, causing her breast to slip free from my mouth. She scooches out from underneath me, crawling onto the countertop, slinking over me like a hungry cheetah.

      Watching her reach down and center my cock at her opening is so hot that I have to squeeze my eyes closed for a brief reprieve.

      Her pussy is tight, wet, and warm when she lowers herself down on me fully. I groan and open my eyes, keeping my gaze on her face.

      Her expression is dazed as she moans, barely bouncing in my lap as she ducks a little to stay under the cabinets above. Her small, quick grinds down on my cock have me gritting my teeth.

      “Cum inside me, Beau. I want to feel it.”

      That’s the last straw. I cum hard, my body curling as my head slams into the cabinets above. She rides me as she smooths her hand over my head, where I bumped, pushing me back down. My hips lift off the counter a little, my body’s natural and desperate instinct to cum as deep inside her as I can.

      When I’m nothing but a softening shaft and panting mess, she crawls off me. I reach overhead and grab a towel, passing it to her to press between her legs.

      We clean up quickly, and she shows me the kilns, promising a detailed tour and explanation tomorrow. It’s late, and we’re both exhausted. And I want to get to our sleepover.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Naked and still a bit damp from our quick, lazy shower, our bodies are curled together underneath her down comforter in the center of her bed.

      She smells like comfort, and that’s the only way I can describe it. Our hearts seem to beat in sync, with my chest pressed to her back, one of my legs draped over both of hers.

      She yawns, and I can tell she’s dozing off. “I think I was holding onto Dustin all this time because I was hopeful that as easily as he had a whole secret side to him, maybe he’d revert back to the other him that I knew and show up for his son. Not for me.”

      “I get that.”

      She yawns again, pulling my arms more tightly around her, snuggling with them at her chest. “If he wanted to party or go out more, I would have probably let him. But he hid what he really wanted from me. Not that it would have ever worked out with us, obviously, but still.” She gives a final yawn. “It’s scary when a person can hide such big things about themselves.”

      A moment later, her breathing grows soft and rhythmic, and I know she’s asleep.

      Her words haunt me. We just made up.

      And I still haven’t told her that, in Atticus’s words, I am the fucking Wrench King. And again, in Atti’s words, it’s not about the money; it’s about the truth.

      I hardly sleep a wink all night, despite the fact it’s our first night together.

      Fuck.
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      Beck

      
        
        “But I love funny business. I’m so good at it.”

      

      

      I thought I’d slept well for years. Before Jett, I was a person who easily got eight hours, even when I was super busy. I always made time for my sleep because I slept so well.

      Sleeping in Beau’s arms makes me realize another new thing about myself: I’ve never slept well until now.

      Seriously.

      I didn’t toss or turn; I didn’t even change positions the entire night until he woke before me this morning, shifting carefully not to disturb me. It wasn’t him trying to slide his arm out from under me that woke me, but the hard cock pressed into the small of my back. It was like waking up at gunpoint.

      I turned in his arms, catching him before he slid out of bed. We shared a lazy kiss, and neither of us cared that we hadn’t brushed our teeth yet. Waking in the arms of someone that makes you happy to wake up is more powerful than morning breath is a deterrent. He slid out of bed and jumped into a pair of pants, and I pulled on a t-shirt and some sweats, and he kissed the back of my neck down the hall as we made our way to the kitchen where we are now.

      With Goldie.

      Because in our lovesick haze, we forgot about Goldie.

      And in our lovesick haze, I forgot that I needed to pump last night, which has put me painfully close to an explosion this morning.

      Goldie is already dressed in a tiny workout top and spandex shorts; her long hair pulled into a high pony on top of her head. Her face is bare, and she’s holding a mug right to her lips. She grins.

      “Hi, again Beau.” She wiggles her eyebrows, and even though this is my house, he is my boyfriend, and I’m not sneaking anything…. I still blush, which earns an uproar of laughter from her.

      “You guys totally did it last night,” she teases.

      “Grow up, Goldie,” I smirk, setting the kettle in the sink to fill.

      “Good morning, Goldie. Nice to see you again,” Beau says in the exact right tone. He’s friendly, but he isn’t so friendly that he trips my spidey senses. I’m starting to think the man puking in the trash can I called a kid for weeks is actually… perfect. For me, at least.

      Goldie and Beau make small talk about Jeopardy, and she tells him all about the man she met at my dad’s place last night. Turns out, he’s a headhunter, and she’s looking to get into the field. I had no idea, so as I pour boiling water into my French press, I hear everything for the first time, right along with Beau.

      He asks insightful questions, nods his head, and generally seems to care about what she’s saying. After a few minutes, she glances at her watch. “I gotta go for a run. I'm meeting Frank Jr. at 10.”

      I slap my hand across my forehead. “Frank Trello, Jr.?!”

      She nods. “Bald,” she waves her hand around her head, “with a wicked comb over that he thinks is seriously fooling people?”

      Yep. That’s him. And while he is indeed the son of one of my father’s friends, he looks to be the same age as a freaking founding father.

      “Have fun,” I tell her because even though Frank Jr. isn’t Johnny Depp, he is successful and kind, and I think that’s all Goldie needs right now. From what I know, at least.

      She winks, pointing and wiggling a finger between Beau and I. “You two, too.” She holds up a peace sign then laughs. “Look, another two.”

      “Later, Goldie,” Beau laughs.

      When she’s gone, I turn toward the cabinet and collect the clean pump parts. Assembling them, Beau comes to stand by my side, watching me.

      “What’s that?” he asks.

      “Breast pump. Since I didn’t feed Jett before bed or this morning at 6, I’m… in pain.” I motion to my swollen breasts beneath the t-shirt. “While I pump. I thought we could talk.”

      His face falls, and I drape my hand over his forearm to reassure him. “About Jett’s first birthday. It’s in two months.”

      “Oh shit, seriously?”

      I nod. “Yeah. I was thinking of having it here. My yard is small, but it’s okay because I don’t honestly have a lot of friends here yet.”

      He sinks into a kitchen chair as I slide the pump inside the pump bra, lift my shirt off and replace it with the bra, and sit down. Within a second, the pump is making its mechanical whirring sound and milk starts to fill the bottles.

      I look at Beau and find his eyes wide, fixed on the bottles. “That's… wow.”

      Snapping in front of my face, I smile when his eyes come to mine. “I wanted to know if you wanted to help me with it.” Asking for help as a single mom is… a big deal. I never want to ask because then people think you can’t do it on your own.

      I can do it on my own, I just don’t want to anymore.

      “I’d, uh, love to help,” he says, eyes struggling to stay on mine.

      “You know,” I say sort of teasingly. “I won’t always be breastfeeding.” I trace my fingers around the edge of a mug, waiting for my coffee to steep. “Think you’ll still love my breasts when they’re just breasts?”

      He licks his lips, and I’m pretty sure a bead of I want to fucking look at your tits but don’t want to be a perv sweat slides down his temple. “They’re never just breasts. Milk or not, you’ve got the tits of every man’s dream.” He brings his palms up, rubbing them together with a sinister gleam in his eyes. “I will always be obsessed with your tits, Beck, even when they’re sitting on top of your feet, along with my balls.”

      “Good answer,” I smile at him as the pump continues to empty me.

      “Lucky device,” he says, a sexy grin sweeping his lips. “And I’d be fuckin’ honored to plan Jetpack’s party with you.” He cracks his knuckles and then busies himself with pouring us each a cup of hot coffee from the French press. “I hope this isn’t you tell me what to grab type of help. I wanna be making the plans with you, not just given an errand list.” He slides me a full mug, and my heart feels just as full.

      “I wasn’t going to give you a task list. That’s…”

      “Impersonal,” he finishes, and it’s the exact right word because Beau isn’t the type of man that lets people take care of the things that matter to him. Clearly.

      “Exactly,” I say, my voice coming out soft and pliable, like one more sweet comment from him would have me in tears. Instead, I sip my coffee and watch as the timer on the pump counts down. “We can start planning tonight… if that works for you?”

      I hate that I’m still unsure how much time we will spend together. He called me for a ride every day for a month just to see me so it feels foolish to wonder but… I’ve been on the wrong side of assuming in too many crucial situations.

      And you know what they say about assuming.

      From across the table, his hand takes mine tightly, and my body warms. Not a sexual rush or a foreboding tingle but just… comfortable warmth. Like this feels right.

      “Baby, I wanna spend every night with you.” He clears his throat while lifting his steaming mug to his lips. Before he takes a drink, he says, “I want you and Jett to come to my place. Overnight.”

      I shouldn’t have a jolt of surprise but I do. I know Beau wants to be part of Jett’s life, and I expected him to make moves to do so but now that he is… I am overwhelmed with emotion. I wrinkle my nose in an attempt to force back the sandy, tingly heat that sears the bridge. That same heat flanks the back of my eyes.

      “When?” I ask, pretending to be very interested in the surface of my drink.

      He gives our joined hands a squeeze. “If you’re not ready–”

      My eyes fly up to his, and even though they’re shiny and wet, I let him see me. “I’m ready. I just… I believed you when you said you wanted us, Beau, but now that things are happening… progressing between us…” I smile and let the tears litter my cheeks. “It feels really good, that’s all.” I memorize the happiness etched on his face. The way his dark eyes glitter, the happy curl of his lips, the comfortable set of his gaze on mine. “Tonight? We can come over tonight.”

      He nods. “Tonight.”

      “Wanna get Jett and go see the studio?” I tip my gaze forward, narrowing it knowingly. “Actually see it, no funny business.”

      His bottom lip comes out in a pout. “But I love funny business. I’m so good at it.”

      I snort through another drink of coffee as I make my way to the bottom of the mug. “Yeah, you really are.”

      He waggles his eyebrows. “Time for any funny business this morning? We can go see my place after the studio, too.”

      I chew the inside of my lip as I work to unstrap the pump bottles, setting them carefully on the table. Beau watches intently as I disassemble the flanges and parts, setting them in the sink after filling it with warm, soapy water. I put the milk in the fridge before exchanging the pumping bra for my t-shirt.

      When I turn to tell Beau I’m ready for the morning quickie, I find him completely naked, stroking his already hard, pinkened cock. At the sight of him in my kitchen touching himself, I kind of lose my mind a little.

      He’s so gorgeous–inside and out–and he wants me. Even after treating him with probably more hesitancy than he deserved. And he only knows this version of me, the one with the stretch marks, worries, and dark eye bags. And this version of me is the one he wants.

      Maybe forever.

      It sure feels like that’s where this is headed.

      The thought that I’m too heavy for him doesn’t even cross my mind as I stalk across the kitchen and leap into his arms. My pussy grinds against his bare cock and I wish I didn’t have sweats on. I writhe against him as I beg him to take me to my bedroom. He grunts, our lips a tangle as he blindly walks down the hall, clipping the wall a few times.

      But we don’t care.

      Everything inside both of us is dying for each other right this fucking second.

      And that is a thing I was never sure actually existed until him.

      When he lowers me to the mattress, my legs release their hold on his hips, and my arms fall to my sides. His normally dark eyes are practically onyx as his broad chest heaves against mine. Once he strips my clothes off, he nudges my thighs apart with his knees, settling over me on his elbows.

      On his elbows means our faces are close enough that we can kiss while he fucks me. That’s… intimate. Based on how he got naked in five seconds earlier and how I lept into his arms like an absolute horndog, I expected wild, rough, fuck me now or I’ll die type of sex.

      Instead, he moves slowly, pressing a warm, silent kiss to my lips before resuming his position over me, just staring.

      “What?” I whisper, wondering why he’s studying me so intently. God, he can probably see my pores; we’re so close. He slides forward, and my eyes roll closed as his cock pushes inside me, hard and thick. Within a second, any searing, spreading pain I felt turns to red hot desire. My belly knots and cinches, and I can already feel my orgasm building, and he’s only an inch inside.

      His focus on me is almost unnerving except he gives me more of himself, moving inside me in one continual, slow stroke until I’m stuffed. He bottoms out with a gentle groan, so soft it makes the tiny hairs on my arms rise. My nipples pucker in response while little bursts of electricity pop off inside me, as if my orgasm is moving through my blood, building strength.

      “We should live together, the three of us.”

      My mouth opens to say something, to tell him that’s crazy because we’ve only spent one night together, but that’s when he does it.

      Starts moving inside me in slow, deliberate strokes. His groin kisses mine each time he sinks deep, and the friction against my clit has me riding the edge.

      I grind my groin to his on the next pass, and he lets a dark chuckle loose in my ear.

      “You are driving me insane,” I grit out, feeling so worked up by this man between my legs that I’m ready to scream. Cry. Yell. I don’t know what, I just need to cum.

      He nips my lips, and my pussy seizes, tightening all around him just as he slowly, like molasses that’s been in the fridge type of slow, pulls all the way out of me. His absence leaves me aching, pulsing, and throbbing.

      “Beau!”

      “My words are driving you insane or my cock is driving you insane?” he asks, holding my orgasm hostage as he probes me for answers. I want to be probed, alright, just not like this.

      “Your cock,” I pant, telling the truth.

      “Hmm,” is the noise he makes in response before sliding back inside me, one tingling centimeter at a time. Once he’s all the way in, he holds himself there as he tastes my lips in a slow, languid kiss that makes pins and needles spread through my breasts.

      “I thought we were going to have wild sex,” I admit breathlessly as he tastes the column of my neck, making me shiver in anticipation.

      “Do you want wild sex, Beck?” he’s all smoky as he brings his lips back to mine, kissing me before idling over me, waiting for my answer.

      I love the weight of his chest pressing against me. I love the dull ache he puts between my legs with just his words. And the way he always knows how to make me happy? I love it.

      “No,” I admit, my voice just a whisper.

      He swings his hips, slowly rocking back between my legs, filling my pussy with every perfect inch of himself, making my ovaries ache.

      “Can you cum like this? Slow?” he asks, peppering soft kisses along my cheekbone, then ear and neck.

      I never had the chance to before. Dustin was more of a jackhammer type of guy. And even though I can’t say for certain that I can due to experience, I nod because… I don’t think there’s a single way for Beau to move his long, perfect pink cock inside me and his thumb on my clit that wouldn’t shatter me into a million beautiful, shimmering orgasmic pieces.

      “Yes,” I pant, “with you, I can.”

      His eyes lock to mine, and they stay that way for the next few minutes while he fucks me in leisurely, soul-twisting, life-changing strokes. I can feel his pulse coursing through his body; I can taste his sweat when he brings his mouth to mine. When his heavy balls press to my bare ass, my pussy seizes around his cock, loving how he feels that deep inside me.

      When he drops a wide palm to my forehead, stroking hair back, his thumb smoothing down the bridge of my nose, I know I’m toast.

      His eyes capture mine and we don’t kiss. We don’t talk dirty. He strokes in and out of me until he doesn’t, and when that one rough, solid groan bubbles from his lips, I know he’s going to cum.

      And his orgasm draws out mine. Seizing around him, my pussy pulses so hard I actually can’t catch my breath. I press my chest into him as my spine attempts to curl, but is kept straight by his frame over me.

      He takes my lips, keeping our mouths together as he gives all of himself to me in wild ripples of warmth. And when we’ve both clenched and groaned and moaned our way past the finish line, he finally releases my lips.

      He’s already said big things to me, and for a second I wonder if there’s more. Instead, he grins. “Stop seducing me with your big, hot tits so we can get Jetpack and check out the studio then check out my place” He waggles his eyebrows again. “I can’t wait.”

      “Let’s check out your place first,” I say, because after he just took me like that, I want more Beau and seeing his place would fill my soul.

      He doesn’t mention the comment about moving in with him again, and I don’t bring it up.

      Things are good how they are.
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      Beau

      
        
        “We need to talk.”

      

      

      Why did he want me to know Gerald Horsach, the biggest piece of shit alive? I still can’t figure it out. I know my father loved me, so I’m not questioning that. But what purpose does it serve me knowing that I am not really a Burns, not in the true sense? My dad wouldn’t have wanted me to go down the mental trip I’ve been on for over a year, but how the fuck could I not?

      And why am I thinking about this shit?

      Because Beck and I are apart.

      When we’re together, when I’m with her and Jett, it’s as if that news isn’t real. I remember my dad fondly, and I focus all of myself on them because they make me feel so fucking good.

      I don’t pay for anything grand, I haven’t swept Beck off her feet, and I certainly haven’t made any grand gestures, but still, she somehow makes me feel like I’ve done all those things for them.

      She and Jett are coming to my place tonight. To sleep over.

      Things are really picking up for us, and I am so fucking happy. I don’t let myself think about what my life would be like if Rebecca Reid’s air conditioner never crapped out. It’s too terrifying to ponder.

      We decided instead of both of us going to get Jett, she’d walk over and pack things up, and I’d go grab the infant car seat from her car, put it in mine, drive over and get them, then drive them back to Beck’s. Then we’d pack a few things together. I’m pretty interested in seeing what it takes for little Jetpack to travel.

      After parking next to Beck’s car in her driveway, I quickly look up a YouTube video specific to the model of car seat she owns. I asked her the brand. She kind of looked at me like I was crazy but… I’m not taking any fucking chances.

      Using her keys, I pop open her car and get a halfie right there just from smelling her. All sweet and clean and mine. Unlocking all the doors, I slide into the back and unclip the base in its various locations.

      I remembered those little blue eyes staring me down when we rode together. He always smiled at me. My chest feels all tingly at the thought. And I realize I’m smiling just thinking about him. He really wants to fucking decapitate that giraffe of his. Maybe I’ll get him another teething animal, like a lion, so we can say he’s so tough he tore the head off a lion. I chuckle at thinking of Beck’s reaction to that, probably looking horrified but then falling into laughter at the idea. Because Jett would be cute holding a lion teething toy. Because he’s fuckin’ adorable.

      As quickly as possible, I finish taking it out and lock her car back up, slipping her keys into my pocket. Today, at my place, we’ll get comfortable, and I’ll tell her the other thing about me that she doesn’t know. The only thing she doesn’t know. And, if I know Beck, she’ll be fine. She may be a little surprised but… maybe not. Maybe she googled me and knows already or some shit? I’m sure it’s online. I’ve been on the local news more times than I’d like to admit. Small towns like their low-key millionaires. Her mom knows, even if she doesn’t remember.

      Installing the car seat in my car, I slide into the driver’s seat and make the one-block drive to her parents’ house.

      I like her parents. Carl and Nancy are cool as shit, and I definitely don’t see them as the type to deter Beck from being with me because I’m younger. If anything, I think my Jeopardy watching and baby loving was enough to win them over. But I’ll prove to them that there’s way more to love. And it’s going to start with how much I worship and serve their daughter.

      Carl and Nancy are on their way out to have sushi, leaving us to exchange pleasantries on the curb. Carl carries out some of Jett’s stuff, and we shake hands. He’s such a nice guy, and when he’s talking to me about all the cute shit Jett did this morning, I think of how much my own dad would have liked him. The two of them would have gotten along well.

      Pain explodes beneath my ribs when I realize that Beck will never meet my father. Jett will never know him. After we’re all in my car and I’ve had a solid one-minute conversation with my man Jett, I feel a lot better.

      I’m still not used to these massive bouts of grief crashing into me like that. But Jett’s slobbery giggle and Beck’s hand exploring my thigh as I drive have me regulated. Back to normal. Feeling good.

      I turn to look at her when I’m at the only stop sign between the two streets.

      “I’m glad to be showing you two my place.” From my thigh, I take her hand, resting it over the center console and weave our fingers together tightly. Bringing our joined palms to my mouth, I kiss the top of her hand.

      “I’m happy, too.”

      And like he knows he’s included, Jett takes that perfect opportunity to shout, “Ma! Bo! Pa!” Even though Carl isn’t here, I pretend that Jett isn’t just reciting names he knows, but instead calling out to us because he, too, is happy to be going to my place.

      I’m lost in the way her hand feels so idyllic in mine when she inhales so sharply that Jett’s babbling stops and my head whips to face her.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask, wondering why, out of nowhere, when we’re just a few houses away from her place, she’s shrieking like someone kicked her in the nuts. Okay, maybe not like that, but still, I don’t like the shock and pain twining her face.

      I follow her gaze to a silver SUV parked… in front of her house.

      “Who’s that?” I ask, eyes pinching in on the custom plate. DONTTLK is the custom plate. Don’t talk? What the fuck does that mean? As I come to the driveway and pull in next to Beck’s car, I realize the SUV is empty. And there’s a man on the porch.

      Maybe this is the guy Goldie was going to meet and he got confused and came here instead? I scratch the side of my jaw as I watch Beck sit in shocked suspense, not unbuckling even though we’ve been parked for at least half a minute. She wouldn’t have that reaction to her dad’s friend's son.

      “Who is he?” I ask, finally bringing my attention to the man hovering on her porch. His head is tipping back against the brick and he’s sitting with his legs splayed out in front of him, arms down by his side, eyes closed.

      I know a drunk man when I see one. I was in that melted state of existence for far too long myself. Then the license plate flashes back to me. DONTTLK. Beck’s ex is a lawyer. So this must be Untrusty Dusty.

      I motion to the sleeping man through the windshield. “Is that him?” Anger is already foaming up inside me, making it hard to push down or ignore. He’s got some nerve to show up at her new place like this after signing away his rights and basically telling her to fuck off.

      Rolling my curled fist into my open palm, I crack my knuckles as I stare at him, doing the same on the other hand.

      “Beck, is that your ex-husband?” I ask again, this time not even looking as I ask. Instead, I reach back and give Jett’s little foot a squeeze.

      “Yes,” she whispers. “I don’t know why he’s here.”

      I face her, relinking our hands. “Do you want to know why he’s here, or does it matter?”

      The question is asking so many other things, and we both know it. To not turn him away would be extending yet another olive branch that this motherfucker doesn’t deserve. I’d like to cram that fucking branch right up his ass, as a matter of fact. And while I certainly don’t believe she should give him anymore of herself, it’s not up to me.

      I’ve made my intentions known. I’ve called her my girl, I’ve fucked my cum deep inside her, I love her boy. I can’t do much else.

      She knows I love her.

      Her voice is rock solid when she says, “it doesn’t matter anymore.”

      The swell of relief that overtakes my heart is too big for my comfort. I stroke the top of her hand with my thumb. I hate that I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what her answer would be.

      She bites her lip, so I lean over the cab and kiss her, hoping to relax her a little. Ever since she laid eyes on Dumbass Dustin’s car parked on the street, she’s been in physical discomfort, like her stress has her in an emotional headlock.

      “I’m so lucky we met, so I know that men aren’t supposed to be like that,” she points through the windshield at her “sleeping” ex. “I’m so happy we’re together. You’re a role model for Jett.”

      I can’t help but kiss her again, to somehow glue those words down between us because I never want her to forget she said them.

      “I’m glad that jackhole showed up,” I smile, pressing my lips to hers yet again. “I don’t know how long I would have had to wait to hear you say that otherwise.”

      She grins sheepishly. “I’m sorry.”

      But I shake my head because I don’t want a woman who apologizes for protecting herself. “I understood your hesitancy. You’re a forking amazing mom. You were looking out for your guy.”

      She turns to look at the collapsed man on her porch, then faces me again. “I’ll wait in the car with Jett.”

      My chest inflates pridefully at the fact that she’d allow me to do battle for her. That she wants me to take this on, on her behalf. This isn’t some angry Wheel Get You rider or a technician trying to charge her too much to connect her fucking router. She’s asking me to deal with the last part of her former life, to handle him in a way that leaves her better off. It’s a big thing she’s giving to me, and I don’t take it lightly.

      “Give me a few minutes,” I say, cupping her face to plant yet another kiss on her lips.

      My casual Saturday morning basketball shorts, hoodie, and baseball cap feel like fire on my body as I quietly close the door to my car using my hip. Adrenaline is tearing through me at the speed of light, and as I close the distance between the driveway and the front porch, the first bead of sweat slides down my back.

      Standing over him, I take a moment to study this fuckface before waking him.

      He’s blonde, with one of those fucking douchey haircuts that requires styling everyday because the part is so extreme with one side long and the other near non existent. Only his hair isn’t styled nor does it even look clean—shoved to one side, dark with grease. Bloated cheeks covered in blonde stubble, long sleeved blue button-up wrinkled like he’s slept in it for days–Dustin definitely looks the part of trashy entertainment lawyer that was ridden too hard and put away wet.

      With my sneaker clad foot, I kick the bottom of his dress shoe gently. His frame–shorter and thicker than my own–moves slightly, he snorts, his eyes flutter, but he doesn’t wake. I kick him again, really hoping he doesn’t wake and I’ll get to actually fucking kick this loser.

      But he rouses, blinking at me a few times with confusion of all sorts evident in his beady, bloodshot eyes. “Who’re you?” he slurs, palming the concrete around him as he lurches forward, making the world's most pathetic attempt to get to his feet. After failing twice, I extend a hand to him.

      He glares at my palm like I’m dog shit in human form and stumbles to his feet without my help. Yeah, because hugging a house is way more manly than taking a hand out. Okay Dipshit Dusty, whatever, man.

      Ignoring his question about me, I shove my hands in my pockets and wait for him to look me in the eye. When he does, I say, “I’ll talk slowly, since I can tell you need it. And I’ll be very clear, so there are no excuses.” I step into his face, smelling weed and booze heavy on his breath. I turn my head to spit out a cough before facing him again. “You are a stranger to her. Strangers have no place in her life. You do not belong, she owes you nothing, you are entitled to nothing, and you are–and this is the most important part–not welcome here. Ever.”

      I step back and watch him process those words. As expected, it takes him a few seconds to calibrate, his brain still laced with the bad shit. He leans against the brick, studying me, then smiles.

      Fucking smiles.

      God, do I hate this fuckhead.

      “It’s funny to you that the woman you once loved and had a child with doesn’t want anything to do with you? That she’d change towns to escape you?” I let out a low whistle, shaking my head to match. “That’s some sense of humor you got.”

      He spits onto the grass nearby, reaching back to grip the wall. He’s too fucked up not to hold onto to something.

      “She still wants me. You have no fuckin’ clue what you’re talking about.” He looks me up and down, his eyes stopping on my Nike sneakers before he gives a snort of disapproval. “What are you, like a high school student?”

      I laugh at that. “What if I am? What’s it matter to you? You may as well be standing on the porch of a complete stranger. Because that’s what you are, man.”

      “I’m here to see Beck, not you, man,” he adds, trying to be all condescending and judgmental but the thing this fuckhead doesn’t realize is that I don’t give a shit what he thinks or says because I don’t respect him.

      I tap my chest. “Beck asked me to talk to you on her behalf because she wants nothing to do with you.”

      His lips curl into an eerie smile. “Is that why she showed up at my house yesterday?” He leans forward and the smell of yesterday’s booze sends a ripple of nausea through me. “Because she wants nothing to do with me?”

      My eyes flick to the cab of my car ten feet away. I don’t want to look because then he’ll know she’s here, just feet away, but his words slice me open. I literally feel my heart fall out onto the dirty, chipped concrete of her elevated front porch.

      “Ohh, shit,” Dustin draws out with impunity, patronizing me. “You didn’t know.” He shrugs. “You must’ve been in class or flippin’ burgers after school.” He mocks a pout. “Or did you have detention?”

      He follows my eyes, and that’s when he turns–when he spots her. I drop a palm to the top of his shoulder faster than I realized I could, and spin him back to face me. “Nope.”

      Jerking back, he practically runs down the porch and is at the passenger door, gripping the handle. But again, I’m faster than this slug of a man, and I yank him back. He stumbles a few times which is more because of him than my yank but whatever.

      “Don’t fucking touch me, man,” he hisses, gripping his shoulder like the place I touched him is somehow damaged.

      “You have no business being here, and you need to go. I can’t be more clear.”

      “I don’t know who you think you are trying to tell me I can’t see my wife and son–”

      As soon as the word son leaves his lips, a switch inside me flips. I don’t know why Beck went to see this fucking piece of shit and didn’t tell me, and I hate the sick feeling running through my blood because of it. But I do know that Dustin signed his rights away and that Dustin has made himself clear time and time again that he doesn’t want this life. And even if he did, it’s too late.

      “Lower your voice,” I hiss through gritted teeth because even though he’s a baby, Jett is just feet away in his car seat and I don’t want him to hear this yelling. When I promised to not curse around him, I meant it and this bullshit falls under that umbrella.

      “Shut the fuck up. Don’t tell me what to do.” Dustin wobbles on his feet before turning back to the car, which leads me to pull him backward, away from them, again.

      “Stay away from them,” I advise, keeping my tone controlled.

      “Them?” Dustin laughs, and when he reaches back and palms the Tesla, my patience is officially being tested.

      “Get your hands off my car.”

      He looks back, not even bothering to notice his ex-wife sitting in the passenger seat or the infant car seat in the back, but rather, studies my car before returning his stupid ugly face to mine. “How the fuck can you afford a Tesla?” He snorts. “Beck payin’ that lease for you, kid?”

      My jaw ticks. This guy is seconds away from getting his ass kicked, only Beck wouldn’t like that, and that’s not who I want to be for Jett.

      I swallow down my impatience and collect my calmest tone, which is still a bit unhinged, but not bad considering how much I want to clobber this fuck. “You need to go.”

      He changes tactics. “I want to see my son.”

      His son? He wants to see his son after not having seen him one single time for… almost a year.

      “No.”

      He recesses back looking shocked, but wearing the most punchable smirk on his lips. “No?” The smirk turns into a full grin. “I think as the man who gave him life, I have a right to see him.”

      Everything becomes a heated jumble in my brain.

      Jett’s sweet giggle. Beck’s soft moans. The fact that she went to him yesterday. My dad’s last whispered words. Gerald Horsach. And I still don’t. The vomit in the bars. The searing pain owning my chest. Dustin Reid’s drunken stumble. It’s all too much and I react, curling my hand into a tight fist and swing.

      Connecting with his face makes a sound I’ll never forget. I punch Rusty Dustin across the jaw, sending him a few steps away from the car as he tries to recover.

      “You haven’t given him anything,” I hiss as I take a few steps toward him. He ambles to his feet–and I’m sorry, a man doesn’t fall from one punch if he’s a man–and stands, spitting blood as his eyes laser in on mine.

      Dustin smiles, blood swimming across his teeth. “He’s mine, and even if I never fuckin’ see him, he will always be more mine than yours, no matter what.”

      I don’t even realize I’m going to hit him until he’s on the ground again, groaning, cupping his hands to his eye socket. I guess I gave his jaw a break on this one.

      Beck springs free from the passenger seat, and Dustin scrambles to his feet, facing her.

      “Tell this motherfucker to let me see my son!” he grumbles. I don’t look at Beck. My head is spinning. From the peripheral, I see an older woman gripping the wood column of her porch, watching this shit show play out. She ambles back inside when she sees she's spotted.

      “Go,” Beck says, so quietly that I doubt Dustin even heard her, but when he stands again, his expression is desperate.

      “Let me see him,” he begs.

      I don’t believe Dustin wants to see Jett. I believe Dustin wants to fake a powerful emotional moment in seeing Jett, and he wants Beck to witness that and take him back. I know motherfuckers like this.

      Everything is an opportunity to manipulate in order to get whatever he wants. Crocodile tears, empty promises—whatever it takes to get what they want.

      Which in this case is apparently Beck.

      I step between them with my back to her.

      “She doesn’t want you. You’ve made it clear you don’t want them, and they’re mine now,” I say defensively, protectively, angrily, even.

      “I didn’t say shit about her, I said I wanted to see my kid!”

      First, my son, then my kid. “What’s his name?” I ask the drunk man with the quickly bloodying face.

      Beck reaches up and wraps her hand around my forearm. “Beau,” she says, but I shake her off.

      “What’s his name?” I ask Dustin again. “The son you just have to fuckin’ see because you love him so much. What’s his name?”

      There. I’ve got him.

      His beady eyes flick to Beck’s, and he makes this stupid, sad, melting-like face that I’m pretty sure is meant to elicit sympathy or some shit.

      “Dustin,” Beck breathes. “You can’t remember his name?”

      A tear rolls down her cheek, and anger claws through my chest. An hour ago, she felt committed to me. An hour ago, things were right. She wanted all of me, even the parts I hadn’t figured out yet.

      And now she’s wasting a single tear on this piece of shit whom she apparently went and saw yesterday, and I can’t fucking handle it. Any of it.

      Just then, there’s a whoop-whoop of a siren and a cruiser at the end of the street heading towards us.

      “Good,” Dustin nods, looking pleased with himself. “They can arrest him for assault.” He presses his bloodied hand back to the gash in his eyebrow. “I’m pressing charges.”

      Beck brings the heels of her palms to her temples and applies pressure, squeezing her eyes shut. “Dustin, go, please.”

      The commotion stops. I’m silent because my anger and confusion are overwhelming me, and I’ve already committed assault. Twice. Standing quietly is my best option now.

      In the near background, two doors slam shut and boots crunch in the road.

      “Got a call there’s a scuffle out here,” a voice calls, and I look to see Sheriff Ingram and one of his deputies walking up.

      I met Ingram years ago when I started to apprentice for Atticus. Apparently Atti is good friends with Ingram’s husband, Mars, and his younger brothers. They’re part of a progressive motorcycle club and they own a bike repair shop in town.

      I’ve tagged along for beers a few times. We’re acquaintances, yet, Ingram knows just who I am.

      He approaches the scene, taking note of Dustin’s face after tipping up his aviators. “Everyone okay here?”

      When his uncovered eyes come to mine beneath the dark rim of my baseball cap, his expression goes soft. “Burns, how are ya?” He extends half a handshake to me, which I return easily.

      “Well,” I muse, teetering my head rather sarcastically. “I’ve been worse.”

      The deputy with Ingram tucks the folded arm of his shades into his uniform before sizing up Dustin. He turns to me, his eyes widening.

      “Mr. Burns, nice to finally meet you, sir.”

      “Sir?” Dustin spits blood as he mimics the formal greeting the deputy gave me. “This kid is no fucking sir.”

      Beck is still silent, no longer holding her temples. Now her arms are folded, and she’s watching the four of us like a movie. I peer inside the splayed open back door and see Jett’s car seat still inside.

      “Take him in the house,” I say to her. “Please.”

      But she doesn’t move right away. She blinks at me, her lips part like she wants to say something, and her eyebrows are pulled so tight I know exactly what’s going through her mind. She wants to know if I know she went and saw him yesterday. She’s searching desperately for a clue.

      Giving her zero answers and without watching to see if she takes Jett inside, I turn back to the deputy and shake his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “He fucking hit me. Twice,” Dustin says, motioning to the growing knot in his bottom lip.

      Jett’s high-pitched cry nabs the attention of all of us. Ingram, who has two daughters, winces at the noise and the other deputy runs his hand across his chest. He must be a father, too, because only parents grow antsy and uncomfortable at the sound of a baby crying. I know I feel antsy and uncomfortable.

      “Let me see him, Becky Bear,” Dustin begs in the phoniest fucking attempt to tug at her heartstrings ever. God, this guy is a real piece of work. And Becky Bear? Je-sus Christ.

      “Don’t talk to her,” I say, stepping in front of the open door so he can’t see Beck or Jett. She holds the car seat with one arm, and I turn from Dustin to crouch next to Jett. Kissing his head, Jett smiles in response. “Bo!” he says. Then, “Pa, pa, pa, pa!”

      “We just left Papa’s,” Beck whispers to him, and then she hoists the car seat to her arm and heads towards the house. I will be relieved when they are behind a door with a lock on it and Dustin is fucking gone.

      Standing to face him, I find it telling that he squares off his shoulders to me rather than trying desperately to get a glimpse of the son he’s allegedly here to see.

      Ingram clears his throat. “Burns, we good here?”

      Dustin spins around incredulously. Using the lapel of his untucked and blood-stained shirt, he blots his lip. “We are not good here. This motherfucker hit me. Twice. I want him arrested. I want to press charges.”

      Ingram looks only at me. I know Beck and Jett are still on the porch because I never heard the house door open and shut. “Are we good here, Burns?”

      I show him my palms in a silent promise to be good, then shake his hand again. The eager deputy takes mine again too. “It was good to meet you, Mr. Burns,” he smiles, nodding, his eyes fixed on mine.

      Money makes people act weird. Having tons of it usually means no one can behave like a regular human. I hate it.  And the cruel and ironic other side of that sword is that it’s benefitting me right now.

      The deputy gets inside the cruiser as Ingram finally approaches Dustin. He covers his eyes with his shades before speaking to him like he needs a barrier between them before he faces Dustin’s stench.

      “I believe Mr. Burns would like you to get off this property.”

      “I do,” I add, folding my arms over my chest.

      “He assaulted me,” Dustin gripes, his whiny tone the emotional equivalent as a foot stomp. “I want to press charges.”

      Ingram’s gaze moves over Dustin, I’m sure taking in his disheveled state. I may have hit him twice, but I didn’t get him drunk, pump him full of weed, and put him behind the wheel. Dustin did that all on his own.

      And Dave Ingram has been the Sheriff of Oakcreek for years. Something tells me that he sees Dustin as a walking DUI as opposed to an assault victim.

      He rests one hand on his utility belt, the other on his radio, thumb tentative on the call button.

      “Why don’t you come on back to the cruiser and blow for a blood alcohol reading,” Ingram commands using a calm and collected tone. “Looks like you’ve taken a few tumbles. That’s what’ll happen when you day drink. You’ll end up really roughed up. Confused, too.”

      The three of us stand there as Dustin’s inebriated mind parses out the meaning of Ingram’s speech.

      “Unfuckingbelievable,” he grits, stomping off through the lawn toward his SUV.

      “Wait a second there, bud,” Ingram stops Dustin with a palm straight to his chest. Dustin glares at Ingram’s hand.

      “Do you know who I am?” Dustin seethes, practically vibrating he's so angry. Glancing past Ingram’s shoulder, he looks to Beck on the porch. “You really gonna let this happen?”

      She doesn’t say anything, but for those few seconds, I’m angry with her. He’s here because of her. She went to him for something, and—fuck this guy. Fuck him!

      Ingram walks Dustin back to the cruiser where he proceeds with the breathalyzer as promised. I don’t stay and watch, I know he’s drunk and he’s minutes away from being out of my fucking hair, that’s good enough right now.

      She’s not on the porch when I turn back around, and when I enter her house, I find Jett jumping from a door frame, his legs tucked into a bouncing apparatus.

      Beck is sitting in the corner, in a chair facing the window. Our eyes lock and the surface of my skin heats, and I don’t know how much is lust or how much is anger. But I feel both, and more.

      She rises from her chair. “We need to talk.”
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        “I didn’t bring my pump.”

      

      

      “You said you grew up here?”

      He nods, thoroughly confused as to why after everything that just transpired, this is relevant.

      “Did you go to school with that Sheriff? The blonde one who was in charge?” My hands worry with anything that crosses my path—my hair, the hem of my shirt, the frayed ends of the decorative pillow adjacent to me. My eyes, though, never leave his.

      “No, I don’t think we’re the same age,” he replies, “He’s more Atti’s age if I remember right.”

      “Okay, so tell me how, then, you assaulted another grown man and didn’t get arrested?” Metaphorically, I put my hands on my hips. “Just because you’re friends?”

      He doesn’t say anything and his handsome features scrunch together, as if he’s thinking or holding back.

      “The other deputy called you sir. They knew who you were,” I finally say. “They knew your last name. I didn’t even know your last name was Burns, Just Beau.”

      “I know this is going to sound very forking convenient but… I swear to you, part of bringing you and Jett to my place tonight was so we could talk.”

      Confused, I ask, “talk about what?”

      “Well,” he scratches the side of his jaw, searching for words.

      “What, Beau? You’re… scaring me.” I don’t know what’s going on and how those police officers knew him or why they treated him like he was Johnny Depp or something. But wanting to talk is never good.

      He grabs my attention from my racing thoughts when he clears his throat.

      “My father, Graham, he was Graham Burns.”

      “Okay,” I drag out, confused as to why this is supposed to mean something to me.

      From the doorway, Jett bounces uncontrollably. My dad got him that jumper yesterday, so it’s still fun and new. Thank goodness because adding a grouchy Jett to this conversation is all I need. Beau swallows, his dark eyes focused on mine.

      “He was the CEO and founder of the Wrench Kings.” He pauses, studying me like he’s waiting for me to understand, but after Dustin showed up here drunk, looking to cause a scene, my brain just… can’t. “He passed the title of CEO down to me.”

      “You’re… the CEO of the Wrench Kings?” I blink. Wrench Kings are literally everywhere; they’re as common as Kroger, the grocery store. That means…

      “I am. Have been for over a year. And I knew he was going to leave it to me when he passed. That was always the plan, even before he got sick.”

      I don’t even think of the title or the job or what any of it means. All I can think of is the fact that just an hour before this, he was cupping my cheek and tasting my lips, and we were about to pack a bag to go to his place. Jett, finally sick of bouncing, starts to cry but I don’t leap up to grab him because Beau does it first.

      Holding my son to his chest, his large arm looped around his underside, my eyes water as I process that this man that promised me so much–that I believed was different and could give me things I didn’t have before–lied to me.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Is all I can manage to ask.

      He lowers Jett to the floor to crawl around and keeps his voice quiet when he answers. “I really didn’t think it mattered because at the time that I met you, being the CEO of Wrench Kings wasn’t a big deal to me. It was actually a stress, and by avoiding it, I allowed myself to pretend it didn’t exist.”

      He rakes a hand through his hair, letting out a full sigh. “But then when I met you, I wanted to be better. I wanted to be a man worthy of you and Jett, and I knew I couldn’t do that by ignoring my problems.”

      I want to understand. I don’t want this to be a deception so large that it breaks us. Because, even though I haven’t told him, I’m in love with Beau.

      “Then life just started happening. You and Jett were sick, we were figuring us out…” His expression isn’t really remorseful, and that keeps my spine straight as he stands before me in my home. He’s obviously sorry, but I can see more there and it makes me uneasy.

      “Atticus told me I was stupid for not telling you sooner. But everytime I planned to tell  you, something came up. I know it sounds like an excuse but it’s the truth. Things with us were so good and you were the only thing going well in my life so I didn’t push it when things came up. I just told myself another time.” He shrugs. “And as stupid as I know this is going to sound… I really just didn’t think you’d care.”

      I’m standing now, keeping my eye on Jett as he tips over a stack of magazines on his way to chew on the side of the couch.

      “You didn’t think I’d care about what? The money?” I fold my arms over my chest and shake my head. “I don’t give a crap about the money. I care about the entire chunk of your identity that I didn’t know existed until a few minutes ago.”

      “I was going to tell you tonight. I never lied to you, though, Beck. I may not have told you, but I do work as a mechanic there and plan to keep doing that. If you had asked me if I was the CEO I wouldn’t have said no. I don’t lie.”

      Those last three words come out very pointed, and I draw my hand to my chest, inadvertently pointing inward. I went and saw Dustin and I haven’t come clean about that. I need to, and by not telling him, it’s so incredibly unfair of me to be angry about this.

      He enjoyed the good and didn’t want to ride another wave of struggle. I really do get that.

      Within a second, he’s guiding me to my couch, and we’re sitting. Jett crawls over, drool stringing to the floor from his chin. He grips Beau’s calf, and pulls. When he’s standing, Beau stares down at Jett, wide-eyed.

      He points, mouth open in a silent, shocked cry. And when he turns to me with triumph and pride on his face, his eyes are wet. “He stood up.”

      It’s then that I forgive him. That moment right there. The pure, unbridled joy on his face watching Jett… stand.

      That’s it.

      But his reaction mirrors mine the first day I saw Jett do it, too.

      “I’m sorry,” I sob, feeling like absolute crap for not having the guts to come clean. All of this was my fault, and I’ve hurt Beau yet again. I just cannot bring myself to add, and oh, by the way, I went to Dustin’s yesterday. Not right now.

      As for being angry with him? He may have withheld information, but if he says he meant no malice by it, I believe him because partners believe each other in healthy relationships.

      “I don’t want to fight with you, Beau. I don’t. I’m sorry I reacted that way. I understand that, to you, telling me about that other part of yourself wasn’t crucial. I believe you when you say it wasn’t intentionally kept from me.”

      His hands rest nervously on his knees as we sit adjacent to one another on the couch. “Can I hold you?” he whispers hoarsely, his big dark eyes dazed in my direction.

      I nod, tears soaking my cheeks. Jett fusses for Beau to hold him, so he grabs my son, bringing him to his lap. Then he wrangles me next to his side, wrapping his strong arm around my shoulders, his fingers stroking up my arm.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, you know, that I’m the Wrench King,” he says flatly, leading me to jerk up from my face-cupping cry. He gives me a wry wink, and just like that, we’re laughing instead of having a heavy moment.

      “When we were together in the beginning, I was so focused on you two.” The hand wrapping Jett’s waist tickles his belly, making the baby turn full jello and slide to the couch in giggles. “Then it just felt like one thing after the next, and because I really don’t act like a forking CEO, I don’t feel like one. It’s not part of my daily thoughts.” He kisses my forehead as Jett decides we’re boring and slides himself off the side of the couch, sights set on his giraffe.

      Scooping me up, he centers me in his lap and I wrap my arms around his neck, bringing our mouths together in a long, slow kiss. Much needed.

      I can’t stop touching him everywhere. My hands run over the chiseled peaks of his chest, along the strong slope of his shoulders, then up through his hair. “I get it. I do.” I kiss his lips again, and even though Jett is in the room, the commotion and chaos settling have me tired and extremely… needy.

      With my lips at his ear, I keep my voice very quiet when I ask, “we’re still sleeping over at your house, right?” Thick fingers curl into me with force and a low grumble passes through him, igniting the embers of desire inside of me to full flame.

      “Fork yes,” he growls, and I can’t help but smirk at how hot he sounds not cursing. Or maybe I find it hot that he’s not cursing for us.

      I slide my lips down the side of his throat, loving how I can taste the sun and stress on his skin. With my nose nuzzled into him as I kiss, I inhale him, smelling the day, his cologne, everything that brings me comfort.

      “Let’s go pack before we traumatize Jetpack,” he groans. I slide off his lap and get to my feet, eager to pack and have a day with my two guys.

      He winces a little. “I need a minute.” I look down to find his impressive cock eager for our sleepover, too.
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        * * *

      

      It takes us only twenty minutes to pack what we need for an overnight at Beau’s house. When four bags are ready by the door, I expect him to ask if I actually need all of it or complain but he doesn’t. He just carries them to his car with a smile on his face.

      When we arrive at his house, he takes Jett from my arms and tells me to explore on my own. Knowing he’s a millionaire and has been his whole life almost seems like someone else’s life when I get to Beau’s. Because nothing about the way he lives screams I’m loaded and I want people to know.

      His house is the same size as mine.

      It’s got three bedrooms and two bathrooms. Everything is painted a light gray, with each room treated in thick, white crown molding. The floors are hardwood—real, too—with a dark stain. He has one large overstuffed couch with a nice, glass-topped coffee table in front of it. On the wall is a huge TV but all around it are framed photos of Beau with his father, Graham.

      I take in every last photo.

      One where a young Beau is holding a fishing pole by his side, a wide grin on his face, as Graham holds up a large fish for the photo.

      Another where they’re wearing matching San Francisco Giants jerseys, a stadium full of fans behind them, the lights illuminating the utter happiness on their faces.

      Beau standing next to Atticus, with Graham on the other side. This photo has something scrawled across the bottom in a sharpie. It reads, “Beau’s first day at Wrench Kings. Apprentice mechanic.” I smile at the young, sweet excitement on Beau’s face. I smile a little, too, at the familiar stoicism on Atticus’s face.

      There’s a photo of Beau standing on a paddle board next to Graham, who is also on a paddle board, but he’s using two oars to steady himself. This must be a more recent photo because Beau looks much like he does now, and Graham is thinner and more sallow.

      After smiling at Beau’s handsome face in a slew of photos, I make my way through the rest of his house, finding it bare. The guest room off the hall is completely empty but for one single standing lamp.

      The second guest room has a full-size bed on a stand with no sheets or headboard. Beau comes up behind me, still carrying Jett. They look so good together that it makes me both weepy and horny. A weird mix, I know.

      “I never knew what to do with these extra rooms. My dad made me put a bed in here in case I ever had company, but,” he shrugs, peering around the blank room, “it felt super creepy to decorate a bunch of rooms when I never even open the doors. Like they are shrines to ghosts or something.”

      I arch a brow. “And you thought my dad’s scary skeleton thing was scary.”  Jett is busy playing with Beau’s finger on the hand wrapped around his tummy, completely oblivious to our banter. He’s just… happy, and that makes me ecstatic. “Decorated rooms make you feel like they are shrines to ghosts?” I let out a low whistle which earns me a panty-soaking grin from my boyfriend.

      “I feel like I’m like a creepy old lady waiting for someone to return from war when I know they’re not going to, but I keep fluffing the pillows every day and touching a framed photo and pacing. It’s just weird.”

      I nod to the lone bed. “So instead, you just put a mattress in here, which gives off major ‘do I have your consent’ vibes.”

      He looks horrified, but I rise to my toes and plant a kiss on his lips while I laugh. “Oh, I’m kidding. You’re a man. I didn’t expect the place to be decked out.”

      In a moment, the mood shifts to serious. “Dad moved out of Oakcreek once I was eighteen. No one ever really came here too often but me. And the truth? I didn’t care about anything until you two.”

      “Beau,” I say because it’s so sweet I don’t know how to respond to that. I feel the same way–when I met Beau, the highlight of my day was driving a stranger to their destination just so I wasn’t stewing in my own misery at home.

      Before I can get lost in the romantic inclinations of his words, he flicks off the light and pulls the door almost closed. Before he clicks it shut he turns to Jett in his arms. “You want this to be your room or do you like the room at your house better?”

      My heart gallops in my chest. He wants to live together. I already knew it, he said so the other night. I never mentioned it again. At the time, it seemed fast and implausible. Things have changed so quickly in just a few days. They’ve fallen into place, and now the idea of living with Beau doesn’t seem as crazy or impulsive as it maybe once did.

      But Jett doesn’t answer because he’s ten months old, and we keep moving through the house. He shows me his bedroom, and it’s exactly what I’d expect. A very large bed with a massive down duvet and tons of pillows strewn about the sides. A dresser stands against the wall where a watch, a photograph and a bottle of cologne sit. There’s a laundry hamper with a Wrench Kings button up slung over the edge. A pair of work boots tucked against the wall, some dirty socks on the floor, and very little else besides two empty night tables.

      “I like your room,” I tell him, taking in the large floor-to-ceiling windows lining the wall behind the bed. The shutters are turned down, so I can’t see the yard, but I get a vision of us tangled in the sheets, sunlight dripping over our bodies, happiness filling the entire home.

      “Better than yours?” he asks, again, toeing around the idea of us living together. “I have to tell you, Beck. I didn’t like Dustin showing up. I don’t like him potentially being able to get to you without me around.” He makes no mention of Dustin telling him I’d visited, and he’s so happy–maybe he really doesn’t know.

      I nod, my eyes focusing on the crumpled sheets of his bed. He’s mine, and yet the idea of him lying in that bed, all that muscle and hard cock bare as he sleeps soundly–Jesus, I’m going to be pregnant in no time.

      At thirty-seven I didn’t plan on having another. It took me so long to get Jett. But I’ve never physically ached to be round with a baby until I met Beau. And now all I can think about is being in a home with him, my belly plump with our baby, Jett growing up in the loving arms of Beau, a man who loves and cares for him, even though they are not blood.

      When I bring my focus back to him, he looks nervous. With my pulse racing so loud my ears are pounding, I smile. “I agree. I don’t like him having access to us, either. Let’s get through the first birthday and talk then.”

      I’m not trying to buy time or test the waters. I know that my life exists only within the same walls as this man. But moving while opening my studio and planning a first birthday? Not fun. Moms may be wonderful multi-taskers, but I’m looking to keep my sanity now that I’ve found it again.

      When we’re just about to sit down to an early dinner, I get a call from Aaron, the construction foreman who did the floors down at my studio. Apparently, he left one of his tools near the kilns, and he needs it for a job tomorrow. Beau offers to load up Jett and drive me there, but when it comes to the studio, I always tell him I have a strong inclination to handle things on my own.

      He doesn’t give me any shit about not wanting to share or not opening up. Instead, he cups my cheek, kisses my lips, and says, “I love what a strong, hard-working woman you are.”

      That statement gets me wet, like watching Magic Mike for the first time.

      After asking ten trillion questions about who this guy is, Beau texts my dad while I’m getting my shoes on, insisting that he gets Carl to “vouch” for the construction man, making sure I’m safe to meet up with him at 5 o’clock. When I insist nothing nefarious will come of it, that he is a nice, normal guy, Beau says, “let’s see what Carl says.”

      A few minutes later, dad texts his approval. I roll my eyes at the two of them, but internally, I feel special in ways I never have before. As I’m walking out, I turn back to see Beau airplaning reheated bites of chicken and sweet potato into Jett’s open, excited mouth.

      “He still needs to nurse when I get back,” I call from the door. “So not much more.”

      Beau’s face devolves from talking to a ten-month-old to completely starving in a matter of seconds. Dark eyes eat up my tits before coming to my face; Beau licks his lips. “Hurry back.”

      The hairs on my arms rise from those two words.
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        * * *

      

      I got to my studio, exchanged pleasantries, and accepted many apologies from Aaron on leaving his tool behind; stood in the doorway while he retrieved his tool, and as quickly as I’d arrived, I was leaving.

      As I drive back to Beau’s place, I’m ready to lose myself in the fantasy of what tonight has in store for us when my phone rings.

      I hit ignore when I see it is Dustin.

      When I get back to Beau’s, I find him and Jett asleep in the middle of his bed. Jett is turned on his side, hands fisting large chunks of Beau’s t-shirt, eyes fluttering from a restful, dreamy sleep. Beau’s on his back, his arm outstretched above Jett, curled up behind him so that his fingertips graze Jett’s little back.

      Hating that I have to wake them but knowing I need to because even though we got giraffe, two sets of pajamas, fifteen diapers, wipes, a portable crib, a slew of creams (for butts and boobs), and a bunch of other crap I’m sure won’t even leave the bag—I didn’t bring my pump.

      Leaning down, I take Beau’s mouth in a kiss soft enough to be romantic but powerful enough to rouse him from sleep. He blinks me into consciousness as he wakes, a smooth grin curling his lips as he realizes I’m home.

      “Hey, how’d it go?” He asks through a quiet yawn. He does everything quietly when Jett’s asleep, and god, do I love that.

      “Good. I made good time. I was only gone for around forty minutes.” While the construction guy was quick, the drive from Beau’s to the studio downtown took nearly twenty minutes. “You guys conked out,” I say, my eyes turning to fix on my son, who sleeps soundly next to Beau.

      “He looked so sleepy. And I asked him if he wanted to lay down, and he said ‘down,’ and I freaked out because I didn’t know if he was telling me he did want to lay down or simply saying that word for the first time, so I tried to play it cool. I brought him in here, we laid down, I sang to him, and he fell asleep.” He winces a little when he spots me peering down my top at my swollen chest. “Shit, I’m sorry, I forgot he needs to eat.”

      I stare down at my son, so comfortable and sweet. And he didn’t even cry when I left. I may or may not have hovered by the front door for two minutes and listened. I never heard a peep. Beau is so naturally a father.

      I press my finger to my lips. Beau’s brow cinches in confusion as I motion him off the bed. He peers at Jett the entire time he slides off, keeping his hands hovering over my son’s little body in case he wakes and decides to roll off. He’s so careful, and who knew a cautious, quiet man around my son would be the thing that drops my panties but here we are.

      In the hall, I curl my fingers in his shirt while sharing his focus with Jett. He keeps peering back inside the room to make sure Jett hasn’t stirred.

      “I didn’t bring my pump.”

      As if this was the reason I’d drug him out, he nods as if he’s been tasked with its retrieval. “I’ll go grab it,” he whispers.

      I tighten my grip on his shirt.

      “No, you won’t.”

      Still confused, Beau whispers, “want me to wake him? I don’t have a chair like you use, but I can prop pillows up so you can feed him in the bed.”

      I lick my lips. I shake my head. “Never wake a sleeping baby,” I say softly. The moment is rich with subtext, but Beau is so honed into Jett having the best first night at his place that he doesn’t understand. Not right away, at least.

      “I’ll move him to the portable crib then,” he says as if he isn’t really telling me, but making a plan out loud.

      Releasing one hand from his shirt, I drop it between us, and before I even cup his cock, his eyes are wide. “Ohh,” he says through a groan as my fingertips trace the crown of his cock through his basketball shorts. Immediately he begins to harden, and my already quaking pussy tingles in reaction.

      “Oh,” I tease, “unless… you’d rather wake up Jett?” I blink at him, a smile waiting to emerge.

      He considers Jett with a glance before looking at me. “We have to be quiet.”

      I touch his arm. “I have to be quiet.  Your mouth will be full.”

      Where my hand is holding him, he goes completely rigid at my comment. I cup him tighter, letting my fingertips discover his balls. “Fuck, I love you,” he says before he slams his mouth to mine, slaps my ass, and yanks me up, wrapping my legs around his back. He walks us back into his room where he lowers me to the side of the bed.

      “Get naked,” he mouths as he makes his way to Jett. Slowly, he slides his hands beneath my son, and in one fell swoop, has him cradled to his chest. He takes cartoon-like detective steps, taking extra care as to not trip or make noise. After lowering Jett into the crib, he hovers above, waiting. With his hands out, fingers splayed, he turns to me with success written over his face. “Did it,” he mouths before giving me a thumbs up.

      Those two words have him stripping down, leaving me looking at his happy trail and hard cock.

      Both of us pant heavily as we stare at each other in the partial dark. Beau fists the base of his length, stroking slowly to the tip. “I can’t believe you let me have you this way,” he whispers gruffly. He doesn’t specify, but I know just what he’s referring to.

      I couldn’t have ever imagined sharing my body with a man in this capacity. I never even knew that nursing broke tread from functional to erotic. Though, since Beau is the only man I’ve been with since having Jett, how would I know this is a thing? Eliciting let-down, massaging and holding me in the most intimate capacity as he drinks me down, all while my hands feed through his hair, touch his sweaty skin, and bask in the purest affection I’ve ever received.

      It’s incredibly hot, much like swallowing him as he ribbons cum down my throat. But it’s more bonding somehow, too. Sharing the imperfections of my new body, allowing him to be vulnerable, and taking me that way, adds thickness to our already dense emotional bond.

      “I wouldn’t have believed it either but I love what we do.”

      “What’s it feel like?” he asks as he lazily pumps himself. Watching his ropy arm flex as he touches himself drives me wild between my legs.

      “What does what feel like?” I ask as I tug my hair free from the messy bun and let my blonde waves curtain the sides of my breasts. He licks his lips and shifts his stance.

      “Nursing. What does it feel like?”

      I consider his question because nursing Jett for the sake of sustenance is much different than what Beau and I do.

      “With Jett, it’s functional. I do feel a bond to him through it sometimes, but mostly, it’s just a means to an end.” I remember to keep my voice low, even though Jett has fallen into a deeper sleep now, his calm snoring all but over.

      “With you, I feel desired in ways I didn’t know possible.” I know he wants a less general answer, so I hone in on the physicality of it as I force my gaze to stay on his. Though the way his shoulder tugs down more quickly has me wanting to watch him jerk himself off. But I keep my eyes on his.

      “It’s like pins and needles at first, when you first break the seal.”

      That earns me a little shy grin, and I can tell right now he genuinely is curious about how my body works. “But then the feeling of being emptied is relieving. Pair that with my insane attraction to you. With your mouth on me, the noises you make, the way you grind into me as you swallow, I don’t know. It goes from function to erotic really fast.

      “If you ever want to stop, you’d tell me, right?”

      I nod. “And the same for you. If you ever want to quit or try something else, you’d tell me, right?”

      He nods. “But I don’t think I’ll get over it. And right now, that's all I can think about.”

      “So come and get me.” I arch my brow. He takes a few steps toward me, then stops.

      “Get on the bed, with your back against the headboard.”

      My skin prickles and my breasts honestly begin to ache. It’s like they know he’s near. I scramble onto the bed, in the position he directed me to. I don’t know what he has in store, but I know as he climbs onto the bed and puts his head in my lap that I’m going to fucking love it.

      Angling his body so that I can reach his cock, he then instructs me to grip him. Finding him hot and sticky, I grin down at the most beautiful man in the world on my thighs. “You’re leaking,” I smile, letting go of his cock long enough to present him my sticky, glistening hand.

      “You too,” he winks back, dragging a finger up the swollen underside of my breast, collecting a stray drop of milk. Watching his tongue curl around his finger tip sends a rush of heat to my pussy.

      “Stroke me,” he whispers as he fishes his arm under my legs, sliding two fingers into my pussy. With one palm, he kneads my breast, and the other, he finger fucks me. A moment later, my head is tipped back as he latches and starts to suck. Remembering to focus, I reach between his legs, finding his cock harder than ever.

      After a large swallow he releases my pert nipple and looks up at me, lips already swollen. My cunt pulses as he curls his fingers inside me, all while keeping eye contact. “Use it on my cock,” he groans, flicking his tongue across the peak of my breast. Without question, I knead myself until a small puddle of milk fills my palm, and carefully lower it to him.

      The groan that tears out of him when my milk drips down his shaft and balls is so feral and raw that my spine curls and my pussy grips his fingers.

      The wide pad of his thumb lands on my clit as he finger fucks me slowly, drinking me in the same leisurely pace. I stroke him a bit harder because when I slow down, he starts to pump his hips in my direction. It’s the hottest thing I think I’ve ever seen. Or one of the top few things, considering my view of my nipple stuffed into his mouth, the sight of his Adam’s apple working up and down as he drinks my sweet, warm milk—that’s pretty fucking hot.

      And since his mouth is full, I guess I’ll have to be the dirty talker now. In a low tone I say, “are you going to cum from sucking my tits?” He groans, sending a vibration through my milk-heavy breast. It feels so good.

      “Are you going to paint yourself with cum from sucking my tits and swallowing me like the greedy boy you are?”

      He groans again, raspier, wilder, more unhinged. Popping off my breast–which feels considerably better already–he pants up at me. “Fuck, baby, that mouth.” With his hips still surging forward into my milky palm, he brings his mouth back to my breast and starts to suck again, drinking in quick bursts like he wants it so bad he can’t exercise an ounce of control. It’s so hot.

      His fingers pump inside me with more speed while his thumb continues its slow stroking patterns over my very swollen clit. God, I’m so close.

      “You love it when I jack your milky cock, don’t you?” I whisper, earning me a deep thrust with his fingers. My spine straightens as everything in my lower half twists tight. It’s getting hard to hold back. I pump him faster, noticing how red and angry his erection looks as he drives it toward me.

      “Be a good boy, drain me some more, and I’ll let you cum all over my tits.”

      He fingers me like he’s playing a solo on his guitar, each finger moving with its own unique orders, executing each move with precision and power. My toes curl, and my belly tightens.

      My mind grows fuzzy as my brain focuses on the steady gulp, gulp, gulp coming from the man whose fingers are inside me.

      The noise is so erotic; it’s got me right there, aching to cum. With my free hand, I drape it over his throat as he switches breasts, and the next gulp, gulp, gulp wiggling beneath my palm makes me explode.

      Holding his fingers deep, he moans and groans with a mouthful of nipple as I come on his hand, my hips barely wiggling, but my mouth still moving.

      “I’m cumming, oh fuck, I’m cumming, I’m cumming,” I hear myself chanting as my palm temporarily loses contact with his cock.

      He’s off my breast long enough to grumble, “grab it, grab it, grab it.”

      With my walls spasming all around his solid fingers, I pull out of the orgasmic haze long enough to wrap my hand around him again.

      Just in time.

      His head drops to my lap, releasing my breast, and can’t help but watch the remaining white on his tongue slide away as he moans and groans, cum ribboning up his chest, onto mine.

      I’ve taken him in my throat and experienced him spreading through my insides, but seeing him ejaculate like this, as he thrusts his hips, holds his eyes closed like he’s losing his mind, moaning in my lap, his hand buried in my cunt—it’s incredibly erotic and bonding.

      When he’s emptied himself and catches his breath (which, between the two, takes a moment), he removes his hand and peppers kisses on my thighs. Carefully, he carries me to the bathroom where we find the warm spray of a shower together.

      We wash and talk, kiss and touch. Then we go to bed. I snuggle into him, both of us wet and sated.

      It’s as I’m drifting off that I realize I’m so in love with us.
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      Beau

      
        
        He says my name, and suddenly, it all makes sense.

      

      

      Waking up Monday morning, I don’t know if Beck has plans or not. Her studio, while making huge progress towards a soft open, isn’t quite ready yet. We spent the rest of Saturday night fucking and all day Sunday, too.

      I had to fuck her all weekend.

      I wanted to understand why she went to see Dustin. I didn’t want to confront her or upset her. I was trying to be respectful of their history and the fact that Dustin is Jett’s father. But my chest hurt so bad all night that holding her seemed to be the only respite. It was like I was trying to prove to my heart, using my hands and my cock, that she is mine. That even though she went back to him for something, she belongs to me.

      Fucking her was the only thing that allowed me to feel safe and unworried. But I refuse to bring it up even if it hurts.

      There’s no silver band on her finger to tell the world to step the fuck off, that she’s mine. I am not the man who got to fill her so full of my cum that we grew a child together. Not yet, at least.

      I didn’t feel like I could confront her, and I just didn’t have the energy, so I didn’t.

      As I’m filling the carafe for my coffee pot with water, Jett stirs. I set the carafe inside the unit and quietly pad down the hall toward my room. We’d kept Jett in there the last two nights because it’s a new place to him, and we didn’t want him waking up in a strange room and getting scared.

      The idea of Jett being frightened does shit to my heart.

      His blonde hair is poking up above the railing and when I take a few steps closer, I’m met with his drooly grin and sleepy eyes.

      “Bo,” he says to me, sleep thick in his gentle little voice.

      I wiggle my fingers. “Wanna get up?”

      I know Jett has a schedule. I also know with his teething lately that he’s been skipping usual nursing sessions and naptimes, and that Beck has been rolling with it as much as she can. Glancing at the clock on the wall, I see it’s just barely six in the morning.

      “You’re on time today, Jetpack,” I tell him as I hoist him up out of his crib and onto my hip. The way his fingers feel curled against my neck as he wraps himself around me makes my heart actually throb. I turn to face him. “Good morning, buddy. Mommy’s still sleeping. Let’s let her sleep, okay?”

      He drops his head against mine with a hard thunk, settling into me most uncomfortably, yet he’s very comfortable, so I don’t do anything but hold him tight and tiptoe from the room. Once in the kitchen, I keep him close to me as I pull open the fridge.

      Even though Beck brought the tap, she also brought a few bottles, too. I don’t let myself think of all the naughty reasons why she thought Jett might need his backup bottled milk. Instead, I take one out and set it on the counter. Using the hand that isn't glued to Jett, I fill a bowl full of water and set it down. Then I open the microwave, grab the bowl of water and put it inside, close and start the microwave.

      My pulse is working a little harder now, and we’re only a minute or two into the morning routine. The fact that Beck has done everything on her own for nearly a year blows me away. I think if I had to do what she did, I’d need two extra hands or something.

      “We’re heating up water to put your bottle in so your milk is warm,” I explain to him as he hooks a wet finger into my ear. “Let’s get you in a clean diaper, and then you can drink, alright?”

      “Bo!” he says more loudly, still grinning. God, I love this kid. Hell, we could learn a lot from him. Smiling and happy as much as he can be–he’s a smart cookie. That’s the way to go through life. Even though I know I’m going to have to come full circle on the fact that I know Beck went to Dustin’s, I’m not ready yet.

      After getting him in a clean diaper and washing my hands, I test the milk from the bottle by squirting some directly onto my tongue.

      Mistake.

      The temperature was fine, but now the sweet richness of Beck’s breast milk gets me hard.

      Time to feed the baby, not time to get a hard-on. Pouring myself a cup of freshly brewed dark roast, I set it on my coffee table, grab my phone, then return to my couch with Jett, who is gripping his bottle for dear life.

      Draping him comfortably across my lap, I lay his head against my arm as he drinks his bottle, kicking my arm and smiling at me as he does. I begin looking up ideas for his birthday party with my free hand.

      It’s less than two months away and if we’re going to give Jetpack the party he deserves, it could take us two months to plan it all. In the thirty minutes it takes for Jett to finish his bottle, I have some ideas I’d like to share with Beck. And I’m about to take little man out to my yard to pick flowers and get fresh air when my phone rings, right in my palm.

      I answer quickly, letting Jett stay in my lap, lazily plucking at loose threads from my old, worn t-shirt. I love how casually he plays with me, how comfortable he is in my arms and in my home.

      Maybe looking down at him is what has me feeling so confident about this call.

      “Hey, Toby,” I greet Tobias, realizing I did promise him lunch and a meeting, and I haven’t come through yet. This time, though, it wasn’t because I was avoiding him. I’ve been preoccupied, so I tell him the truth.

      “I don’t know if you knew this or not, and it’s okay if you did, but… Graham, he told me on his death bed that he wasn’t my birth father.”

      Toby sucks in a breath so deep and sharp that I know with all certainty he wasn’t privy to that knowledge. “Beau, son, I had no idea.”

      “I can see that,” I say because Toby’s reaction is real, and he’s always been an honest man. He’s got no need to start lying now. “Anyway, I battled with that for a year. Wondered why he even told me. Started to feel like I didn’t know who I was at all anymore.”

      “You’re a top-tier mechanic, a talented and charismatic businessperson, and a great son and friend. That’s who you are.”

      My words falter at his praise. I’ve ghosted this kind man for over a year, and he’s here, supporting me, having not known exactly where I’d gone or why.

      “Thank you for saying those things. My dad respected you so much. I respect you.” I look down at Jett who smiles back at me, looking sleepier now that his milk is finished. I set the empty bottle on the table so it doesn’t drip onto the couch. “I’m sorry I abandoned his role in the boardroom for the last year. I didn’t know how to belong there when I was confused about what I meant to Graham.”

      “You were and are his son. He was and is your father.”

      I swallow around all the emotion rising in my throat. “I know. I know that now. I just, I didn’t understand why he said that. What did he want me to get out of knowing?”

      Tobias makes a thoughtful noise. “Did you get to the bottom of it?”

      I look down at Jett. This soul, who was a stranger to me months ago. This soul who I know now I can’t live without.

      “I’m still working on it. But in the meantime, I’m trying to live. Move on. All that.”

      Jett squawks as he shimmies off my lap to the floor.

      “Is that your girlfriend’s son?” Tobias asks.

      “It is. How’d you know?”

      Though before he answers, I know. Atti. As much as the man acts like he doesn’t give a shit about any of the company’s operations that fall outside his limited jurisdiction, he cares. And more specifically, he cares about me.

      “Atticus. I gave him a call here and there over the last year. Only to make sure you were okay, son. Believe me. I’d rather have heard it from you.”

      “I know.”

      “So,” he muses, “when can we get you into the main offices and figure out what your role should be going forward?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, confused. I know I hold majority shares, I know I am the CEO, but I also know I don’t want things to change. I’m good at showing up to cast an occasional vote, but with grease and oil up to my elbows, at work is where I belong day in and day out.

      “Well, if you want to stay working at the Oakcreek location, you can. But you should probably appoint someone to your seat. A proxy voter, someone to collect information and keep you in the loop.”

      “I can get all that when I vote a few times a year.”

      Toby laughs. “You could do that. And lord knows we’d all love to see you, Beau. But… When you have young children, and you’re lucky enough to have the means, sometimes it’s better for everyone if you spend your time with your family and just… pay to have someone keep you informed. Vote for you. That stuff. Then if you ever get the itch to take over, you can.”

      That… makes sense. “Thanks, Toby. For… just being cool, I guess. I appreciate it.”

      “No thanks needed. Now, tell me when we’re going to talk again. I’m going to pencil it in.”

      After selecting a date to share a zoom call, I hang up with Toby and carry a now sleeping Jett back to his crib. Beck wasn’t kidding when she said he gets sleepy after his morning bottle; he fell asleep on top of my feet.

      Fucking adorable.

      “Morning,” Beck’s soft voice ambles toward me as I turn around. She’s out of bed, hair messy, eyes sleepy—looking goddamn gorgeous. She pulled on one of my old Wrench Kings t-shirts last night, and now with nothing but that and her long, silky legs staring back at me, I’m hard as hell.

      “Morning,” I say, wrapping my arms around her lower back, bringing her close to me. I kiss her forehead, and she moans appreciatively.

      “Were you on the phone?”

      I nod, my morning scruff tangling in the top of her hair. “Yeah. With a man named Tobias. He’s the Vice President of Wrench Kings.” I pull her closer and inhale her scent, which now fuses with my laundry and my skin, making her smell that much sexier.

      “I’m getting everything sorted out. I took time off last year, as you know, and now it's time to be a big boy and get my shit together.”

      I’ve already told Beck all about my love of being a mechanic. But that was before she knew I owned the whole company. “I like being a mechanic. I’m not cut out for an office and boardroom every day. The role I’m looking to assume will be chiming in on votes. Our corporate office is in Seattle, so instead of flying back and forth, Toby suggested I use a proxy for all the things I want to be part of.” I swallow and pin her with my eyes. “So I can be with my family.”

      “Yeah?” she questions, a little breathless, a lot of shock.

      “Of course,” I answer easily, trying desperately to ignore the searing pain at the back of my brain, chanting she saw Dustin and didn’t tell you. Whatever her reason, I trust her, and she’ll tell me when she’s ready.

      “I gotta get to work this morning, baby, but you guys can take your time here. No rush.”

      She rocks to her toes and plants a soft kiss on my lips.

      “I fed Jett and changed him.”

      She rubs her palms up my arms. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      After getting dressed, I kiss Jett and Beck goodbye, and make my way to Wrench Kings. When I get there, I push open the mirrored doors to find Atticus and Miller in a heated chat. It’s like stepping into the Twilight Zone–which my dad loved–because Miller doesn’t get heated.

      Miller is rainbows and smiles and “let’s leave them a big tip just to see their response” type of guy. He isn’t bulging veins and red face, in your space, arguing and shouting.

      Atticus, who may be a gruff prick, isn’t a guy who starts shit either. So now I’m really intrigued.

      “Whoa, where’s D?” I ask them both as I walk in and loop around the desk to come between them. Delane must not be here or else this wouldn’t be happening. Even with an audiobook playing, she still has one ear in our business at all times. She wouldn’t allow a screaming match.

      “He called my girlfriend a bitch,” Miller says through an almost-closed jaw. His face is nearly the color of his flaming red hair, and—

      “You have a girlfriend?” I ask because I consider Miller close, but I had no fucking clue.

      “Ex,” Atticus supplies, his face his usual scowl.

      “He called her a bitch,” Miller states again, still locking eyes with Atti.

      “Miller, dude, take a breath.” I put a hand to his chest, and his body softens, and a moment later, his eyes come to mine.

      “We’ve been together for a year.” His face turns sad. “You met her a few times, but…” He lets a hand fall on my shoulder. “You had a rough year. I don’t expect you to remember.”

      “Fuck, man, I’m sorry,” I say, scrubbing a hand down my sternum. My buddy Miller is not exactly confident. In fact, he’s so shy I wondered if he’d ever get the courage to ask a woman out. But knowing that he has a girl for over a year? Or, had.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “He called–”

      I stop him. “No, what happened with your girlfriend?”

      Miller's eyes go between mine and Atti’s and I can sense his anger is finally subsiding. What it’s leaving behind, though, is hurt. I can see it in the way his shoulders droop.

      “I was going to ask her to go on vacation with me. No, I mean, I did ask her to go on vacation with me. Only, she started freaking out, asking me if I was going to propose but I wasn’t. And when I told her I wasn’t… she was relieved.”

      “Oof.”

      He agrees with my oof, nodding along. “And then she just started saying shit like, she couldn’t be with me long term. She could never marry me or have a future with me.”

      My brows pull together on instinct. Miller is a dope dude, and if I liked dick, well, I’d date him. “Why not?”

      He grows quiet like the response is glass on his tongue. A beat passes and from behind us, Atticus answers.

      “Because he’s just a mechanic.”

      “Fu-uck, that’s not cool.”

      “I told him he was better off. That she’s a bitch anyway.”

      Ahh. It makes sense now. At this precise moment, Delane pushes through the glass doors, an overly full frothy, whipped cream coated coffee in one hand and her phone in the other.

      “Don’t even say a word. You guys are always coming and going as you please.”

      I look at Atticus. “I need to talk to you.”

      “No, don’t get upset with him, he was just being a good friend,” Miller declares. I hit him in the side of his arm.

      “Nah, it’s not about that. But man, he’s right. Anyone who doesn’t support what you wanna do with your life is not someone who should be in your life.”

      He nods, but something in his expression tells me he’s still battling with it; being dumped or being told a mechanic isn’t good enough. Either way, I make a note to steal some time with Miller in the next week or so and see where his head is at.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of hours later, I’m on my back with a big heavy beauty above me; insides bared to me.

      “He’s replacing a catalytic converter,” Miller says to someone, assuming he’s scheduling me for another repair or taking a message for a phone call. Then I hear the panicked voice of Beck.

      Sliding out from under the old Mercury Cougar, I’m twisting my hands in the red oil rag as my eyes settle on Beck.

      She’s smiling but flushed, and a red-cheeked Jett is in her arms. They both look a little… shaken, and instantly it puts me into a tailspin. Dropping the rag, I find myself rushing toward them both, pulse zooming, stomach in knots.

      “Beck, is everything okay?” I take Jett from her arms like he’s mine, analyzing his cheeks and mouth before pressing my lips to his forehead, gauging his temperature. He doesn’t feel warm. She smooths her hand up Jett’s back as she talks to me.

      “We’re okay. Everything is okay. He just… fell, and I got really scared, and after we calmed back down, he just kept saying your name.” A tear glissades down her cheek. “He really wanted to see you when he got hurt.”

      Atticus comes out of nowhere, saying nothing but producing two bottles of water and a small bag of chocolate chip cookies. I’m so focused on Jetpack that I leave him hanging, but Beck thanks him and takes the stuff, opening and drinking one of the waters right away.

      Jett repeats my name as he nuzzles into my neck. My fingers spear through his soft blonde hair until they trace a small lump, where he bonked when he fell.

      I stare down at him while focusing on the strange feelings left in the wake of the minute of chaos. That minute where I thought something was wrong. Those terrifying moments when I thought that sweet boy was hurting or in pain.

      He says my name, and suddenly, it all makes sense.

      Graham loved me like I was his because I was his.

      The same way I love Jett because he’s mine.

      Maybe he told me as a way to teach me about love, and how it doesn’t have to look a certain way. I don’t know. But I feel my dad more than I have in a long time as I stand there on the Wrench Kings shop floor, swaying with my boy.
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      Beck

      
        
        “Are we gonna talk about the tears?”

      

      

      It's been the best month of my life.

      I mean, the day Jett was born was obviously the best day of my life. But this last month of Jett and I being with Beau, either at my house or his every night? So fucking good.

      Having someone to do things with is nice, don’t get me wrong. But sharing your life with someone is more than doing things with them. It’s allowing them to see where you lapse and make up for your weaknesses. And it’s having the strength to make up for their weaknesses, too.

      Today is Jett’s first birthday.

      Beau has been up since five in the morning, despite our limited guests not arriving until eleven. We’re back at my house, having the party in my yard, making use of the pear tree by tying balloons off to random branches.

      Beau was so into planning this party, and I was so into watching how into it he was.

      He cared about the edges of the invitation being rounded, what type of food we had (“getting a bunch of food for a baby’s party that the baby can’t even eat is just cruel”), and… well, you name it, he cared about it.

      I love him so much for it, too, because I know it’s all coming from his love for Jett.

      Jett plays with Goldie, who has been living a great life having my house almost completely to herself most of the time. The nights that Beau sleeps over are her “treat myself” nights; she holes up in her room with what looks to be one hundred dollars in facial supplies, Chinese take-out, mochi for after, and a new movie queued on her Apple TV. I haven’t asked her if she’s feeling better or stronger because she never seemed bad or weak. But I do notice that being here without her PR job has made her a little listless.

      She’s got a few interviews lined up for some virtual jobs, and she’s also got an appointment with a leasing agent for a small apartment above the deli in town. Whatever she was going through, she’s coming out on the other side of it, I can see.

      The truth is, she could stay with me forever because I know if the roles were reversed—and they were not so long ago—she would offer the same.

      Beau bustles through the door now at eight-forty-five in the morning, bag handles lining his forearms. “I got everything in one trip,” he boasts proudly, knocking the door shut with his foot. He turns to face Goldie and Jett near the hall.

      “Jetpack!” And with that, he shimmies free from all the bags, leaving a mess of groceries on the floor. Running to Jett, he lifts him up, above his own head and yells, “happy birthday, buddy!”

      The two of them have always been material for women’s masturbation, I can’t deny that. But lately, they’ve grown their bond and seeing my baby boy looking so much… older and bigger… and seeking out Beau like he would a father. Swap ‘bating material for “get me on my back and put a baby in me now” material. Seriously.

      “I got everything you asked me to get,” Beau tells Jett who walks slowly and very stumbly alongside him after he lowers him back down. Jett started walking three weeks ago and he’s getting so good. It makes me teary nearly every time I see it.

      Beau, too.

      Goldie hops up from the floor, dusting off her butt as she helps me with the bags. “What did he ask you for?” she asks, playing along.

      “Strawberry donuts, s’mores donut holes, pineapple spears, sweet cream coffee creamer, cinnamon rolls with cream cheese icing, and grapes.”

      Goldie frowns, one hand holding a cantaloupe and the other a bag of baby carrots. “Where’s all that stuff? How come the bags I’m unpacking are all healthy?” she whines.

      Beau nods to the bags I have as he slides down to the floor with his back against the kitchen wall, long legs outstretched, hooked at the ankle. Jett receives a puff snack from Goldie, and carries it back to Beau, shoving it into his mouth with a “here” attached.

      Beau nods, thanking him.

      “So, can I ask who likes all that stuff?” I hold up a box of s’mores flavored donut holes, and he frowns.

      “First of all, who doesn’t like flavored donuts?”

      Goldie nods enthusiastically, straining her neck to peer into my bags.

      “I love junk food. I especially love donuts, and my favorite kind is Reese’s.” She stares at Beau like she is attempting to pass some test where she wins and earns the location of the sweets as her reward. I dig around in the bag and retrieve the long, thin box of strawberry donuts. They do look good. I pass them to her, but Beau claps once loudly when she tries to open the box.

      “Goldie Hawn Berry, those are for the party.” His eyes are serious as he tips his head at her, very much like a mom scolding a child.

      Goldie slides the box back to me. “Fine, I’ll wait.” She sticks her tongue out at him, and he smiles.

      “I got things that our guests like and one thing just for Jett.”

      Goldie nods to the pineapple spears. “Who loves pineapple?”

      “Atticus,” Beau responds. “And the s’mores donut holes are for Delane, the strawberry donuts are for Tobias, the sweet cream coffee creamer is for Miller, the grapes are for Nancy, and the cinnamon rolls are for Jett. I had one on my first birthday. I thought he should try one, too.”

      “Geez,” Goldie says, flopping down at the kitchen table as she helps herself to a handful of chips. “You remember what everyone likes?”

      “I didn’t used to before, but now I’m trying,” he says simply before pushing off the floor and getting to his feet. Shoving the brown hair off his face with his hand, he smiles. “Okay, gotta set up the canopy, the table for the food, and then put up the ball pit.”

      “Ball pit?” I ask, eyes wide. “You got a ball pit?”

      He puts his hands on his hips, and shoots Goldie a look that says, can you believe her? And Goldie, I see, is nodding right along.

      “Of course. He’s one. What other cool stuff can a 1-year-old do besides stumble and slobber?” He shakes his head as if it makes perfect sense. “A ball pit covers both of those things. Plus, I’ll be with him the whole time.”

      “Okay,” I say, not wanting to discourage him from his attempts to bond. And everything he’s done so far has made sense. “Well, I’ll get the food ready and then shower.”

      Goldie nods to Jett. “I’ll get him down for a nap if you want.”

      I shake my head, feeling the familiar heaviness in my chest. “He needs to eat. I’ll get him down. If you wanna change him now, though, that would be good.”

      She agrees. Beau disappears to get things done. I catch quick glimpses of him through the kitchen window, buzzing around the back yard making sure everything is set up. An hour and a half later when he comes in, I can tell the 5am wake up call is hitting.

      “Gonna feed him then get him down for a nap. We could steal a quick twenty minutes, too, you know.” His eyes trace the neckline of my shirt, dropping off to stare at my hard nipples.

      “Yeah,” he grins, “a nap isn’t a bad idea.”

      I grin, too, because I do think a nap would serve him, but I also know that watching him plan and execute Jett’s birthday has been the biggest fucking aphrodisiac. Like, I’m wet just from how tired he is. Seriously.

      In my room, Beau kicks off his sneakers and unbuckles his pants, his eyes catching mine as I lower the top of my tank, exposing my breast. Jett takes notice quicker than Beau because when Beau’s eyes drop to my chest, Jett’s already hard at work, covering me.

      After his jeans are slung over the other chair, he tugs his shirt off by the collar, over his head, adding it to the chair. God, he looks so good, wearing nothing but a tattoo to symbolize his love for his father. Muscled and strong, I love the dark happy trail coaxing me down to his boxers. Straining in front of him is his blue-cotton covered erection, already impressive. I pull my thighs together beneath me, needing a steadying movement to prevent the pulse between my legs from taking over.

      When he hooks his thumbs in the waistband of his boxers, my chest floods with heat, prickly and electric. “You are so sexy,” I tell him, keeping my voice low. Though as I glance down to check on Jett, I notice he’s already out.

      I look back up at Beau. “He’s asleep,” I say, standing with my tits still out because I need to get Jett in his crib so I can fuck Beau’s brains out. Seriously. Once he’s successfully transferred, I turn to find Beau lowering his boxers.

      The simmering heat inside of me at being Beau’s girlfriend turns into something else completely when he’s naked in front of me. I’m feral, ruthless, starved. I want him in all the ways right now, and the crazy part? I know I’m only going to love him more, and therefore, want him more as time goes on.

      As I practically trip trying to get out of my jeans at top speed, I almost laugh, wondering how crazy for him I’ll be in a year from now.

      Today is Jett’s first birthday. Beau and I are doing good. The studio is almost ready for its soft opening.

      Things are good.

      And as Beau pushes me back into the chair and drops to his knees in front of me, I know things are about to get a lot better.

      Gripping my knees, he shoves my legs apart, exposing my wet pussy. Dipping down, he peppers kisses up and down my glistening slit, not paying attention to my clit at all. My hips surge forward, seeking out his thick, wet tongue, but he doesn’t let me have him. Instead, he reaches up, giving my breasts each a squeeze as he greedily palms them, running his thumbs along my nipples.

      “I don’t just want to taste your pussy, baby, you should know that by now.” With more force, he thumbs over my nipples some more.

      “You can do whatever you want to me,” I say, feeling a little crazy with how much I want him. “Whatever you do, please just fuck me.”

      His grin only sends me farther down the maddening road. “Seriously, Beau,” I whine quietly. “I want you so fucking bad.”

      Our eyes hold. His smile falls away and like I’ve told him I have a need to be met, he nods his head. “Let’s take a nap.”

      On his knees, he leans into my lap, taking one of my breasts in both hands. The tip of his tongue skates over the bumpy surface, making my skin slick with sweat. I want him so bad that I’m actually sweating.

      With one hand, he holds my breast as he seals his mouth around my nipple, sucking it in tenderly. His other hand stretches to the opposite breast, where he kneads and pinches with his solid, strong hand.

      My head falls back as my hips instinctively push forward, searching for anything to relieve the dull throb between my legs. When I can’t, I bring my head up and watch him worship my breasts.

      The moans, the soft kisses, the deep suckles–worship is really the way I’d describe it when he has time with my breasts. Opening his mouth, white streams down his chin as he switches sides. I let loose a relieving moan when his mouth seals and suckles again, bringing a tidal wave of pins and needles. He gulps as my body goes through let-down, and his swallows turn lazier as my milk supply steadies.

      I let him suck and drink from me, growing to a fire level of insatiable as I greedily memorize his throaty moans and noises of appreciation.

      “God, I can’t fucking wait until I put a baby in your belly and he’s feeding off these perfect, gorgeous tits,” he groans, nuzzling his face between my breasts as he cups them. My baby? Being drunk off him has me at a loss for perspective. He’s just saying that because he’s got a hard-on, and we’re in the moment. He can’t seriously be thinking of having a baby together. Already.

      He drops his mouth to the aching part of me between my legs. The first pass of his tongue along my sensitive, swollen labia has me howling. “Oh my god, Beau, don’t tease me, please.”

      Ignoring my pleas for an orgasm, he continues to tease my lips, occasionally teasing my clit with the tip of his tongue. Delving inside me, he curls his tongue, moaning as he eats me out in delicious, slow passes.

      “Fuck, baby,” he says against my pussy as he begins pulling away. “Your milk is sweet, but I swear to god, your pussy is sweeter.”

      “Which do you like more?” I ask, feeding my fingers through the soft sides of his hair. I wish I could have a photo of this–milk sticky on my skin, his strong back torqued as he bends to feast on me. So fucking hot. He doesn’t answer, so I beg.

      “Please, Beau,” I moan as he seals his mouth over my clit the same way he does with the peak of my breast. A tremble runs through me and doesn’t stop because his hands and mouth are torture at this point. I just want to feel him inside me. I need to at this point.

      “Please what, Beck?” he asks, teasing out the words like my torture is fun to him.

      “Please, please get inside me. I need you inside me.” I can’t believe how raw the words sound when they come out, as desperate sounding as me begging for the epidural during Jett’s birth.

      Seductively, he finds my mouth and takes it, flooding my tongue with my own brand of flavors. “Get on your back on the bed.” He nips my lips, capturing my bottom lip with his teeth. “Now.”

      Chills run down my back, and excitement floods my veins. I’ve never seen this controlling, almost domineering side of Beau. A man who plans my demise through the most intense orgasmic spiral ever, and god, do I love this side of him, too.

      Scrambling, I get on my back on the bed faster than I’ve probably ever done anything before. When he stalks over my body completely nude, letting his hard, wet cock slide against my skin, I moan from the anticipatory pleasure.

      From the thrill of his erection grazing my turgid flesh.

      From the scent of him flooding my nose.

      From the taste of me that he put into my mouth.

      All of it has me moaning for more.

      For him.

      He gives me no warning as he drives his cock deep inside me, not easing or moving slowly, but rather, sinking into me in one heaving shove. Bottoming out, a rumble parts his lips, heavy and low.

      “Your pussy is like velvet,” he whispers, keeping his dark eyes tamped on mine. His devout attention on my eyes while he thrusts in and out drives me mental.

      A tortured cry erupts from my chest, but Beau quickly braces himself on one elbow and captures the noise by clapping his palm to my mouth.

      “Quiet,” he warns. “Or I’ll take my cock away.”

      Fuck. Why does his teasing only drive me further to the edge? My head moves from side to side against the pillow as his hips gain momentum.

      “Yes,” I whimper as he picks up his pace. “I want you to fuck me as hard as you can,” I pant, knowing that some of this desire to be taken and pummeled is coming from my guilt.

      You should have told him. You should have told him. My mind taunts me with chants of the truth.

      When he pulls his cock out of me only to wink and slam it back inside, all thoughts of anything–including guilt–are gone.

      “Beau!” I quietly cry out his name as my lower half seizes, my orgasm shattering every bit of thought. “Beau, yes, fuck yes!” I rasp as my walls contract around him, my body desperate to drink him in, to take his cum and make use of it.

      “You want me to cum deep, don’t you?” he whispers, moving his hips slower to let me ride out my orgasm peacefully now that the shattering chaos has fallen away.

      I nod, sweat slipping into my hair from my temples.

      “Feeling your tight, hot little cunt makes me wanna cum inside you so deep that you’ll taste my cum.”

      Another shuddering spasm, and he’s shoving deep inside my pussy, holding himself there as he cums in searing jets. One after another, he tears through me as I press my hands low on my belly, loving the warmth and fullness of his orgasm filling me.

      After sliding out of me, Beau retrieves a towel and presses it between my spread legs. He checks on Jett before he slides into bed next to me again. Solid fingertips strum slowly over my bare belly, causing goosebumps to take over my skin. His smoky voice lands between my legs when he whispers, “when I think of you with a belly, our baby inside?” His hand slides down to the towel, and he tosses it aside, driving his fingers into me without warning.

      I gasp, one hand flying above my head to grip the headboard.

      “It makes me want to take this pussy over and over again until my dream comes true.”

      Another mention of having a baby together. And this time, just like last, I have no desire to question or fight his words and wants because his fingers are inside me, stroking me, bringing me to yet another orgasm.

      “You want that, don’t you? You want me to fuck you hard, drain my balls into your tight little cunt, rock you back onto your neck and shoulders and let my cum marinate inside you until we make a baby.”

      Color and noises explode around me, even though my eyes are pulled tightly shut. “Fuck, Beau,” I whine as his thumb comes down on my clit, hard.

      “Ride my fingers, ride my fingers and pretend it's my cock buried deep in you, pretend you’re mine forever, and we’re making a baby.”

      From the headboard, my hand smacks the mattress with a whack. My fingers grip the sheets so hard my nails bend back, and my knuckles throb. “Yes,” I moan because when I imagine a gold band on his finger and the sound of a few Jett’s running around this house, I feel so good.

      “I’m cumming,” I rasp, lifting my head just in time to watch his solid fingers disappear into me, giving me the last touch I need. He groans and curses as my pussy hugs and milks his fingers, my mind flooded with all sorts of things. Gone is the guilt. Replacing it? The idea of forever with him.

      I’ve thought about it before. But now he’s vocalized it.

      I don’t know what to say, but I’m saved by a knock at the front door. Beau drops the towel over my pussy as he empties me. “I’ll go take care of it. You rest.”

      “You were the one who needed the nap,” I tell him, though I yawn right after the words leave my mouth.

      He smiles, and for a few seconds, I feel completely, disgustingly happy. Until I remember that I’m a bad guy.

      I’ve done something. I’ve hidden it. And that is not the foundation to a healthy forever.

      “Yeah, but you need your rest for what I’m going to do to you later.”

      I smile, and I don’t want to break this incredibly bonded, romantic spell we seem to be under lately, but I can’t live with myself much longer.

      “Can we talk after the party, before you destroy my body with your big dick and talented tongue?”

      His grin broadens. “God, I love a woman with a dirty mouth.” He winks. “Enjoy your nap.”

      With that, he’s sealing me in the room with my sleepy son, both incredibly sated and happy, and in equal measure, terrified of coming clean. But I know I have to. And I will. Right after the party.
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        * * *

      

      “Dude, it’s cool; don’t worry about it, alright?” Beau’s voice carries over the hushed chatter of my parents and Goldie, who are huddled around the charcuterie board picking out all of their favorite things.

      Miller is peering lifelessly into a plastic bag. “I’m so stupid,” he groans.

      Beau slaps a hand between his shoulder blades, giving him a reassuring squeeze. “Seriously, man, Beck won’t mind.”

      “But Jett,” Miller counters, his voice rocky with emotion. I narrow my gaze and cross the room to where they stand in the kitchen.

      “No, dude, Jett’s one. He can’t play anyway.”

      Miller catches my gaze as I walk up, smiling but looking deflated.

      “Hey Miller, thanks for coming,” I say, pulling him into a greeting hug. He hugs me back and even his hug feels empty and sad. “What’s wrong?” I ask when I notice the scowl hanging from his face.

      “I wanted to help Beau with today. I wanted to be supportive of everything so I begged him to give me something to help with.”

      “That’s sweet,” I smile, but when my eyes go to Beau, he widens his as if to warn me I’m heading into rough territory. I turn back to Miller who is shoving both hands through his hair like he just single handedly lost the World Series. “What’s the matter?”

      Miller’s hands fall into the bag, and a moment later, he produces a packaged game. On the front reads “Pin the Junk on the Hunk” and inside the cellophane envelope are what seems to be hundreds of various sized cocks. Behind it, a poster. By the way it’s folded, all I can see is the smooth groin of a cartoon man.

      “I was supposed to get Pin the Tail on the Donkey, but I ordered it for pick up and didn’t check while I was in the store.”

      Atticus, who arrived first and has spent most of his time here glaring at Goldie or talking pickups with my dad, sidles up just in time to make Miller feel that much worse.

      “Jesus, Miller. This isn’t a bachelorette party.” He brings an amber bottle to his lips and takes a long, loud drink. Atticus is unlike any man I’ve met.

      Tall and broad, he’s big with both muscle and weight. He’s solid, like a line of regular-sized men could charge into him and he wouldn’t budge. His shoulder-length hair is always greasy and today, it’s in a man bun. With thick fingers that appear to be stained by years of working with oil and grease, he wears rings on them when he isn’t at work. Styled in a marriage of 90s grunge and dirty biker, he’s wearing a torn-up old band t-shirt with a plaid button-up left open over it. Dark jeans are painted on his thick thighs, tears in them exposing layers of vibrant ink on his skin beneath. His boots are black and thick-soled, and when he stands next to me, I feel both intimidated and have the urge to hold my breath.

      Always smelling a little ripe, Atticus is no different today, leaving a faint scent of grease and concrete wherever he goes. Some women probably cream themselves over guys like him. Rough, controlling brutes who curse like sailors and never sugarcoat things, even for small kids.

      But Beau loves him, and while he is all of those things I just said, he’s also always been very nice and generous to both myself and Jett.

      “Dude, don’t even say that; he’s already melting down,” Beau says quietly, throwing an elbow into Atti’s side.

      Atticus throws a punch into Miller’s arm. “It’s a game. Snap out of it. Nobody cares anyway.”

      I don’t say it, but I have to agree. It’s a game for a one-year-old’s birthday. It could be actual knives and guns and drugs we’re pinning to a crime scene and Jett wouldn’t give a single shit less.

      “I know,” Miller moans.

      “Is this still about your girl?” Beau asks, surprising Miller. From what I hear, he usually gets over things pretty quickly, and the fact that a few weeks later he’s still upset over the girl that dumped him has Beau a little concerned.

      Miller looks at me, his cheeks flush.

      “I’m going to go get the cake ready,” I announce, feeling like Miller wants privacy to vent his issues to his friends.

      I leave them, grab Goldie by the elbow as I drag her to the table outside where the cake is waiting in a pink pastry box.

      “Smile and act natural while we cut and dish slices of cake,” I whisper to her as I open the box.

      “Uh, what psycho smiles while cutting and serving cake?” she leans down, holding her hair in one fist so it doesn’t drag through the blue and white icing. “Why are you being weird?”

      The party is almost over. It has gone so unbelievably well. Jett loves the ball pit, and I loved watching Beau crawl through it on his knees while he held Jett in it, making sure the colorful balls didn’t ever go over his head. The food has been good, everyone is mingling nicely, and even Toby looks like he’s having a good time tucked between my parents at the kitchen table.

      But because the party is almost over, it’s almost time for me to come clean. And I hate to admit it, but I have two things to come clean about now.

      This morning, after Beau slipped out of the room to answer the door, I did something that could easily be perceived as stupid. Hell, I’m not even sure it wasn’t stupid. But I set myself aside, eliminated myself from the equation completely when I made the choice to do it.

      I sent a text to Dustin.

      Beck: Today is Jett’s birthday. If you really do want to see him and you’re sober and willing to apologize to my partner, you’re welcome to come. But if you show up and cause a scene, I will call the police. Today is the final opportunity.

      I didn’t do it for myself or even for Jett. I think I did it for Dustin, to give him one last chance to do something right where I’m concerned so that in five years when he’s clean, sober, and past this mid-life crisis of his, he doesn’t loathe himself.

      But I feel like I have to justify it to Beau, and as much as I want to say that I don’t, that this is between Dustin and myself, that I have to honor those years if I’m supposed to have some closure to everything that has and hasn’t happened between us—I know I will.

      I spill my guts to Goldie, who licks icing off the cutting knife as I talk. When I’m done, she sets the knife down and grabs two plates to deliver. “You gotta tell him like, the minute that front door closes.” She shakes her head, a shimmer of shiny dark hair bouncing as she does. “I love you, Beck. But baby daddy or not, you’re in a serious relationship now. You have to tell him before you do these things, not after.”

      I groan. “I know. I don’t plan on ever contacting Dustin again. This was like, the final, final deal.”

      She nods. “I hope you mean that.”

      Worry flutters in my stomach. “What do you mean?”

      Her smile is a queasy mixture of duh and disappointed. “You were supposed to be done with him when he relinquished his parental rights legally.”

      “You don’t think I’m over Dustin?”

      The fact that her response is slow to come makes me almost puke.

      “I’m over Dustin, Goldie,” I insist.

      “I believe that you’re over Dustin.” She sets the plates down, and in the distance, I hear my dad say, “hell, I’ll just grab them myself. I need cake!”

      “Well, what is it then?”

      Dad swipes four plates. When I eye him, he waves me off. “I took my shot; leave me alone!”

      “I think you’re obsessed with Jett having his birth father in his life.” She volleys her head as if this is no big deal to her, thinking about the fatal flaws of my life choices. “No, not obsessed but maybe more like… you’re holding this idea of Jett’s life with both hands and you want to let go, you just can’t.”

      I’m flanked with memories of Beau’s house. All the photos with him and his father. How much love they shared. How many experiences they had together.

      “You’re right.” I stumble a little through my thoughts. “No, I mean, you were right. I was. I totally was.”

      “But?” she arches a brow.

      “But Beau. I’ve learned more about love from Beau than I had in my entire marriage. Honestly.” Because his father loved him with everything he had. And I see that love echoing through him when he looks at my son.

      “Make sure he knows that.”

      A knot rises in my throat. “I will.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Should I sleep over with your parents tonight?”

      “Probably best.”

      I hand her two more plates. “Atticus and Miller need cake.”

      Now she really wrinkles her nose, along with narrowing her eyes like I’m cutting onions. “Um, no thank you. That man smells like an automotive repair shop had sex with a gym floor.”

      Laughter roars from me, and I realize how nervous I am to talk to Beau because all of my emotions right now are big. “He’s a good guy, don’t say that.”

      Tipping her head forward, she glares at me. “Tell me he smells good right now, and I’ll give you a hundred bucks.”

      My lips twitch. “Atticus is a good guy.”

      She rolls her eyes. “See? You know he stinks, too. All that big, sexy man body and those good genes are wasted because they’re wrapped up in BO.”

      “BO? A minute ago, it was an orgy of garage and gym smells.”

      She waves her hand. “Stink is stink, baby.” Then, with a phony smile plastered across her beautiful face, she drifts across the room like a Stepford Wife, passing plated pieces of cake to Miller and Atticus.

      We all eat cake, Jett opens his gifts, mom and dad take Goldie back with them, and Atticus disassembles the canopy over the cake table in the yard while Miller and Delane pick up empty plates and cups, tossing them into a big black garbage bag. Once everything is picked up and Jett is down for a nap, I give Beau and his friends a moment to say goodbye.

      The truth? I sneak into the laundry room and sob into the back of my hand as I think about how Beau is going to feel.

      The sobs grow deep and wrack my belly and chest when I think about him leaving me over these dishonest moments.

      He could. And he’d have every right. If it were me in his shoes, I know what I’d do and it’s run. Run for the fucking hills because lying isn’t good. It’s not good at all.

      The door to the laundry room slides open, and Atticus appears. His stern face twitches a moment when he realizes I’m crying, but he pulls it back to stoic just as quick.

      “Thanks. It was fun.”

      I nod and smile, but there’s no way he can’t tell I’ve been sobbing. No freaking way.

      “Thanks for coming,” I say, forcing a phony voice the way Goldie does when she’s on the phone with literally anyone.

      He slides the pocket door closed and being caught urges me to wrap it up. I pull a towel from the dryer and wipe my face on it, tossing it back in afterward. Sucking in a breath, I push it out hard. Pulling my shoulders back, I leave the laundry room and cross through the house to the kitchen, where Beau is at the sink. His back to me, a hand towel slung over his shoulder, he’s hand washing my pump as bubbles grow from the sink basin below.

      Coming up behind him, I reach forward and turn the water off. “Hi.”

      His chin drifts to his shoulder and a sexy, smoldering smile curls his lips. “Hey, you.”

      Setting the parts down in the drying rack, he turns to face me, gripping the counter behind him as if he’s bracing for impact. I jump back, sliding my ass onto the counter across from him.

      He smiles, and I feel it everywhere, warm and prickly.

      “Are we gonna talk about the tears?”

      My heart thuds heavily. “What?”

      He folds his arms across his chest. “The tears in the laundry room.”

      Fucking Atticus. What a tattletale.

      “Don’t be mad that Atti told me. Be glad you got a man who loves you so hard that even his friends know they have to report back to him if they think you’re hurting.”

      I swallow against the quickly forming knot of nerves in my throat.

      “Yeah, we should probably talk.” Then I force myself to meet his eyes.
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      Beau

      
        
        I’ve never felt as inferior as I do right at this moment, and I fucking hate it.

      

      

      I’d like to think Jett stirring from his little post-party nap was his attempt to help me out. Maybe he knew his mom was moments away from collapse and we needed a distraction. I bring him back to the kitchen with me after scooping him out of his crib.

      Beck kisses his cheek as she peers into the back of his diaper, checking if he’s dry. “Can he play on the ground for a while?” I ask her, but I don’t normally ask her. Not anymore. I’ve gotten to know what Jett can and can’t do. Right now, though, she feels so distant. We feel distant. I hate it.

      “Yes,” she says with a nod. She’s analyzing the tile floor like it’s the fucking Mona Lisa.

      “Look at me, Beck, because I gotta say, you’re kind of scaring me right now.” Her eyes come to mine, red-rimmed and wet.

      “I went to Dustin’s. The day before he came to the house, I went to his house for closure.” She swallows hard, her skin white as a ghost. “I think he came by the next day because of that visit. He was drunk and on drugs when I saw him, and… I don’t know why he came over the next day. I really don’t. But I should have told you I went to see him. I’m sorry.”

      My head droops forward as my stomach grows sick. This feels so wrong, and she knows I’m hurt because normally her tears have me closing the space between us to bring her into my arms. I look at Jett, who is studying me like I’m God himself. I grin and wiggle a finger, before returning my gaze to Beck, stoic and broken.

      “You went and saw him. Hours before I had my face buried between your legs, you were with him. And you didn’t tell me.” I already knew, but hearing it from her somehow makes it more painful.

      She covers her face with her hands and lets loose a cry that sounds like it has been built up inside her forever. Regaining her composure, she sucks in a breath and tilts her chin upwards as she apologizes.

      “I’m so sorry, Beau. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that I went and saw Dustin. I should have told you. And I swear to you, I went for closure. I went to make sure, for the last time, that he’s okay with his choice. And I didn’t do that for me, Beau. You have to believe me. I went and did that for Jett. But the thing that had me smiling on the drive home was you. Knowing how you care for us, how you love us… I got my closure from Dustin, and not because of Dustin, but because of you.”

      “I already knew,” I admit, and even though it hurts that she took so long to tell me, there’s also some relief there, too. Because these reasons are exactly what I suspected. I never thought she was hung up on Douchebag Dustin and when I saw him at the house I knew she couldn’t be. It was for her son, and as much as it hurts me, I love her more for it in some ways. “He told me after I hit him. He said you came to see him.”

      Her jaw hangs open for a second. “He was trying to stir the pot.”

      I shrug. “Don’t care. Didn’t work.”

      She slides off the counter and steps toward me but she’s tentative and I just made it clear I’m not mad about her seeing Dustin. At least, I’m not going to start a knock-down, drag-out over it. But still, she’s hesitant and it makes me nervous.

      “There’s something else.” The quiet tone of her voice shakes my soul. “I texted Dustin this morning.” She produces her phone from the table and, with a trembling hand, holds it for me to read. And I read the singular, unanswered message.

      I want so badly to stay calm. To be cool and collected. I don’t want to raise my voice because Graham Burns wouldn’t do that. I shouldn’t do that. But I can’t help but take this text message so fucking personal.

      “If you went to get closure before why did you need to contact him again?”

      “I wanted to give him one final chance to redeem himself. I wanted him to apologize to you, too.”

      I shake my head, my lips pursed angrily, sweat already forming on my upper lip. “This wasn’t about me getting some apology that I don’t need or care about!”

      “I wanted him to be sure because I promise you, Beau, that was it. That was the last time!”

      My nostrils flare. I drive my fist into the table top, and pain claws up my arm as a result. “I’m here! I love you. I love Jett. I. Am. Here.” I slam my fingers into my sternum, my temples pounding as I shout. “Why are you still dying for him to be here when I am here?!”

      I’ve never felt as inferior as I do right at this moment, and I fucking hate it.

      “I’m here for you. Always, Beck. But you have to let go of him or you’re letting go of me.” Turning, I make my way down the hall and swipe a pillow and blanket from her unmade bed. The same bed where I nursed her full, gorgeous tits and ate her out until she screamed by name. Returning to the living room, Beck hovers between it and the kitchen. She watches me shove a pillow and blanket down on the couch.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, voice shaky and small.

      “This is me being here, Beck. Even though I’m hurt,” I say, covering my chest with a palm. I swear I can feel the tender ache running a divide through my heart. “I’m here. I’m here because I don’t run. I’m the man that stays because I love you and I love Jett.”

      I kick off my shoes as Jett appears by the edge of the couch. I lift him onto my chest and he lies flat against me. Today was fun, and I’m sure he’s exhausted. Beck peels him from me.

      “I’m going to feed him, bathe him, and get him to bed.”

      I can hardly look at her, but I force myself for him. “Bring him to me after you feed him. I’ll bathe him and get him down.”

      She stares at me blankly, eyes full of tears. “Okay.” That’s all she says.

      After she returns with a well-fed Jett, I do as promised and get my man bathed and put to bed. I sing to him a little and rub his back and eventually fall asleep on the floor next to his crib because I’m too tired to face the pain waiting for me.
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      Beck

      
        
        The fucking Wrench King himself.

      

      

      “He said he loves Jett. He said it twice,” I whisper into the receiver, my hand cupped over it like it’s adding some extra level of privacy.

      Mom and Goldie sigh dreamily into the phone.

      First, I called Goldie’s cell, but when she told me she and mom were playing cards and that my dad was watching Survivor, I had them call me back from mom’s house line. They’re both on a handset now as I recount the awful last few hours.

      “Oh, sweetie,” mom sighs sympathetically. “You really screwed the pooch on this one.”

      “Mom!” I hiss, angry tears streaming down my cheeks. Yes, sometimes when I’m really pissed off at myself, I cry. I really prefer to think of it as a purging of internal toxins, not sobbing over my own dumbass choices. Either way, I wipe underneath my nose using the hem of my shirt and flop down on the ground, my back resting uncomfortably against the wall.

      “Nancy’s right,” Goldie adds helpfully as I consider hanging up on them. They’d just call back, damnit. “But I think it’s fixable.”

      “You think?” I ask, lurching forward in a sudden panic. He’s on the couch to prove he stays… but what if while he’s out there, he comes to his senses and realizes I’m not fucking worth it? That trying to understand my attempts at closure is too exhausting. What if he realizes he’s twenty-freaking-six-years-old and can probably date an actual model? And not like Target clothes models. A real one that prances on a runway in lingerie no one would ever buy in front of a crowd of people who live off coffee and cigarettes.

      “Time to listen to your mom, sweetheart, okay?” She launches into her speech before I can agree, but my mom usually gives great assessments of how I’m fucking up, like most moms so lovingly do.

      “You wanted a perfect nuclear family so you kicked and screamed the entire time you were dragged away from that concept. And then you became about Jett having some semblance of normalcy like parents that both take an active role in his life. Ones that get along, too.” She pauses. “Right so far?”

      I nod. Goldie says, “she’s nodding. I can sense it.”

      “I am.”

      “Okay, after you get over that idea because you realize that your mom was right about Dustin all along and he’s a no good lazy shit who doesn’t want to parent, you have a new hurdle: making peace with the fact that Jett won’t know his birth father. You had to decide that was the best choice for him, and that’s hard. Extremely. His entire life scale is in the balance, and it is up to you.”

      I swallow hard, the precision of my mother’s words making me feel so understood. “It was. I couldn’t snap and just go to Beau. I had to be sure for both Dustin and Jett, you know?”

      “We get it,” Goldie says.

      “Rebecca, I understand. But what did you learn in the fight tonight? Because if you didn’t learn what you needed to learn, I don’t know if Beau should take you back.”

      “Fuck, Nanc, that’s kinda harsh,” Goldie defends.

      “I won’t sugar coat it and therefore be a contributing factor to you losing the love of your life.” She sips her Diet Coke and smacks her lips. “That’s not how I roll.”

      “Yes! Nancy! Coming in hot with the slang I taught you.” Goldie laughs, and it gives me a split second to think.

      But the answer was already frothy at the surface.

      “I made the right choice because Dustin being Jett’s biological father really doesn’t mean much.” I think of the photo of Beau holding the fishing pole, wearing an ear-to-ear grin. His dad Graham next to him, proudly displaying the fish. “A father is someone who loves and cares for their child. And what makes them theirs is that love and care.” Tears stain my cheeks. “That’s Beau.”

      The line is quiet. Dad rustles behind one of them, probably mom, and my stomach rolls while I wait. It’s what I’ve learned, it's my truth, but it would feel so good to hear some validation from two strong women who I love and trust.

      “Tell him that, tell him that, and you will win him back, I promise you because you know what, Beck? Beau loves Jett as much as he loves you. No man plays in a tiny ball pit for two hours for a kid they aren’t obsessed with,” Mom finishes.

      I smile, swiping hot tears from my sore cheeks. “I know.”

      “But,” Goldie interrupts. “I think you need to give him some time to cool down. If I were him, I wouldn’t want to talk to you right now. Sorry, not sorry. I keep it real.”

      I roll my eyes, but she’s probably right.

      “Then tomorrow morning, you say all that shit you just told Nanc, and then you cup his—”

      “GOLDIE! My mom is on the line.”

      “Nanc, I got it from here,” Goldie chirps.

      “Okay then, have fun girls. Rebecca, you tell that man those things you said to me because they are true, he is too good and you owe it to him.” She says something to dad, then comes back to the receiver a moment later. “Dad says give Jetpack a kiss, and goodnight.”

      “Jetpack,” I repeat.

      “Yeah, Beau calls him that. Dad likes it. He’s using it now,” Mom replies easily, as if I didn’t know.

      “Thanks for the talk Mom. Love you. Tell Dad I love him, too.”

      “Will do. Nighty night.” She pauses. “Goldie, will you come out and do my toes after you’re off the phone? I’ll share the good wine with you.”

      “Psh,” Goldie says, “of course.”

      Mom disconnects with a loud click, telling me she missed the receiver a few times first. Sounds like they’ve already had some wine. And who even has a landline anymore?

      “How are you feeling?” Goldie asks, her tone low and sensitive, a side she doesn’t show my parents often. I think they believe I need a strong, extroverted friend because I’m weak from the divorce, so they like that Goldie fills that role. They’d love her the same knowing she’s just a softie inside, too.

      “Scared,” I admit. “Because… I’m in love with him, but I keep fucking up.”

      “Yeah,” she says, “to all of that.”

      We sit in silence. All I can think about is what if he lies awake all night and comes to his senses about me? I hate the insecurity smothering me right now. I want to push against it, to go to battle and come out triumphant, the most secure and confident woman in existence. But I can’t because I’m just so scared.

      Tonight, he said he loves Jett.

      I didn’t even get to comment on that because boom, the consequences of my actions detonated in my face.

      And I haven’t explained things fully.

      Or told him I love him.

      I knock my head against the wall behind me, Goldie still silent on the line. There’s just… too much that needs to be said. I have to talk to him. I push off the floor and pace to my bed, needing to lie down and collect my thoughts for a second. My head is spinning.

      “I’ll call you later, okay? I need to go. I have to think about what I want to say.”

      “Okay,” she says lightly. We exchange goodbyes, and I stare up at the ceiling as I rest my phone on my belly.

      I’d like very much to not fuck this up, so I’m going to think about all of the things I need him to know. Where do I start? Acknowledge his commitment to Jett? Tell him how I feel? Or… tell him what I want?

      What do I want?

      Us.

      I try to imagine waking up to him when I’m fifty years old. He’ll be barely forty and looking fine as shit, no doubt. I can see us, still laughing about our made-up curse words and how he mowed me down in a grocery store a long, long time ago. I can feel our weathered skin as we sit hand in hand, swaying on a porch swing. I can taste his sweat as he pumps his beautiful cock into me, getting me pregnant for the fourth time. His hair is peppered with white on the sides, and my skin is looser, but it’s still us.

      And I can see it.

      My veins buzz at the false memories. I want them to be true. I can see mundane and passion, heat and anger. We’d have it all together.

      My head feels heavy as my body begins unloading pent-up anxiety, releasing its grip on my tightly flexed shoulders and stomach. Relaxing, I promise myself to get up and go talk to Beau right now.

      That waiting one more second is a mistake.

      But then… I fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up, boobs throbbing, room black, panic and sweat coating me in sheets. Flying out of bed, I grab my phone. 12:14 am. Holy shit. I fell asleep at like eight o’clock! Disoriented and so insanely panicked from not having spoken with Beau yet, I push open the door and pad my way down the hall, careful to not wake either of them. Peering in Jett’s nursery, he’s sound asleep, so I’m about to keep going when my eyes catch on something, causing me to stop and double back.

      There’s a large, muscled lump on the floor, and my heart slams into my ribs at the sight.

      He fell asleep getting Jett to bed.

      My poor pussy can’t catch a break.

      Quietly, I make my way in the room, kneel, catch my breath, then silently and gently shake Beau awake. His eyes flutter, long lashes catching as he fights sleep to see me. After a moment, he only blinks once, and his mouth falls open.

      “Come to the living room,” I whisper, but I wrap my hands in his shirt, curling them so hard that the fabric pulls tight on him. He blinks at me a few times, dazed and maybe a little confused. But I yank him again, desperation dripping from my eyes in the form of silent tears. He gets to his feet, and at some point, I release him, and then we’re in the hall. He walks to the living room and I follow him.

      I feel like I’m spinning. The weight of not knowing where we stand is crushing me, I can’t take another breath until I know if the man that sleeps on my son’s bedroom floor is going to forgive me.

      “I’m in love with you,” I start because is there a better place to start? Seriously. “I should have said it much sooner. I should have said it months ago.” I shake my head, so many words fogging my mind, the ability to articulate them seemingly harder and harder to control.

      “I had to give Dustin the opportunity not to hate himself later in life, if he gets better. And when it came to Jett, I had to make sure that choosing for him not to have his birth father in his life was the right choice for him. Not for me. I had to set myself aside and say even if I hate Dustin with every fiber of my being, I have to make sure because this is Jett’s mental health down the road riding on my choice now. This wasn’t something I could take lightly.” I take a breath, discovering I’m shaking slightly.

      Two solid fingers lift my chin, and our eyes lock, so much heat between us.

      “I understand that. I never wanted to make you feel like I questioned your choices. I was just, very hurt that you didn’t take me along with you, even just by letting me in the know.”

      I nod, my chest squeezes with achy fullness, stress still pinching everywhere inside me, making me shift on my feet a little. “I’m sorry. Everytime Dustin disappointed me, I felt so ashamed. I was embarrassed.”

      “Why embarrassed?” he asks, face painted in genuine confusion.

      “How fucking awful of a wife must I have been to make him not even want to see his own son?” Tears break loose and I don’t want them to. I don’t want this talk to be about this. “I don’t want to make this about me, Beau. This is about you, and us. And… how sorry I am.” I feel so desperate. His face is soft but studying mine, and my stomach twitches in response.

      “Do you really think that?”

      My eyes drop to his chest as I consider it.

      I am embarrassed that my marriage failed.

      It’s true.

      “Yes,” I say, even though I hate to say it. It’s honest, and he’s earned that. More than.

      “Baby, you gotta hear this, okay? Like, really fucking hear it. Think about it. Chant this shit in front of your mirror every day. Get it tattooed on that sexy thigh of yours. Fuck, I’ll get it tattooed on my chest so you can read it every day you ride my cock. But no matter what, repeat these words to yourself every day until it’s part of your soul.”

      My chest is so tight, I can’t even whisper a response, so I nod.

      “You were not the problem because the woman that is my everything is not anyone’s problem.” His eyes flick between mine, urging me to agree. But I still can’t catch my breath. His hands grope my shoulders and my pussy shudders. “You were not the problem. Dustin is selfish and immature, and those qualities don’t work well in a relationship. Okay?”

      I nod. Beau, at twenty-six-years-old, is a thousand times more mature emotionally than Dustin. He’s an old soul, and I can’t believe I’m saying that because until now, in truth, I thought that “old soul” stuff was bullshit. Now I know how wrong I was.

      He’s aged in wisdom, as if he absorbed as much of his dad as he could and it paid off. Smart, intelligent–and no, I don’t consider those the same. Smart in the sense that he banters well, thinks quick on his feet, and is conversationally gifted. Intelligent in the sense that he’s educated and knows how and when to flex that muscle to benefit him. He’s handsome and strong, his body a work of tanned art. Kind, gentle, patient, dominant. God, he’s… everything.

      “Okay,” I finally say, lost in the trance of his gaze. “I am sorry I didn’t tell you about the text. It was the final attempt. I absolutely promise. I have made the choice for Jett and myself to move forward without him, and I will not disrespect you or what we have by going back on my word.”

      He reaches down and strokes a thumb across my cheek, tucking my hair back. My thighs squeeze in reaction to his faint touch because the smallest of grazes from him is better than a million licks from another man.

      “If he gets clean and wants to know Jett, he can know Jett. I won’t ever be against that. I’m just against not knowing what’s going on. That’s all.” He smiles.

      “I’m sorry about that. I still have it engrained in me that I do things all on my own.”

      He weaves our hands together, linking our fingers. “I want you not to just know you don’t have to do it on your own anymore. I want you to want to not do it on your own anymore.”

      I study him. The streetlamp in the road outside the house is bright, and the blinds are open. It shines in just enough to leave a sphere of yellow flickering on our pupils as we blink in the dark. He is so gorgeous.

      “I want to do it with you. I want to raise Jett with you. I love you.”

      The golden sphere dances in the dark as he rapidly blinks. “I love you, too. But you already knew that.”

      “You know what else I know?” I ask, chest throbbing. “Jett loves you, too.”

      More blinks, then tender hands run up my back, making me moan a little. Our mouths come together in a blinding kiss. My body sizzles as he discovers every taste bud on my tongue. I moan when his hand wanders over my tits, thumb and forefinger coming together in a light pinch right over the nubbed peak.

      “I’d be lost without him and that scares me. I need to know I have you, so I have him, too.” His tone is unwavering in force, but his hands are frantic, panicked almost as they rapidly discover my body.

      “You have us,” I whisper as one generous palm cups my hot cunt. Seriously, my entire lower half aches for him. Grows wet and swollen at just the thought of his shiny, hard cock nudging into me, spearing me, emptying inside me. “Fuck me,” I moan into his mouth as his fingers grind against my pussy through my pants.

      “Get naked,” he growls, pulling away from me, hands already on his belt.

      Moments later, we’re naked and grinning. “We’re fast at that,” he notices.

      “Parents have to be quick.”

      His face falls. His lips pull together. “Do you consider me a parent?”

      I smile at him, but he can never understand how warm and full my heart feels right now. “You are my partner and we are co-parents. You are vital to us.”

      He is vital to my existence. I might literally die without him. I shudder at the thought because I would do anything to live for Jett, and so without Beau I’d be torturously alive.

      His hands on my ass, pulling me apart, my panic is kissed away with soul-searing passion.

      “Ride me.” He drops to the ground on his back, motioning me down. I get on top of him, positioning my groin over his, and reach beneath me.

      “The party was great,” I say with a smile before slamming down on him in one fast drop. I’m so fucking wet that he went in easily, but now my walls ache and spasm, adjusting to the fast, forced intrusion.

      “I’ve been dying to feel you inside of me,” I pant, loving the achy pulse between my legs. I touch my breasts, and all the touching has them tingly. I slept through the normal time I pump. I’m itching to leak.

      Literally, if I itch my breast, I will turn into a human milk faucet.

      The ache between my legs intensifies as he glides his palms up my thighs while sawing his cock in and out of me, lifting his hips off his ground in powerful thrusts.

      “You’re mine. Both of you are mine, do you hear me?” he growls, and though the message is clear, he isn’t menacing but demanding. And I won’t refuse him.

      “Yes, we’re yours,” I pant, grinding my hips towards the mountain of his body, the heat of him under me driving me mad like laughing gas. I giggle as sweat beads across my head and my pussy flexes and pulses, the pressure quickly mounting. The sparks of let-down have begun, and I nudge his hip with my knee to bring his head from my neck. He looks in my eyes but I don’t say anything.

      I lick my lips as his eyes go soft and wide. Knowing, he flips us over then lowers himself down by body, groaning when he spots the stream of milk dripping down the swollen underside of my breast. They’re so swollen tonight, too. Nighttime is my big pumping session, and I missed it.

      When the tip of his tongue flicks across the super sensitive, hardened tip of my nipple, a shudder wracks my body. “Drink me,” I whisper, arching my back to better accommodate his mouth. His groan is feral and raw, and he reaches between his legs to feel where his cock sinks into me as he begins to suck. He swallows, the sound making me heady and dizzy, making my clit pulse without friction.

      This orgasm is going to be insane.

      “Oh god, Beau, fuck me while you drink me,” I cup his cheeks, then my hands slide to his throat to feel him swallow me down. He gulps again, and my skin goes hot from feeling his swallow. The noise alone sets me on fire, but paired with feeling the lump move under his hot flesh makes me crazy.

      “I’m already close,” I admit as he pumps his long, thick cock in and out of me, over and over, sucking in big mouthfuls of sweet, creamy breast milk, swallowing it down in deep gulps. He strokes in and out of me more slowly now as he moves to my other breast, treating my nipple to a tonguing before he finally latches.

      With the fullness of my breast, I’m liable to choke him. When I flood his mouth, giving him more than he can swallow in this position, he licks it off me, making sure to not waste a drop.

      Now moving in deep, slow strokes, he nips at my breast, taking smaller swallows. He’s close to cumming; I can tell by the way his cock hardens a bit more inside me, how he drinks me less.

      “Fill me up, Beau. Empty yourself inside me. I want to be full of you. I want you dripping and sticky on my thighs tomorrow.” I nip his lips. “It would be my honor.”

      I want him to know that Gerald Horsach and Dustin Reid do not decide anyone’s self-worth. That a person creates themselves, they make their own destiny and Beau has done that for himself and Jett.

      “Fu-uck, your dirty talk is a mind fuck, baby,” he growls, his cock still. His neck tightens, his jaw flexes, and heat spears through me in rich, pulsing waves. He shoots into me hard, and I ground down on him as my pussy gives in, clamping down around his fat steel, aching and quaking all around him. He rolls us over again, I push up off his chest, taking my breast from his lips, and ride him hard and fast to orgasm.

      “I’m cumming with you,” I say, bouncing myself on his cock gently. I hold my breasts as we shift. He licks his lips as he looks up at me mounting him, my hips rocking through the remainder of my orgasm.

      “Fuck. That was insane. Your mouth.” His eyes are wide. “It makes me hard just thinking about it.”

      I smile, but still swing my leg around, dismounting him. Sex is a messy sport; his hot cum dribbles down my thigh as I reach for a bath towel.

      “Don’t worry, in a few minutes I’ll have you on your back with your knees behind your head so not a single drop can leak out. You’ll keep my cum deep inside you where it belongs. You’ll keep every drop deep inside until we put babies in you.”

      “You want babies? As in, plural?” My mouth goes dry. “I’m thirty-seven.”

      “We better get started soon.” He wiggles his brows. “Teasing, no pressure. There are tons of options, but I’m ready to have those talks, Beck. I’m not scared to commit.”

      His lips are soft when they brush mine. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” I reply. And as I have my knees pinned behind my head by the man who told me to calm down months ago, I realize it's the first time since my divorce that I’ve actually felt truly calm and at peace with everything.

      Beau helped me get there so as he pounds me hard again in round two of our makeup sex, I grip his shoulders and take it, wanting nothing more than to be full of him.

      The fucking Wrench King himself.
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      Beau

      
        
        “Need something to go with the champagne?”

      

      

      “I like it; it’s… nice,” I offer after surveying the small apartment above Delilah’s Deli. “Cozy,” I add, then give a little shake of my shoulders to send it home. “I love cozy.”

      Goldie rolls her eyes. “I know cozy means tiny, Beau.” She flops down onto her loveseat–the only chair in the apartment as of now.

      “Do you get discounts on bread from the place downstairs?” Miller asks as he comes through the open door, setting a large box on the floor. “I couldn’t live above a deli. I’d be eating non-stop just because it smells so good. I wouldn’t even be hungry, but I’d still eat!”

      Goldie’s misery temporarily turns into an opportunity, one she can’t pass up. “When what you’re putting in your mouth is that good–”

      “Nope.” I halt her probably sinister train of thought with a hand between us. “Miller is good. He is innocent and kind. We don’t rot Miller’s brain.”

      “Hey,” he defends sourly. “I’m not a baby.”

      He’s actually my exact age but seems so much younger because of his bright-eyed and bushy-tailed persona.

      “Yeah, Beau, maybe he wants me to corrupt him.”

      Like a deer caught in the proverbial headlights, Miller freezes, eyes darting between Goldie and me. “I gotta go,” he says. “That was the last box.”

      “Thanks man.” We exchange a hand slap and fist bump, Goldie smiles, and he’s on his way. I take a seat on the floor adjacent to the open front door, resting my tired body against the wall.

      “Is he like a virgin or something?”

      I crack an eye from my moment of respite. “Miller?”

      She rolls her eyes again. “No, Carl. Yes, Miller!”

      I shrug, taking a pull from the Gatorade at my side. “I don’t know,” I say, wiping the blue drink off my upper lip with my wrist. “We don’t talk about that stuff.”

      Another eye roll.

      “Careful,” I warn, slugging the remaining electrolytes. “Your eyes will stay that way. And the next time you wanna check out a dude, he’ll have to stand over you and look down.”

      Lips pursed, she taunts, “I want a tall guy anyway, so there.” She sticks out her tongue.

      My eyes explore the small apartment again, this time noticing things I hadn’t before. The kitchen is small with one of those cool but really fucking old refrigerators with the long vertical arm as the handle. The color scheme is a bit seventies; the walls a muted avocado, with shades of dehydrated orange peel and off-white. It’s… kinda groovy.

      “I like this place,” I announce as I peer down the hall directly into the one bedroom at the end. “It has character.”

      Goldie sighs, stacking her feet on some boxes in front of her. “You know, I kinda like it, too. I think my favorite part is that it’s far away from my past.”

      I scratch the side of my jaw, trying to remember what Beck has shared about Goldie and her troubles.

      “Are you here for good?”

      She drives her manicured finger into the cushion. “Here here or Oakcreek here?”

      “Oakcreek. I know you can’t live in this matchbox forever.”

      She nods. “Yeah, I think so. I’m not relocating for men anymore.”

      I didn’t know she had moved for someone. Beck never mentioned that. “You moved to Lakeside for a guy?” My lips turn down in surprise. “I didn’t peg you as the type.”

      “To what? Want love so bad you do stupid, regrettable shit to get it?”

      I scratch my jaw and toss the Gatorade into the box of empty packing tape and garbage. “Follow a man.” I smile.

      She peels the transparent edge of the label from the bottle, studying her fingers as she does. “Me either.” Diverting the focus from her—which I’m actually glad about because I’ve officially run out of comforting things to say to my girl’s best friend. “Hey, now that I’m out,  you three can live together.”

      I wag my finger at her. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

      “Have you guys talked about it?” she asks, using the tip of one foot to drag her shoe off her other heel. “You know, living together?”

      I’m honest with Goldie. “We haven’t in much detail. But we’re supposed to have that talk soon. And we need to because,” I lower my voice a little since the door is open. “I want more babies with her.”

      Goldie makes that face that women make when they think something is so sickeningly adorable that they want to cry. “Aww,” she coos. Then her face gets serious. “Wait, you said more.”

      Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes. “She isn’t pregnant if that’s what you’re thinking.” Sadly, I add, “she’s on the pill.”

      Goldie shakes her head as she gets to her feet, collecting the scattered remnants of our deli sandwiches from the table. Delilah, the owner of the deli below and former renter of this apartment, brought us up the best sandwiches mid-move.

      “You said more babies.” She puts her hands on her hips, yellow wax paper sticking out of her curled fist.

      “Jett’s my boy,” I confirm with a single dip of my head. “I love him. I want more just like him.”

      My honesty seems to silence Goldie. I’m now so sure about mine that I wonder what she wants from her life. I know she’s in a transitional phase, but still, does she want a relationship? In the half year that I’ve known Goldie, I don’t think I’ve heard her say “when I’m married,” or “when I’m a mom,” or “at my next job.” I haven’t heard her plan for anything. And that’s okay. It’s okay to chill. But I always catch her staring off into space, a frown idle on her lips. I don’t think she’s chillin’. I think she’s lost.

      “You wanna have kids one day, Goldie?” I ask, getting to my feet.

      “Eh,” she waves a hand. “I love Jetster, but I don’t think parenting is for me. I like my time. I like my things.” She shrugs. “Maybe I’m shallow, but at least I’m honest with myself. About this, at least.”

      “Fair enough,” I add. “But maybe you’ll change your mind. A family wasn’t on my mind until I met Beck.”

      “I don’t want to have children, Beau.” She steadies her palms on the table, leaning over the mess she’s cleaning to speak to me. “No matter how great the man, he isn’t going to change what I want and who I am at my core.”

      “Okay.” She knows better than I do. “Well, if you need help getting a bed in here, tell Beck. Miller and I can come back.”

      “Actually,” she says, shifting topics easily. I think neither of us are in for big psychological breakdowns. Moving has made us exhausted. “I have a bed coming tomorrow.” She winces a little, biting down on her thumbnail nervously. “Do you think you could help me? It’s coming right at noon.”

      I nod. “Yeah, I’ll swing by on my lunch break.”

      She nods gratefully, but her face tells me she’s got something on her mind.

      “What?” I ask, ready to head out, hand bracing the front door.

      “I mean, I appreciate you coming to help. Honestly, Beau, I do. And you know I love you and love you and Beck and everything but…” Her eyes narrow, and I feel self-conscious in this limbo. “Well, I don’t get why you worry about lunch breaks and being late in the morning and stuff like that when you own the whole damn company.”

      I shove a hand through my hair, finding my scalp damp from a long day of moving. “I’m a mechanic. I happen to be the owner, but on the day-to-day, I’m a mechanic, and being there on time with everyone else is my life.”

      She nods. “You ever wanna work at corporate?” She smiles, her cheeks a little pink. “I looked the company up, read everything I could. Headquarters are in Seattle. It’s beautiful there. Beautiful but wet. You could have an amazing home, wear a suit, have a driver, Jett could have an au pair, Beck could open a huge studio…” She shrugs, her face looking genuinely confused and, at this point, a little envious. “Why would you stay here when you could be there?”

      “That life doesn’t sound better to me,” I explain, earning me more confusion from Goldie. I shift my weight and drop my hand from the doorframe, instead pocketing them. “This is the exact life I want. Working in the town I grew up in, where I learned everything I know from Atticus, right here in Oakcreek.” I study her eyes for a minute, searching for a single clue. Something to tell me that suits and drivers aren’t what’s really in her heart. She just blinks.

      “I found a woman and boy with who I wanna build blanket forts with, who I wanna have movie nights with, who I wanna play board games with and make s’mores with and teach how to throw a ball and fold a paper airplane and cast a lure… My life has always been here; the best part of my life was here waiting for me. So no, I don’t want to leave. I want to drive my wife and kids, not some dude with an earpiece. I want to live in a house that's small enough that we can call for each other from any room and be able to hear each other's voices. I don’t want a mansion overlooking the Pacific Northwest. I want my babies steps from me at all times. I want to know that if I need to kiss my wife or smack her ass and tell her she’s looking fine, or… I don’t know, find her to pick a fight about the thermostat. Whatever it is, I want to get to her quickly. I don’t want empty rooms and untouched items between us. That’s… fuckin’ crazy to me.”

      All she does is shake her head for a second. “You, Beau Burns, are the least millionaire-ish millionaire I’ve ever heard of.”

      “Maybe.” I stick out my hand, but Goldie pulls me into a hug.

      “Thanks for everything. See you tomorrow,” she says, patting my sweaty back. Hers is sweaty, too. I was surprised that Goldie actually helped Miller and I move boxes. She struck me as the type to put her feet up, but she held strong, climbing that narrow stairwell with her hands full just as many times as he and I did.
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        * * *

      

      “No, Mama! Want Bo!”

      When the front door to Beck’s place seals shut behind me, I’m met with a sight that makes my eyes a little itchy and warm.

      Jett, a bib of drool lining his dinosaur t-shirt, running toward me, chubby legs haulin’ ass. His arms are out, and I kneel to receive his body slam just in time.

      Wrapping my arms around him, I litter kisses across the top of his head and cheeks as we do our routine post-work spin-hug. It’s like the one I witnessed from the street that night of our first date, when Beck spun him around laughing. He giggles and it's a sound I’ll remember on my deathbed, I swear.

      “He wouldn’t let me put his pants back on. He saw your headlights.”

      “Bo! Eat! We eat!”

      I poke his tummy as he sinks his body against mine. Normally, he talks a little more and attempts to lure me into some poking and playing. Tonight, I can tell he’s pooped.

      “Is my Jetpack jetlagged?” I tease him.

      Crossing the room, I meet Beck and kiss her lips across the top of Jett’s head. “He’s cutting two new teeth,” she sighs, her hands reaching to take him.

      “Is it bedtime now, then?” I ask.

      She surveys what’s left of his dinner, scattered on his high chair tray. “Sure, he’s already had a bath.”

      I shoot her a wink. “I’ll put him to bed. Then I want to hear about the studio, okay?”

      She smiles, but I recognize the way the tip of her tongue wets her lips. How slowly she tucks her hair back behind her ear. “Okay.”

      I want to know about the studio’s dry run today. Carl, Nancy, and a few of their bunko friends helped get Beck’s studio ready for tomorrow’s soft opening. She’s starting off with an adult sculpt and sip class. Before I helped Goldie move, I unloaded a few cases of wine and all of the new wine glasses, set them up in the back room sink area—the same place she rode me after I ate her out over the sink.

      They put out a few extra pieces, and Nancy and one her friends were tasked with creating a few of the popular options–mugs, jewelry dishes, ornamental bowls–and fire them at various stages of completion, to give examples of what different variations of their creation can look like. Glazed, unglazed, what color translates to what after it's been kiln-fired, things like that.

      I cannot wait to hear how it went because Beck woke up feeling ready for it. Having already owned a larger studio in the city, she’s well versed in running not just a business but this exact business.

      I’m already so fucking proud of her.

      I could barely show up to the shop after my dad passed, but Beck got left pregnant and started a whole new life in less than two years. I don’t like thinking of all she went through before me.

      After getting Jett down–which is surprisingly easy because he’s super fuckin’ tired–I catch a quick shower before slipping on basketball shorts and heading to the living room. Beck is positioned on the couch, a basket of laundry on the table. She’s holding clothes and nodding her head to the music playing on the TV.

      I take a seat next to her and take the laundry from her hands as she grins at me, cheeks getting pink. Pulling her into my lap, I feel my cock get hard in the thin fabric of my shorts as my hands smooth over the round, full globes of her ass.

      I fucking love her body. I love that I have a handful of the woman I love no matter where I grab, and I love that she lets me have her wholly when we’re together. She doesn’t bring her arms up to cover her breasts or strategically pull the sheets to cover the places on her thighs she compares to a certain dairy product.

      She hands herself over because she knows that I think she’s the most beautiful woman in the world. What she doesn’t know is how much her comfort and vulnerability make me love her, too.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” she grins, feeding her fingers up the back of my head. Her fingernails sliding through my wet hair make my cock perk up yet again. This time she feels it and looks down to find the outline of my cock straining against nylon.

      “I missed you,” I explain, taking her lips in a passionate kiss.

      “I fucking missed you, too,” she breathes, kissing me right back. She rarely curses because she's trained herself not to because of Jett. Now it seems she only curses when she’s… extremely horny or close to cumming.

      I slide my hands beneath the hem of her shirt, using my fingertips to walk my palms up her back. She moans softly as her eyes flutter closed.  “You really did if you’re cursing,” I whisper, looping my hands over her shoulders to tug her harder against me.

      “Mmm,” she moans as my lips discover the soft skin along her collarbone. “It was a great day at the studio, and I think tomorrow will be okay.”

      “Okay,” I say against her throat as my lips work their way up.

      “Now we’ve talked.” Her hands drop from my chest to the waistband of my shorts. A minute later, I’m hot and hard in her hands. “Now get inside me.”

      She swipes her thumb over the head, forcing my spine to tighten. “Ah,” I say, taking her mouth in a frantic kiss. “I want to,” I groan, starting to get a little heady from how her hands twist in opposing directions around the length of my cock.  “But I gotta say something first.”

      After a quick groan of frustration, she takes her hands off me. When we pull apart, my core tingles at the sight of her kissed lips. “I want to live here. Now that Goldie is moving on, I want to move in here. I want the three of us to live together.”

      She doesn’t say anything for a few seconds, but it’s okay, because I’ve been wanting this for a while. I have a speech, so I launch into it.

      “I want you. I want you both. I love you both. I’m not going to propose right now because with Jett involved, we have to plan that and talk about it. It’s not something I’d pop on you like this, right now. But you’re mine. He’s mine. Forever. Both of you. And I’m gonna put so many babies in you that we have enough kids to one day run the entire Wrench Kings franchise. All of them. All 2,200 plus. Because that’s how serious I am about us.”

      “Can we bargain?” she asks, looking like she’s holding back a laugh. “I can do a few kids, but not 2,200.”

      “I’m serious, Beck. I wanna live here. I don’t want the past showing up here like it’s still just you and Jett. I want to be here to protect and take care of you both. Forever.”  I swallow hard as her eyes grow wet. “Say yes.”

      “It was always going to be a yes, I was only going to ask if you’d rather us move to your place.”

      I take her lips in a celebratory kiss, and her hands begin their magic again. “No, Jett’s used to this place. I’ll sell mine. Or maybe we keep it and rent it?”

      “I’d love for you to move in here. I just want you to be sure.”

      “Can I move in this weekend?” I ask eagerly, not wanting to wait. I want to be here. Always.

      She grips the head of my cock with one hand, squeezing my swollen balls in the other. “As long as you fuck me right now, yes, you can move in this weekend.”

      Quickly, I put her on her back. The couch is wide enough for my knees to pin her at the hips, so I do. Over her, I stroke my cock. “I’m going to get you naked and make you earn that orgasm, baby.”

      After removing her clothes with her help, I position myself above her, keeping my arms almost straight. With my legs pushed against her inner knees and my wrists bearing the weight of her warm, heavy side boob, I let my lips barely brush hers with a whisper of a kiss.

      “Why do you want me so bad today?” I ask, my voice smoky and low, making her nipples harden. When we’re close like this and I drop my voice for privacy, she always wilts. I love how responsive we are to one another.

      “I want you so badly every day,” she admits. “But you with Jett…” she trails off as our eyes tangle. The TV is still playing music, and the dull glow of the screen offers a trace of light flickering against our sides. Just enough to see her eyes. “I just want you to touch me,” she says, a little breathy, a lot sexy.

      “Where?” I swear the word rolls over the curves of her body, leaving goosebumps in their wake. She tips her head back, widening the distance between her legs.

      “Everywhere.” She lifts her hips a little in an attempt to connect with my throbbing erection.

      “I’m gonna make you cum, baby. But I want you to tell me how you like to feel me. The entire way through. And I’m gonna give it to you just the way you want, and when you unravel, that’s when I’m gonna pump this sweet pussy full of my cum. So tell me, where do you want to feel my body on yours?”

      A beat passes where her bottom lip trembles, and she studies me. Finally, she says, “I love the weight of your chest against mine when you’re fully inside me but not moving.”

      A few times flash through my mind of me holding myself so deep inside Beck that I physically couldn’t move without cumming.

      My eyes hold hers as my hips steer my cock to her slick opening. A groan erupts from deep in my belly as I sink fully inside her. She’s so wet and tight; my neck fills with thick lines of strain as I hold myself over her, deep inside.

      Her walls cinch around me, causing my shaft to fatten as even more blood leaves my brain.

      Lowering my body so our chests touch, she lets out a wild moan as if she’s finally getting to react to this the way she’s always wanted.

      “God,” she purrs, sifting her hands up my back, digging her nails in as she slides her palms back down. “You, completely on top of me and inside of me,” she pants, raising her knees up some more. “It feels indescribable.”

      I grit my teeth as my cock pulses. I’m so fucking hard right now. Moving in is apparently Viagra. “Now tell me what else you like. How else do you like to be touched by me?”

      Now, she’s not embarrassed or hesitant. “I like tasting myself on your lips while you cum inside me.”

      I swallow, jerking my hips back to withdraw from her. We both groan a little at the loss of each other. I start to work my way down her body to eat her pussy, but she stops me with hands on my shoulders.

      “Not there.”

      Fu-uck. Cum beads at the tip of my cock as I pause over her.

      Our eyes come together, her face in this light, asking me to suck her tits—it’s another image I swear I’ll remember on my deathbed. So fucking hot. Beautiful. Perfect.

      I waste no time sealing my mouth to her breast, swilling her nipple onto my tongue greedily. She grips my throat as I swallow, and slide my cock past her labia, into her hot wet cunt. Just as greedy as my mouth drinks her down, her pussy eats me up, clenching me in pulsing waves.

      “Now,” she pants, her voice becoming detached. Moans float around me, and I don’t know if they’re hers or mine or ours but everything is so hot and tight, and fuck me, I’m so close.

      “Now,” she says again, and then before I can realize what she’s asking, her pussy clenches as she arches along the couch, toes curling into the fabric.

      Her orgasm releases mine, which was basically waiting for the go-ahead the entire time. She does that to me. She just feels so good. And getting to hear from her exactly what she wants? Not only does it eliminate frustration and guesswork, but it means we can always have the best sex because the communication is there.

      Sinking inside again, I work my hips fast and hard, not changing my angle as I empty my orgasm into her. I groan and I drink, and goddamn, my life is so good.

      Her body swallows me up, clenching and grinding against me, her fingers gripping my ass to pull me deeper. She wants my load deep inside, and even though she’s already cum, I swear she spams around me as I stroke in and out for the last few times, riding out the last drops.

      “We got the couch dirty,” I say, scooping a towel from the floor, straight from the clean laundry. I wipe her up, pressing the terrycloth against her thighs, then softly dragging it between her swollen lips.

      “Worth it,” she says, glowing from her naked and spread spot beneath me.

      When we sit up and pull on some clothes, she finds her place in my lap as we continue to have the talk that started this.

      “I’m glad the dry run went great. Did you take any pictures with your phone?”

      She nods, tucking a damp piece of blonde hair behind her ear. We’re both a little sweaty now, and definitely smell like sex. But I love it.

      “I did but you’re coming by tomorrow, right?”

      I give her the what do you think look and nod. “Hell yes. I know you want to do the first two classes before we come by, but you say the time and I'll be there.”

      She shakes her head. “Don’t forget, you’re moving a bed into Goldie’s at noon.”

      I slap my forehead. “Fuck. I forgot. Well, if you want me there at noon, Atti can move the bed in.”

      Beck’s eyebrows pull together as she smooths her hands over the arch of my chest. “But Goldie doesn’t know Atticus. She wouldn’t want a stranger putting her bed together.”

      “Well, I know Atticus and he’s safe. Besides, the man can build a car engine blindfolded. I’m pretty sure he can have the bed assembled in a matter of minutes.” I kiss her soft lips. “Goldie just wants a bed. She doesn’t give a shit who brings it and builds it as long as she isn’t sleeping on the loveseat again.”

      She gnaws the inside of her mouth while stroking her nails down my chest. My cock perks up again because we’re greedy when it comes to Beck. I can still taste her cream on my tongue.

      “The reason I wanted to see if you could come at noon is because… I thought we could have my parents come to the studio for lunch and celebrate the soft opening, and… tell them we’re living together.” She smiles. “Together.”

      “I want to do that,” I say immediately, earning a laugh from Beck. “Atticus can move the bed, build the bed, whatever. Goldie won’t mind. Besides, she’ll have Jetpack. She probably won’t even notice who’s doing it.”

      She tips her head sardonically. “She’ll know it’s not you because I’m going to text her tonight and tell her we’re moving in together and telling my parents tomorrow.”

      Her nails trace the outline of Brando on my chest. The moment grows dense with emotion, I swear I can feel it popping off around us like firecrackers. When her blue eyes come to mine, they glisten. I put my hand over hers, over Brando.

      “What?”

      She smiles even though a tear rolls down her cheek. “When we met you were in so much pain.” Her fingers fan across the ink. “I’m so glad you’re getting better.”

      “Thank Jett. He made me realize that no matter who contributed to my existence, my father was Graham Burns. Through and through.”

      We share another slow, dizzying kiss before Jett stirs. She goes to check on him, and I dive into the clean laundry, folding onesies and rolling socks like no one’s business. Since Beck isn’t in the room, I switch on the hockey game.

      Folding laundry, watching the game, and my family in the other room.

      I touch the tattoo on my chest and think of my dad. “You’d love them,” I say, feeling a sizzling moment of connection touching the tattoo. “And I miss you.”

      With that, I give my attention and focus back to the game while I fold Beck’s pajamas and wait for her to come back to me to snuggle.

      I crawled through the darkness—stumbling over plenty of vodka bottles along the way–and have a life like my dad’s, the life I always wanted. I’m so fucking lucky.
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        * * *

      

      According to Beck, the first two classes went amazing–they were both sold out, and no one tried to go past their two-glass limit. When I showed up with three dozen long-stemmed red roses and a bottle of champagne for our “tell the parents” lunch, she cried.

      And as I hugged her, she told me they were happy tears. A few minutes later, her parents came in, saying they stopped by Goldie’s apartment first to check on Jett and to conveniently grab sandwiches from Delilah’s.

      Now, as we eat and moan about how good the fresh bread is, it’s time to share our news. Beck has had such a big morning; I want her to bask in it. She deserves every iota. She told them who my father was and what title he passed down to me already, over the phone, on her own. Beck said Nancy felt vindicated, that she’d probably seen my photo in the paper and that she did in fact, despite her years, recognize me.

      But now, it’s my turn to deliver some news. I clear my throat.

      “Carl, Nancy, I’m serious about Beck. I’m in love with her. I love Jett. I’m going to move in with them, and probably not long after, we’ll get married. And I want more children. And this is the start of all of that. I want my intentions to be known from the start: I’m moving in this weekend but it’s the start of forever.”

      Nancy drapes a hand across her chest. “Oh good god, Beau! We’re so excited to have you in the family. I’ll admit, I was hoping for an engagement, but,” she lifts her palms. “I’ll wait.”

      Laughing, Beck buries her head in her hands. “Oh my gosh, Mom.”

      “It’s coming but because Jett’s part of the equation, there’s more to think about and talk about.” I’m talking about legally adopting him, but we haven’t got there yet and it’s certainly not a topic to discuss for the first time in front of anyone.

      Carl squeezes my shoulder. “We trust you, Beau.”

      “We never trusted Dustin,” Nancy says, partially under her breath.

      “Whose house are ya movin’ into?” Carl questions, his white brows pulling together.

      “Mine,” Beck says. “But I guess now it’s ours, huh?” She smiles at me. I smile back.

      And the four of us eat lunch, sip champagne, and discuss the kids’ pick-n-paint pottery classes that Beck is hosting this afternoon. After handshakes and hugs are exchanged, Carl and Nancy leave, and it’s just Beck and me. Alone, in the studio.

      Twisting the lock on the main door after them, Beck turns to me with a sinister grin. Without her smock on, her entire body is on display in the form fitting yellow gingham sundress she’s wearing. Along with those white Keds on her feet, and the sexy mom bun she has going, I’m now completely hard and ready to push her over the sink.

      Something tells me she has the same idea. Then she lowers her dress, letting that fuckin’ fuck-hot rack of hers spill out. “Need something to go with the champagne?” she asks, blinking at me seductively. She closes the distance between us and presses her nipples into my chest.

      “God, yes,” I pant, giving my cock a rub through my work slacks.

      Right there in the studio, I suckle and lick, swallow and grind, bend her over and eat, then smooth her hair down and plant soft kisses on her. When we first met, she hated me, and had every right. And before I met her, I didn’t know how I was going to get my life back. I didn’t want to be the wild one forever, and now as we wipe each other up from orgasms and lust, I realize I still am the wild one. Only now, I’m wild with Beck, I’m wild about Beck, and I’m absolutely wild for Jett.

      “I love you,” I tell her as we redress after our frantic fuck. “And I want to watch a movie with you tonight.” I tap my chest over the tattoo, indicating the movie.

      She smiles. “I would love that.”
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        “Hop on, mama.”

      

      

      Four years later

      “Don’t do that, Carl. Let me take care of it,” Beau says to my dad, reaching for the broom he’s currently pushing around the studio.

      When we opened four years ago, I was calling the studio… The Studio. Creative, I know, but it worked well in the city before, and I already had a great sign. A year later, though, The Studio had grown massively popular for its sculpt and sip classes. Now, three more years after that, we have a second studio that is purely sculpt and sip called… you guessed it, Sculpt-n-Sip. We toyed with other names, but Sculpt-n-Sip works great because Saturday and Sunday mornings, we open the studio to sculpting classes for kids. The pouring is definitely chocolate milk and not chardonnay wine, and still, the kids are just as tipsy from the creativity and sugar as the women get from the wine.

      It’s great.

      Dad clutches the broom to his chest, a pile of junk at his feet. Tonight we had another successful paint party; a bachelorette party, to be exact.

      All twenty women signed up ahead of time, requesting a “special” sculpt project from me. When the maid of honor contacted me and told me she wanted us to all sculpt penises, I had to say yes.

      After putting twenty-one cocks in my kiln, calling a handful of Ubers because bachelorette parties are great at pre-gaming, now I’m cleaning up with Beau and dad.

      I’ve been exhausted lately, and I wouldn’t normally ask for help cleaning up after a standard class. But tonight, after moving all those clay dicks and balls, I’m beat.

      “I can sweep, I’m old, but I’m not dead,” Dad says while defending the small pile of swept-up crap at his feet. “And I can use a dustpan, too. I’m not too old to bend over.”

      Coming up behind my dad, I drape a hand on his shoulder. “If you want to take the job of bending over, I’ll let you because if I do, we may need to call mom down here to get me back up.”

      Beau’s hand falls across my lower back. He begins kneading the strip above my waistband that always aches. His lips press to my temple before he says, “go sit down. Let us finish cleaning up. I’m glad you called, but now you have to let us do it.”

      Dad wags his finger at me. “Listen to him, dear. Have a seat, and we’ll get this place ready for opening tomorrow in less than thirty minutes.”

      Beau walks me to the bench seats where customers sit to cover the shoes with booties and helps me settle.

      “I’m going to be in the kiln room. If you need anything, yell for me. Okay?” he asks, crouching between my legs, his palms fanned over my bare knees. Sundresses are all I can wear this time around. Too many clothes on my skin make me want to scream. Too much anything makes me want to scream. This pregnancy is wild.

      I nod but drop my hands to his, weaving them together on my legs. It’s not fair that at thirty-years-old, Beau is somehow more handsome and gorgeous than his mid-twenties. It is such fucking bullshit that men get more and more handsome as they age, and I get bags, circles, grays, marks, and too much more.

      Leaning forward, we kiss over my heavily pregnant belly. He breaks our linked connection to smooth his hands over my bump, his tongue curling into mine.

      When Beau and I had our first child together a year and a half ago, the pregnancy was so smooth. I’d given up nursing Jett at that point; he was well adjusted, I was feeling great, and Beau was excited. When our son Jack was born, the birth was so seamless and perfect. I remember when he came out after just a few pushes, locking eyes with Beau, tears streaming down his face as he stared at me with adoration. “I want a million more,” he said as we cried and kissed.

      Now, though, with Jack being one and half years old and Jett being five, we’re busy and we’re freaking tired. Add to the fact that I run these two locations almost completely on my own–with the exception of three other sculptors I hired to float between locations and hold classes on the weekends, or any other times I’m too swamped. And Beau is working, too.

      And this pregnancy has been an absolute nightmare.

      I’d had heartburn so bad that I pretty much sleep sitting up on the couch with Beau right next to me because “if you’re pregnant, I’m pregnant”, my belly seemed to pop at five weeks and hasn’t stopped, every smell that isn’t toast or Beau’s aftershave makes me want to hurl, and I’m pretty sure my tits have somehow managed to gain another cup size. But even with all of that, I’m still so excited because… I think it’s a girl.

      Jett and Jack are the best of friends, and watching them protect and love a little sister? I’m so hormonal I’m crying at the idea of it like I just watched a Sarah McLachlan animal adoption commercial. Seriously.

      When Dad and Beau are done cleaning up, they exchange a handshake and a hug, leaving just the two of us when Dad departs.

      He takes a seat next to me on the bench, patting his lap. “Put those feets up here and let me rub ‘em for you, baby,” he says, shooting me a wink that still triggers belly flutters and spine tingles. Only now, it also triggers me having to go pee because basically everything triggers that. The other night I saw a commercial for bottled water and barely made it to the toilet.

      The female body is a beautiful mysterious gift, isn’t it?

      In his Wrench Kings work gear, his grease-stained hands knead my bare feet once he slides my sandals off, dropping them to the floor. I love seeing work on his hands, I love the smell of sun and leather on his skin, and the way his neck tastes salty and tangy when I bury my face into him after a long day.

      He still works as a mechanic, only now he’s a bit more active in his role as CEO. Even though most of his voting and delegation is done by proxy–and the big stuff that requires day-to-day knowledge of company innerworkings is still in Toby’s faithful hands–he has created a few new things for Wrench Kings that have made the franchises even more successful.

      The big thing was offering lifetime tire rotation to everyone, in addition to putting in EV chargers at all 2,200 plus locations. Though the locations don’t service EVs because most don’t need too much service, he wanted the world to know that Wrench Kings is for everyone.

      The best thing? He offers service discounts, free oil changes, and brake inspection to all Wheel Get You drivers, to pay homage to where we began.

      “You think she’s coming early?” he asks as his thumb drives up the arch of my foot. I let out a moan of appreciation at how good his hands feel.

      I rub my belly and feel a little foot connect with my hand. “I feel pretty well cooked,” I say with a laugh. I’m only thirty four weeks, but my vagina feels like a trap door with a thousand bricks on it.

      And Jesus, who knew your boobs would get first trimester levels of sore again in the third trimester? I didn’t have that happen with Jett or Jack. But here I am, itching to get home and get naked so nothing rubs my nipples and drives me insane.

      Wincing at the way the fabric of my dress rubs me as I shift uncomfortably on the bench, Beau’s hands stop working on my feet. “Boobs hurtin?” he asks knowingly. I gotta give it to him–he listens. Every complaint, every victory, all of it. I’m so hormonal right now that I can’t even think about how much I love him or I will indeed sob for an hour.

      “Yes, so much,” I complain.

      In addition to massive pregnancy boobs, I also stopped nursing Jack at one year because we’d gotten pregnant a lot quicker than planned, and I didn’t want to be pregnant and nursing. I know some women do it, but after the first trimester kicked my ass, I knew I had to give something up.

      That means, Beau’s gone cold turkey, too.

      Don’t get me wrong, he still lavishes my body with his tongue as much as I’ll allow–when I’m not feeling like my hair is too short, there’s an itch on my back I can’t scratch, and that the sound of my own breathing is grossing me out. With or without milk, the man is addicted to my body and I’ve never been happier to be someone’s supplier.

      But now, as we get nearer to the baby being born, I’m looking forward to waking up in bed without a big belly between us, our babies sleeping soundly all around us in our home, and his warm mouth latched to my breast, his hands all over my body as he nurses me. It’s the most intimate thing I’ve ever experienced, and getting back to it, at least for a little bit longer, has me… excited.

      That’s another thing with this pregnancy. I’m a confusing mix of uncomfortable, emotional, did I mention uncomfortable? And hugely, massively, insanely horny.

      I mean, when your husband wears a leather jacket and looks like he belongs in a motorcycle men's calendar for charity, it’s hard not to be horny.

      Pair that with the way he is with our boys? I’m actually an insane person. I’m tugging at his belt, licking the side of his neck, cupping his cock, touching his chest—doing whatever I can nearly all the time to get him to fuck me. Suck me. Eat me. Finger me. Literally anything.

      And even though I’ve been working on my feet all day and my ankles feel like nylons full of potatoes, I still want him. The way his work-laden hands smooth up and down my legs so softly, my pussy clenches.

      Missionary, due to my humongous size, is off the table. Our new favorite position is me on top. I think staring down at my muscled husband while he flexes and pumps into me is the hottest thing alive. After the baby is born, I probably won’t want to be on top again for a while. But for now, I’m enjoying it.

      Truthfully the hottest part of being on top is watching Beau succumb to my body, feeling his love through his touch as his hands stroke my belly while his hips jerk up inside of me. The dirty talk has become so fucking hot, too. Sometimes, I cum from what he says, then he drops a finger to my clit and pumps to finish me off.

      He catches the gleam in my eye and shakes his head with a chuckle. “The boys are with your mom. I promised them we’d do three stories tonight, and I don't want her to bathe them since her back is acting up. We gotta grab ‘em, get them fed and bathed, and get them down.” He leans down as he brings my foot to his face, planting a kiss on the top. “Then I’m all yours, baby. Trust me. I can’t wait.”

      The way he puts our kids first all the time, too, is something that I never take for granted.

      I remember being the one to feed, change, bathe, play with, talk to, teach, hold, cradle—everything–with Jett. And even though we’re equal partners now, Beau does his best to take care of everything when I’m pregnant. And he still somehow has the energy to work, be the best boss to his team, and the best husband to me.

      He’s really the best dad in the world.

      I knew he would be. That’s why our courthouse wedding ceremony also included Jett’s adoption. Despite being born as Jett Reid, he is now Jett Burns.

      We tell the boys about grandpa Graham, and I love how my parents are always hugely inquisitive of Graham, keeping his memory alive and honoring him through stories and questions.

      Another interesting turn of events is Dustin.

      Surprisingly, the influencer/client dumped him when she found someone new. Probably someone with better, designer drugs, but either way, she left him a party, drug-addicted heap.

      He came to Beau, desperate, asking for help. I didn’t know it at the time because I was pregnant with Jack. Beau kept it from me, and I don’t at all hold that against him. I’m glad he didn’t tell me because I don’t think I would’ve responded with my heart the way Beau did.

      After sending Dustin to a rehab facility, he hired and paid a small legal team to run his office while he was away. When Dustin came back, Beau paid to keep the team running Reid Law so that he could get used to sobriety without the pressures of running a business. Six months later, Dustin had completely turned his life around and still had his business. All of it thanks to my husband.

      Now Dustin is three years clean and has been coming to Jett’s birthday parties since. Jett knows him just as Dustin, and for now, it works great. Dustin has no drive to become a father, but Beau has convinced him to come once a year so that he knows he has a family.

      I can’t believe my husband, kids, and I are my ex-husband’s family, but I’m okay with it. Because Dustin and I weren’t meant to be. Clearly. And my husband helped him find health and sobriety, and even though I wouldn’t call the two of them friends, they’re close enough that Dustin can come over once or twice a year and everything feels as it should. Comfortable, normal, and healthy.

      Dustin has apologized to me countless times for how things went down but I don’t need those apologies anymore. As hard as it was to go through, I wouldn’t have it any other way. Because it all led me to this life, this perfect, sweet, hot, full life where I own two businesses, and my husband owns an entire company. I have little hearts and minds to raise and love, and the man of my dreams.

      I would let Dustin leave me with a positive pregnancy test in one hand and walking papers in the other time and time again. Because it all led here.

      Once we’re home, I relax on the couch as Beau takes care of the boys. But after the nighttime routine is done, my hunger has evolved. When he flops back onto the couch with a sigh, freshly showered and in basketball shorts, I do the most eloquent slide off the couch as a massive pregnant woman can.

      His large hand sifts through my hair, gently pushing it from my face. “You wanna suck my cock tonight, baby?” his question rumbles through me as my nipples harden. With his hair damp, and the lights low, I can’t wait another moment to taste him.

      Lifting up for me, I slide his shorts down to his ankles and find my mouth watering to discover his cock already partially hard.

      “Yes,” I pant, bringing his hot length to my lips. “I want you so bad.”

      “Mmm,” he groans as my mouth captures his head, slick and salty. Tenderly he holds my face, strokes my hair off my cheeks, and touches my shoulders as I bob up and down on his growing cock. Within a minute, he’s like a rock in the back of my throat, hips lifting off the couch to get more of me.

      “Fuck, baby, you suck me so good. I’ve been dreaming about unloading into one of your tight little holes all day.”

      His words spur me on, and I suck him deep, over and over, until my eyes water and his fingers grip my head tightly.

      With a slurp, I pop off his dick and grip it, pumping as I say, “come for me, daddy.”

      Nursing isn’t the only kink we’ve dabbled in. One night while riding him, I called him daddy off-handedly, and he came rockets in response. Now, I sprinkle it in when I really want to rev him up.

      Cum pools on my tongue as I bob back down on him, his forceful hand driving into my head, causing wetness to gush from between my legs.

      Holding me down, his hips stop thrusting. My tongue curls around his length as the first salty rope coats the back of my throat. His groans hit me straight in the pussy, making me tingle and clench as I listen to him love the way I suck and drink him down.

      When he’s nothing but twitches and bliss, I help slide his shorts back up and curl into him on the couch. After a fourteen-hour day, he’s exhausted. Head back, eyes closed, and a smile on his lips, he rests his hand on my belly. Rubbing it gently, he says, “I’m tired, but I still want you to ride my fingers and get off.” He straightens his spine and drops a hand to his lap, sticking two fingers in the air.

      “Hop on, mama.”

      I smile. “I’m so glad my air conditioner broke four years ago.”

      He winks. “Me, too.”
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      I hoped you enjoyed Beau and Beck’s story. If you’d like to explore more of this kink but with a more taboo flair, check out my standalone novella (written for the Dark Obsessions Anthology) Cherry Pie.

      Thank you for taking a chance on me and thank you for reading my book.

      Your feedback and opinion matter to me! If you have a minute, can you kindly leave a review on Amazon?

      Thank you again for spending your down time on my book. It means so much to me!

      XO

      Daisy
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