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      “..Most of us go through life with blinders on, madam. Knowing only that one little station to which we were born… You, madam, on the other hand, had the... rare privilege of escaping your bonds for just a spell. To see life from an entirely new perspective. How you choose to use that information, madam... is entirely up to you.”

      
        	Overboard, starring Kurt Russell and Goldie Hawn
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      To the good girl’s who eat their veggies,

      this one’s for you

    

  







            one

          

        

      

    

    




      goldie

      
        
        I hated my stupid vagina for loving it

      

      

      “And I love the smell of freshly baked bread. All day. And even at nighttime, too.” My cheeks burn from the devotion to my phony ass smile. “So good. I absolutely love it.” Actually, I do not like smelling like I just gangbanged a bunch of French baguettes; it makes me unusually hungry, and outside of your sock slipping off your heel while your sneaker is still on, is there anything worse than feeling starved all day long? Ugh. Still, my smile gleams.

      Delilah pushes a strand of dark hair off her forehead, slick with sweat. “Oh don’t worry,” she smiles cheerfully. “It’ll make you wanna vom in no time. But then you’ll circle back to liking it.” She shrugs. “That’s what happened to me.”

      I nod, keeping my faux smile plastered on. If that happens to me, then there’s no point in telling her I’m already at the nausea stage. “Thanks again for renting me the space.”

      Delilah’s eyes flick to Jett, my best friend’s one-year-old who I’m watching this morning. “I love that age. They’re so easy to have fun with.” She retrieves her cellphone from the back pocket of her jeans, and I keep my phony smile plastered on because my single-at-thirty-seven senses tell me I’m about to be barraged with kid photos.

      “These are my boys,” she says, flashing me her screen. There are two little boys, I don’t know the age. Not in diapers but definitely still of the age to cry about food being cut in the wrong shape.

      “Ahh,” I shriek, “they’re adorable.” It’s not a lie; the little dark-haired boys in the photo are cute. But beyond confirming that, I don’t really know what else I’m supposed to say here. Pushing out my hip, I adjust Jett as he clings to my sweat-dampened tank top.

      Delilah stashes her phone away. “Well, it’s lunch rush down there so I better get back.” She taps the paper bag on my tiny kitchen table. “Three days tops on this.”

      “Thank you so much, Delilah,” I say, feeling more gratitude than I have in a while.

      Over food.

      She brought a bag of fresh breads, soups, salad, and a couple of premade sandwiches from her deli downstairs. It’s still so strange to me to be treated with such generosity by a stranger. That shit never happened when I was living in the city.

      I once stood up on the subway to smooth my skirt so it wouldn’t be wrinkled by the time I got to work, and in those ten seconds, I had my seat stolen. That same day, a savage pigeon plucked the entire chicken breast from my plate as I sat in the sun eating lunch. Now, I’m in a small town with kind people who want to know me simply because I’m in their orbit, and there doesn’t seem to be any burglarizing, vicious birds either.

      It’s wild.

      With a smile and an obligatory goodbye wave, Delilah slips down the narrow staircase to her deli below.

      I may not want to bake bread and sell sandwiches or even be a mother, but there is an ugly part of me that twists with jealousy at how accomplished Delilah is, and I’m pretty sure she’s younger than me to boot.

      She owns a business. I am unemployed after being terminated from the job I worked so hard to get.

      She has two children. I’ve replaced the batteries in my vibrator three times in the last two months.

      “Nope,” I say in a lighthearted voice that does not at all represent the storm in my brain. “Comparison is the thief of joy. We aren’t going to do that, are we Jetty?” I ask the baby because that’s what all sane, grounded, adult women do, right? Seek emotional confirmation, stability and conversation from a baby.

      Yikes.

      But I stop from tripping down my self-loathing rabbit hole because as I’m lowering Jett to the ground, passing him some slobbered-on baby toys, the door at the base of the stairs creaks open.

      “Motherfucker,” a deep, gruff, nipple-hardening voice bounces up the walls. I look at my watch. It’s ten past noon. Beau should be here to deliver and assemble my bed, but that’s not Beau. He wouldn’t curse knowing Jett’s up here. Before I can make it to my open door to peer down at my visitor, my phone lights up with a text message.

      Beck: Don’t be mad. I needed Beau at the studio. But he’s sending someone to deliver and assemble your bed.

      Sending someone? I snatch my phone from the table and my fingers scatter across the digital keyboard in a heartbeat.

      Goldie: Someone?! Sending someone?! You do realize I have your son with me, right? You can’t just be sending an ax murderer bed builder off Craigslist up to my apartment when I’m all alone WITH YOUR CHILD!

      Beck: It’s not a stranger. Sorry babe–I’ll text you when Beau’s on his way to grab Jett. Thanks again for watching him.

      Beck: He loves his Aunt Goldie!

      Before I can respond, those heavy footsteps are done climbing stairs and in their wake, engulfing the doorway, is Atticus, the friend and coworker of Beck’s boyfriend, Beau.

      I let my phone fall to my loveseat with a thunk. Stacking my arms over my chest, I pinch my focus on him and am immediately annoyed that he does the same to me.

      “Why are you giving me that look?” I ask, and yes, maybe it’s rude that the first thing I’m saying to him is that… but come on. This man has done nothing but glare and snarl at me whenever I’ve seen him for the last few months.

      Like the time he was at Beck’s house after she and her son Jett were so sick with the flu. We’d been in the hospital for three days and came home to his ugly mug glaring at me.

      Okay, he’s not ugly. He’s ruggedly, stupidly handsome, actually but massively, disgustingly greasy looking, too. A shiver runs up my spine as I think of him that first time we met. And each time thereafter, he was just as surly, like he knew me and loathed me, despite the fact we were fucking strangers.

      We still are, and he continues to act the same way toward me. So yeah, I’m accusing him of giving a look because screw him. He’s been rude to me for months. And for no fucking reason because he doesn’t know me. Yet he has clearly made his mind up about me. So whether he’s doing a favor for his friend that benefits me or not, fuck him.

      I’m tired of being gum on the bottom of a man’s shoe.

      He’s the gum stuck on my shoe, and I want to tell him that.

      But… he is going to build my bed, and dammit, I want a bed. I’m so sick of face planting onto hardwood at 2am when I’m trying to stretch out. I’m not twenty anymore. My back hurts and I need my damn sleep.

      And because of my need to sleep in a bed, some of my ethos kind of goes out the window. I haven’t slept well in weeks. I mean, fuck him and all that but… a girl needs her sleep, too.

      In the present, a bead of sweat slithers down his forehead, dripping past his temple. I can’t tell if he’s super sweaty or just filthy because the dark shine in his hair could arguably be grease or sweat. Either way, yuck.

      His jaw ticks and the wooden door frame creaks as his massive hand tightens around it, his eyes narrowing on me even more. He ignores my question and even though it wasn’t going to lead to anything but bickering, it somehow still annoys me that he’s decided to drive this conversation, as if my question and words aren’t important enough to address.

      “Where’s the bedroom?”

      Without taking my eyes off him, I nod down the hallway toward the only other room in this place. And I’m playing it fast and loose with the term hallway because it’s really just five steps from where he’s at now, but still.

      He grunts. Doesn't even say okay,  just fucking grunts. Like an animal or worse, a wild creature that uses sounds to communicate. The kind of noise a man wearing a muzzle in a scary prison movie would make. Seriously.

      My eyes fall to his worn, dirty black boots as he takes three steps inside, dropping a screwdriver onto my little table, alongside the bag of food from Delilah. A moment later, he’s out of sight, out in the hallway, moving things around loudly.

      Scooping Jett from the ground, I sling him on my hip so he’s out of Atticus’s way.

      His subtle movement around my tiny apartment leaves his scent hanging thick in the air. Greasy skin, dirty hair, well-worn clothes and sun-chapped skin, he smells like a man who works in a garage and thinks showers are optional, or sporadic at best.

      But it doesn’t necessarily smell bad, and I’m annoyed with myself at that discovery. We don’t like assholes, Goldie. Been there done that, and that’s why you’re here, doing this, as a matter of fact.

      When Atticus ambles back in with a plastic-wrapped box spring in tow, he doesn’t bother with words. With his back to me the entire time, he rests the box spring on the top of one boot and walks it down the hall. My shoulders brace for a thunk but when I don’t hear anything, I peer around the corner to see him leaning it against my bedroom wall, putting a towel between so it doesn’t ding the fresh paint.

      Well, that’s nice of him. A snarl ripples my lip because even though he’s a jerk and a half, I can’t ignore how careful he’s being.

      “Thank you,” I say, patting Jett’s butt as I nod back toward my room. He returns to the apartment doorway in silence. “I just painted so I appreciate that.”

      Grunt. Then he walks back out and thuds down the stairs.

      “Really?” I say, facing a rosy-cheeked happy baby Jett. “All I get is a grunt, huh?”

      A second later he’s in the apartment again, eyes honed in on me like we have a bone to pick.

      “It wasn’t a question,” he says, and wow, he knows how to speak! I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes at his snark.

      “No it wasn’t but usually when someone says thank you, you say you’re welcome.”

      “Welcrummm,” Jett jumbles, his chubby little hand slapping my collarbone playfully.

      “Ahh, that’s not surprising,” I coo to Jett before returning my focus to Atticus. “A baby has more manners than you.”

      “You callin’ me rude?” he questions, throwing a thick thumb back into his chest. His eyebrows lift in slight inquisition.

      “I call it like I see it,” I say with a smile that I actually feel, unlike the one I’d given Delilah earlier. I never got to tell my ex that he was a prick, so this verbal purge aimed at Atticus feels better than it probably should.

      “I’m doin’ you a favor and I’m rude?” his deadpan tone is such a low rumble that it’s hard to not feel it between my legs, despite the fact it’s coming from him. Ugh.

      I smile wide, not sure why I feel like prodding the bear with a pointy stick, but I swear to god, moving has made me a crazy person or something because… I can’t resist. “Did you get your feelings hurt?” I bat my eyelashes.

      Why does it feel so freaking good to zing this man? I hate that it does, but a little high wiggles through my veins as his lips tip into a surly pout.

      “Gotta care about someone’s opinion to let ‘em hurt your feelings,” he deadpans and even though his words crush my gut, I can’t deny the pulse between my legs at his deep timbre. Fuck you, vagina! Don’t turn on me! He’s a jerk!

      “Oh ouch,” I retort, lowering myself to the loveseat so Jett can play next to me. Except, when his consuming gaze focuses in on me, my sarcasm feels transparent, and I don’t like it. “You aren’t doing me a favor, you’re doing Beau a favor.”

      Using the back of his hand, he pushes sweat off his brow and cocks an arm over his head, leaning on the doorframe. I swear the sheer mass of him makes the tiny apartment wall creak. “The way I see it, it don’t matter how the chain links. This bed’s for you, ain’t it?”

      Why the hell does improper English sound good coming from him?

      “You know it is,” I reply as I stroke my hand through Jett’s soft blonde hair. He’s busy at work on the rest of his Cheerios, driving his hand into the rubber-topped snack cup like he’s starved.

      Without a word, Atticus delivers another dose of stink-eye before disappearing into the hall. Thunking, footsteps, curse words, then a minute later—he’s back with the pieces of my bed frame stashed under each arm. Two steps in toward the hallway, long planks traveling behind him (also with towels underneath so as to not scrape my floors), he stops and turns partially to face me.

      “Hey, Jett.” Keeping my bed panels pinched in his pits, he gives Jett a small wave. And to my serious fucking surprise, Jett giggles back in response.

      “Cus! At-cus!” Drool gleams brightly on his chin as he gives the asshole bed builder (and possible ax murderer) the sweetest little smile. Come on Jett, you’re supposed to be on my side!

      When I turn back to see the smug look I assume he’ll have on his face; he’s already gone. A second later, he returns to swipe his tool off my table without giving either of us a single glance.

      He builds the bed in less than twenty minutes, stacks on the box springs and even my mattress. When he emerges, sweat a thick glaze on his forehead, he tips his head to Jett and says, “later, Jett.” Without so much as a nod of acknowledgment my way, he leaves.

      And later that evening, when I went to sleep, I would discover that my room had absorbed his scent. When I tossed and turned in my bed that night—the bed I should’ve been sleeping soundly in, thank you very much—I smelled him and hated the sweaty, gritty stench.

      More than that, I hated my stupid vagina for loving it.

      That traitorous bitch.
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      atticus 

      
        
        I didn’t want to stay, anyway

      

      

      “Sky’s gorgeous today.” It really is. This time of year, the sky looks like a fuckin’ Monet painting. Ethereal, almost with how vivid the colors are. Rich blues mimicking shattered sapphires, robust swirls of cerulean, effervescent pops of marigold spearing through cottony clouds. With my hands tucked behind my head and elbows out, I get one last look until tomorrow. The only time I lie on my back and take in the sky are the mornings when I visit her.

      “Harry and Edie are good.” We always called ‘em by their first names. It was our joke, our thing, and it made it that much sweeter that it always bugged ‘em. “Time seems to be catchin’ up to ‘em a little but…” I let the sentence die because I don’t wanna think about them turning into old folks.

      “Anyway, they’re good. Harry needs more help with shit, and he’s ornery as hell when I gotta help him.” I swing forward to a sitting position and scratch my jaw. “I can handle it.” Pausing, I start to choke up a little at the words that always get me. But, like always, I suck it down as I get to my feet. “Miss you, kid.”

      With a final look at the Sticky Monkey-flowers I arranged in the metal cup earlier, I head back. At the curb, I kick off the excess mud before getting in my truck, following the narrow and winding cemetery roads to the gate, and leave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes and a large cup of black coffee later, I’m twisting the master key in the lock at Wrench Kings, opening for the day.

      I ain’t no manager, but last year when Beau was having emotional troubles after his pop’s passing, I took over opening up. And I guess it just kinda stuck.

      I like getting here first, anyway. Then it’s up to me who I make eye contact with or if I’m even in a room with other people. Most of the time, I turn on the lights, unlock the doors, and disappear into the garage until our first appointment.

      This morning I’m cursed or some shit because as soon as I have the key wiggled from the lock and the door open, Miller shows up.

      His happy, eager energy really gets on my fuckin’ nerves. If I even so much as accidentally glance at the guy, he smiles at me. Sometimes he even fuckin’ waves.

      “Morning, Atticus.” Though he’s behind me, I know he’s grinning. I can fuckin’ sense it ‘cause the hairs on my neck stand up. A chill runs down my spine at his pep. Why the pep? It’s just a fuckin’ day, like every other.

      I grunt to acknowledge he’s spoken because I’ve learned most people don’t want to converse with a grunter. Grunting gets you off the hook. Before I can get the damn lights on, he’s chirping.

      “I bought bagels for everyone. Are you hungry? Did you already eat?” He’s at my heel as I come around the Plexiglass-topped desk. I stop and face him, each of us resting a hand on the counter. He lifts a brown bag with his other, that grin I predicted spread on his face as wide as ever. “Want?”

      Swipin’ the bag from his hand, I dig in and score myself a warm bagel with seeds all over it.

      “Everything,” Miller nods, still sporting that fuckin’ grin. “Nice.”

      I hold it up and nod. “Thanks.” Then I slip into the garage and sigh with sweet relief when he doesn’t immediately follow me. It can feel like shakin’ a puppy off your leg, I swear. In the back corner is a black leather seat on three wheels. I slide onto it and eat my bagel, noticing some clumps of dirt left on my boots from earlier. I get company as I’m enjoying my tumbler of extra hot coffee.

      Great.

      “What’s up?” Delane offers with a tilt of her chin. Never met a woman like this. Twenty-two-years-old, addicted to audio porn—basically, independent, sharp, responsible, and utterly fuckin’ single. She talks shit, too, and I like that about her.

      “What?” I gruff because even though I like her style, it doesn’t mean we’re gonna braid each other’s fuckin’ hair.

      Her eyes narrow on me, and I know she does a quick little jut of her chin by the way her dark curls bounce around her face. “Don’t be rude.”

      I blink.

      The edge of her mouth lifts. “How was the bed building?”

      I shake my head. “Beau is such a girl.”

      She snorts. “Beck told me. She called here to make sure you remembered you were on bed duty, and I asked for the deets.”

      I say nothing because there is nothing to say.

      Coming toward me, she kicks her sneaker into my boot. “How was it, Atti?”

      I take another scalding pull of coffee and ignore the sting in my eyes from the burn. “It was building a bed.”

      She folds her arms across her chest in a way that tells me my answer was wrong. “Did you and Goldie talk?” Her eyebrows raise on her forehead when she says it, and that annoys me.

      Another drink of coffee, it is.

      She kicks my boot again, and I scowl. “Quit.”

      Her eyes roll, but her arms fall to her sides, exasperated. “Oh god, Atticus. You either talked to her or you didn’t. Don’t make it a thing.”

      A thing. Psh. “We exchanged words.” I sip my coffee, and to my horror, I’m on my last drink. I’m trapped with no way to ignore her. I get to my feet, and the stool rolls back into the wall with a thud.

      She steps where I step, anticipating me like we’re moments from pullin’ our pistols. “Laney,” I groan, using her nickname to get her off my back. Sometimes it works.

      “I’m not PMSing. That won’t work.”

      Well, fuck.

      “She’s stuck up, alright?” I spit. Why does it matter that she insulted me, or at least attempted to? It doesn’t. I really don’t fuckin’ care. It doesn’t matter what crazy long-legged, shampoo commercial hair-havin’, plump lip witchcraft she’s doing either.

      I don’t fuckin’ care. And the truth? She is stuck up.

      Delane socks me in the arm, and I roll my eyes.

      “Because she has a personality doesn’t mean she’s stuck up, you dumbass.” She folds her arms over her chest again, and I don’t even know why the fuck she cares all of a sudden. Delane and I are both single. We do not speak of it. Life is fine this way, thank you very fuckin’ much.

      “Delane,” I begin to reason with absolutely no inflection in my tone because I can’t let her know how much I don’t want to talk about this. Not even more than my words already do, or else she’ll really fuckin’ dig in. She’s like a little sister that way, always razzing me. “Don’t do whatever this is.” I move two fingers between us. “I don’t like it and don’t want it.”

      She purses her lips and blinks for a second. “Is that right?”

      “Right as rain,” I say, brushin’ past her to get to the auto bay. I get the metal doors rolling open for the day, and she tails me. See? Dog on the leg is accurate for these people.

      “Fine. Be that way.” She turns and stomps off, stopping at the office entrance and using her hip to keep the door open. “I was only asking because Beck made it seem like Goldie was looking forward to seeing you, that’s all.” She shrugs, and it feels strategic. “Just wanted to see if it was true.” She blinks carefully. “Sounds like it wasn’t.”

      The door clicks closed, and I’m alone again.

      Sounds like she wasn’t, huh? Well, who fuckin’ cares if she wasn’t because I wasn’t looking forward to seeing her, either. I was doing Beau a favor, and I don’t know why it’s gotta be up for debate.

      I’ve known Beau for years. Delane for a handful of years now, too. Same with Miller. They know me. I don’t date. I’m fuckin’ forty-two. Hand-holding and bended-knee proposals are long outta the fuckin’ picture. I work on cars, lift weights, drive my truck and sometimes my bike, and get inked. It’s all I fuckin’ need.

      Goldie perky tits Berry ain’t diggin’ my old ass, and I’m not diggin’ hers, even though she’d fill my palms perfectly. She’s high-maintenance and rude, not to mention snotty as hell. No fuckin’ thank you.

      It don’t matter that she clearly wanted me to build her bed and get the hell out.

      I didn’t want to stay, anyway.
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      goldie 

      
        
        That existentialist thought is terrifying

      

      

      “And, okay, hang on just a sec. Let me set the phone down so you can get the full effect,” I say, smiling into FaceTime as I balance my phone against the water bottle on my kitchen counter. Taking a few steps back, I outstretch my arms. “This is the kitchen.”

      Mom’s face remains unimpressed, and the wrinkle of displeasure on her forehead doesn’t move either. Maybe the call froze?

      “Mom, you still there?”

      “Yes.”

      Oh. My stomach aches a little, so I drop a hand to it, running my other over the tiled counter in my new little kitchen. “Well, it’s small but fine for me.”

      “Yes, it’s quite small. But you’re right. For a single woman with no significant other to cook for, you can probably get by just fine at that place.”

      I turn to the screen and see her long red fingernail pressed to her lips, a new look of dissatisfaction painted on her face. “I haven’t done much cooking yet. It’s only been a week. And there’s a great deli downstairs.”

      God, I hate having to sell someone on something that I myself am not keen on. To want my mother to be proud of me so badly that I’m spinning shit into gold all for a four-minute phone call? I press my hand tighter to my stomach, trying to physically disperse the ache. It doesn’t work.

      “A deli?” she asks, and it’s like I told her a drug den is below me, I swear. Actually, she’d probably have less of an issue with a drug den. Fewer calories in drugs than bread. “Well, be careful. Your legs look more filled out, and your hair is a bit dull. Have you been indulging?”

      Amidst the ache, my stomach growls with raw hunger. I’ve been so stressed and depressed lately, eating hasn’t been at the top of my list. And by the way this call is going, I’m not sure I’ll have an appetite anytime soon.

      “No, Mom.” I don’t know what else to say but realize that I’m now finger-combing my apparently dull hair, my other hand still firm against my howling stomach.

      “Maybe it’s just the fumes from all the food bloating you,” she harrumphs, now drumming her nails like getting a monthly update from her daughter is something she can hardly make time for–impatience dances across her face.

      “I don’t think smell can make someone bloat, Mom,” I say, picking the phone up off the counter to carry her to my room. “I have a nice sized bedroom, which makes up for the kitchen being so small,” I tell her, ready to tap the camera switching button on the screen so she can see my bedroom. But I don’t get the chance.

      “Oh, Goldie. All this moving around is making me seasick, sweetheart.”

      “I’m done. I’m in my room now. Wanna see?” I smile at her, and even though she doesn’t return it, I keep mine plastered on. I’m good at that.

      “I have lunch with Lydia; I’ve gotta run. Talk soon, okay? Watch your carbs, Goldie.”

      The screen goes black before she finishes the second syllable of my name.

      Well, okay.

      I flop back onto my bed. A week later and I swear I can still smell his anger and sweat in my cotton sheets. Before I can replay that conversation in my head to figure out exactly how I am both annoyed and disappointed in my mother, my phone rings in my palm. Beck’s name illuminates the screen.

      “Are we still on for lunch?” she asks as soon as I’ve answered.

      I glance at the screen before pressing it to my ear again. “Yeah. You downstairs?”

      “Yeah,” she says, and it’s then I hear the little lunch rush going on in Delilah’s. “You okay?”

      With a sigh, I hoist myself off the bed. “Yeah, fine. Just got off the phone with Constance.”

      Beck’s tone goes all-knowing and soft, and it makes me a little bit more depressed if I’m being honest. “Oh. And how is your Mom doing?”

      I take a peek at myself in the long mirror propped against my bedroom wall. In a white v-neck t-shirt and ripped jeans, I look very plain. Finger-combing my dark hair a little, I narrow my eyes on my reflection. Maybe my hair is a bit dull? Is she right?

      “She’s fine. On her way to some important lunch or something. Anyway, I’m sliding my sandals on now. I’ll be right down, babe.”

      With my phone tucked inside, I slide my belt bag across my chest. I often wonder if I’m too old to wear a Lululemon fanny pack across my chest like a twenty-year-old but fuck it. It’s cute. Why not? Birks on my feet and a smile on my face, I head down and crash into Beck’s open arms at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Hi boo,” I say warmly, nuzzling into her neck. Seeing my best friend after a phone call with my Mom is probably the best medicine. But because I’m always happy to see her, she doesn’t quite realize what a respite she really is.

      “Hi,” she says as we peel apart from our greeting embrace. “You look great. How’s it upstairs? Feeling homey yet?”

      I tug at the hem of my white t-shirt, catching my profile in the reflection of the stainless steel refrigerator we’re next to. Maybe this outfit isn’t as cute as I thought. I kind of have a little pooch in these jeans, and this t-shirt does nothing to cover it. I place my palm on my lower belly reactively and keep my smile plastered on.

      “It’s only been a week but yeah, pretty homey,” I say, realizing that the little apartment upstairs actually did feel like a home already… until that phone call.

      “How’d your Mom like it?” Beck asks, and I don’t miss the subtle twitch in her eye and how her tone goes cautious like the topic rests on thin, cracking ice.

      I’ve kind of gotten angry in the past when she brought up my Mom and her continual negativity. It’s not like I don’t know it and wish she was different, but she is who she is.

      “She cautioned me about breathing in too much deli smell and getting bloated from it,” I reply as I slide into a bench seat across from Beck. The tables are all indoor picnic style, and I adore them. Delilah may be right–even though I could live without the all-day bakery smell, this place could be growing on me.

      Beck cocks one eyebrow. “Bloated from the smell?”

      I lift the plastic laminated menu from the table. “Yup.”

      “Jesus Christ,” she exhales, shaking her head as she, too, lifts a menu from the table. “Goldie, you were right to come here. Okay? You’re good here. You’re good, period, but you’re good here, in Oakcreek.”

      I smile as my eyes trip over all the items on the menu that I just can’t eat.

      Being with Beck feeds my soul, and that’s likely the only feeding going on. That conversation with my Mom has left my stomach sour, and the idea of eating sounds awful. But Beck is here, and I don’t want her to worry, so I quickly find something small to stave off questions and worry.

      “I think I’ll have some chicken noodle soup.” I avert my gaze from the menu to the street outside. I love little downtown streets like this. There are always a few friendly faces walking by, lights flickering in shop windows selling things that would never have a storefront in a big city–like antiques, stationary, or specialty foods. It’s quaint and welcoming, and Beck’s right–just what I need right now.

      When I face my beautiful blonde friend again, she’s staring at me. “That’s all? Aren’t you hungry from organizing and unpacking?” The way her gaze intensifies as she awaits my response does nothing to the pang in my gut.

      Nonchalantly I wave a hand through the air as if it’s no big deal. “Nah, I’ve been lazy as hell the last few days. Still have plenty of unpacking.”

      Beck focuses on the lazy comment, thank goodness. I don’t feel like having my defenses up, pretending or spending energy rerouting people. It gets exhausting. “Not unpacked? You okay? Wanna talk about anything?”

      When I’d first come to Oakcreek a few months back, I couch-surfed with Beck and her son Jett. The job loss and everything that happened in the city were too raw and real to talk about. Finally, though, a few weeks ago, I opened up and shared every last agonizing and mortifying detail about what had happened. About what led me to be jobless and single in Oakcreek at age thirty-seven when just a few years back I was none of those things.

      “Honestly, just enjoying the last few days or weeks of having nowhere to go and nothing to do.” That part is kind of true, though being unemployed isn’t everything you dream of the morning you wake up with a wicked hangover and curse the fact you still have to go to work.

      I’m getting bored, and I feel directionless, and mostly? The thing I wouldn’t ever say out loud? I feel a little worthless. Without a title keeping my chin up, an income filling me with safety, or a relationship to provide partnership, I don’t really know who or what I am other than a person in existence.

      And that existentialist thought is terrifying.

      “Interview coming up?” Beck asks as she stacks our menus together.

      I nod. “Frank says he’s got a few things in the works. And I trust him. After we reworked my resume, I had several callbacks.”

      Beck’s dad set me up with the son of his friend, Frank Trello Jr., and not romantically. He’s a headhunter and not the murdering kind. As a professional scout, he helps you with your resume and finds you multiple job opportunities.

      A few years ago, I would have turned my nose up at it. I may have even said something like, what kind of PR manager would I be if I couldn’t even PR myself into a job? But these days, I don’t have the energy for it. I want to believe I’m conserving patience, smiles, and bullshit for my next job because that would be easier than swallowing the jagged pill that he changed me irreparably.

      Maybe I need change. After all, if I was such an amazing human before, would I really be thirty-seven, almost through my savings, single, and living above a fucking deli? This isn’t New York, so anything about my life that seemed glamorous… isn’t.

      Change could be good, even if it means from the inside out.

      The next forty minutes are spent lifting a spoon to my lips and dunking it back into my bowl while listening to Beck update me on her pottery studio opening soon. She moved to Oakcreek after her divorce, and I followed shortly after. Now, though, she’s in a serious relationship with Beau, the owner of the Wrench King franchise. All 2,200 of them, or however many there are.

      And I’m still just treading water. My only goal is not to drown.

      After we hug goodbye and plan a girls’ night for next week, I climb the stairs to my apartment. Once inside, I lock the door and crawl into bed, shoes on and all. With the comforter over my head, I don’t wake up until it’s dark, and since it’s dark, I just go back to sleep.
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      atticus 

      
        
        I did what I had to

      

      

      As I pull up to my folks’ place and notice the abundance of crabgrass and the empty garbage can still at the curb, I choose to believe they had a busy week. That these lapses are a result of bingo that ran too long or a pharmacy line that moved too slowly. They are not symptoms of aging. Nah.

      Ten minutes later, the walkway is free of weeds and shit, and I’m wipin’ my hands on my thighs before pushing in through the front door. “Edie? Harry?” I bark out when the door shuts behind me. I don’t hear ‘em, though; the only noise is the evening news echoing off the wallpapered living room walls. “Where you guys at?”

      Drifting down the hall, I poke my head into their bedroom, the hall bathroom, and the only other room they use. The room that was mine growing up is now my Mom’s knitting room. But it sits empty, with long gold needles stickin’ out of a heap of amethyst-colored yarn, a project clearly in the making, but no one in sight. Right when I’m starting to get agitated, the screen door to the back porch creaks open.

      “Atticus?” my Mom calls, while my Dad, on her heel, so helpfully adds, “Atticus, is that you?”

      I spot ‘em hunched over from around the corner, unloading two wicker baskets full of cherry tomatoes and bell peppers. They’re still yielding a fruitful garden, and that puts to rest the state of the front yard.

      I drop an arm over my Mom’s thin shoulders and pull her into me.  “Hi, Mom,” I greet her after leaving a kiss on her hair. She pats my chest and beams up at me with sparkling eyes, the way she always looks at me, and I’m not sure I deserve all that love and awe, but I take it. When she’s back to her basket of produce, I slap my hand into my dad’s for a welcome shake.

      “Pop, how are ya?”

      With an expression of moderate annoyance, he shrugs. “My chair’s makin’ that noise again. That’s how they manufacture things these days, I guess. You only get a few good months out of ‘em before they’re rattlin’ and moanin’.”

      I stroke a hand down my face while peering back into the living room. One side of the chair is already considerably worn, and it ain’t got nothing to do with how it’s made.

      “Pop, you keep leanin’ on that arm, and it’s gonna start with the howlin’; I told you that last time I tightened it up.” The three of us survey the stack of assorted crap next to dad’s chair; magazines, newspapers, a few large reusable cups that I’m pretty sure have been around since I was a kid, a box of tissues, a back scratcher, reading glasses, a small dish of coins, and way too much more.

      When my eyes come back to him, his frown morphs into an aggressive grimace. “Ah hell,” he huffs, slicin’ a hand through the air as if the conversation itself is aggravating. “I can’t even grab my paper a couple of times, then hell with it. I’ll get a new chair!”

      Mom swivels to face us from her spot at the kitchen counter, apron secured at the back of her neck and waist. Waving a wooden spoon–the same one she whooped my ass with as a kid–she sets my dad straight.

      “We aren’t buying a new chair. That one cost nearly eight hundred dollars, Harrold!”

      I elbow him and twist my lips to the side, hiding my words from my Mom. “Harrold,” I snort. “You better listen.” Everyone knows when Mom uses your first name, shape the fuck up before that spoon does more than stir sauce.

      He makes a noise of contrition but shuts the hell up anyway.

      “I’ll fix it before dinner, but you know if you keep leanin’ over the arm, it’s gonna keep squeakin,’ and it don’t got nothin’ to do with things not being made as well these days as they were back in your day.”

      Mom stirs the sauce on the stove while dad fills green strawberry baskets full of cherry tomatoes. They take what they don’t eat to church and share it with the congregation. Kinda funny how I got the parents that everyone fuckin’ adores, and they got the son that no one can fuckin’ stand. Maybe likeability skips a generation.

      Heading down the hall to the same cabinet where they’ve always been, I scoop up a couple of my dad’s tools, including a can of WD-40. I’m not planning on using it, but my dad swears it fixes everything. I get it out and keep it by me to make him think I’m using it, but the truth is, a little tightening on the screws and we’re good to go.

      Less than ten minutes later, my knees hurt, but the chair is fixed. Mom had Dad workin’ on spreading butter over the French bread so he’d stay out of my hair, and we shared a wink over it.

      Now we’re circled around the same vinyl-topped kitchen table that I grew up eating at—one my parents got when they got married. Slidin’ my glass of milk over the table, I rest it right on top of the blue stain like I do every week.

      I was supposed to be hanging out with her when the tiny blue stain happened seventeen years ago. My parents were going to a party or bunco; I don’t know, they were doing something parents did after hours. Either way, they stuck me with my kid sister. It happened a lot–me havin’ to watch her. That’s what happens when your parents space their fuckin’ kids out. Ten years we had between us. Which put me at the perfect “watch your sister, won’t ya?” age, no matter the age.

      I didn’t want to hang out with her that night. I wanted to go out and chase girls at the orchard party. Back then, we used to park our trucks all up the canal banks and carry twelve packs of beer deep into the orchards, where it was cool and private. And we played music and drank and eventually got run off by a grouchy, tired farmer threatening us with trespassing. Some of the best nights I had were back then when my only focus was nailin’ chicks and out-drinkin’ my friends.

      I had to stay home, so I was a prick about it. Took it out on her, even though it wasn’t her fault our parents had a late-in-life kid and made their older kid into a babysitter. Hell, I don’t even blame my parents now. I shoulda done it without being a little asshole, but hindsight and all that shit.

      I stayed in my room that night, refusing to play a board game or paint with her–those were her two favorite things. Playing board games or painting, painting anything, really. Her nails, a canvas, my Mom’s dresser, a birdhouse–whatever she could get her hands on, she loved painting.

      My Mom didn’t love it all that much. She saw it for the mess it made, as moms often do. I guess if you’re the one cleanin’ up everyone else's messes, shit stops looking like a fun activity, and you start seeing it for the work it’s gonna be.

      That night I was listening to music, moping, and being a general prick when I heard her scream.

      My kid sister.

      The scream was high-pitched. She sounded frightened. I still remember the noise. I remember how my body sprang out of my bed without my head even knowin’ what was happening. I thought she fuckin’ cut herself or burned herself or… fuck, I don’t know. Before I could even wrap my head around it, I found her in the kitchen painting her fingernails. Navy blue. Her school colors at the time.

      Her big eyes were watery, and even though I knew she was okay ‘cause I could see her right there all fine and not bloodied and shit, her tears kept that panic alive in my gut.

      “What?” I said, rushing to the table. “What’s the matter?”

      The way her tears rushed down her face, I remember seriously thinkin’ I was missing something. She was so upset.

      She pointed to the navy blue spot on the table. A tiny mark.

      “I got nail polish on the table!” she blubbered. You’da thought we were abused with the fear that spewed from her eyes in that moment. “Mom said not to paint my nails out here, and I did, and I got paint on the table!”

      I remember running my palm over my chest to feel my heart slow down, to let the panic subside. “Jesus Christ, Mere, I thought something was fuckin’ wrong!”

      “Don’t curse at me!” she cried back, and I remember how she sobbed harder at my reaction and how fuckin’ shitty that felt.

      I wrapped my arm around her. I told her it was going to be okay. We got the acetone from Mom’s bathroom, but something about the seventies kitchen table made removing that paint imfuckingpossible. I guess they really did make shit different back then because paint thinner, acetone, and rubbing alcohol did nothing for the spot.

      I did what I had to.

      I painted my nails navy blue, too, and when my parents got home, I told ‘em it was me who marked up the table. Being a grunge kid through and through, painting my nails wasn’t something I’d done before, but it didn’t surprise my parents; they bought it.

      I took the heat, and Mere, in appreciation, baked and brought me a different cookie in the garage every day after she got home from school. I did a lot of work on cars out of my pop’s garage back in those days.

      I haven’t had a cookie since the last one she made. My Mom never makes them anymore, either.

      I keep my glass of milk over the blue nail polish while we eat. I always do.

      “You know,” Mom starts after blotting her napkin on her lips. “My friend Irene has a daughter who just moved back to Oakcreek.”

      I lift my palm. “No setups, Mom.”

      My parents make eye contact over the pasta, and their silent exchange slithers up my spine, icy and uncomfortable.

      “What?” I bite out because they are clearly thinkin’ something.

      My pulse picks up when dad doesn’t meet my eyes and Mom lowers her fork to the plate. I don’t like that shit’s turning serious.

      I find myself swallowing anxiously as my Mom smiles sadly. “You have to live, son. You’re forty-two. You’re still young enough to find someone and have a family.”

      My fork clunks loudly against my plate as I feel the tantrum erupt inside me. “You ever think I’m fine how I am? That I ain’t gotta have a lady in my life to be okay?”

      Mom doesn’t react to my big noises and harsh tone. Her smile remains soft and sad, only now she’s tipping her head in the way moms do when they’re making you feel guilty.

      “It’s time to live, son.” Her hand comes down over mine, and I want to yank it back and fight against her message. Tell her I am livin’ and that my life is just the way I fuckin’ want it.

      But I don’t.

      An hour later, I’m sent packing with more leftovers than I need and a promise from my pop that he’ll stop being a lazy ass and leanin’ off the side of his chair. When I’m back at my house, dark and quiet, I slide the food into my freezer, leaving one in the fridge for tomorrow’s lunch. Then I go into my garage, peel off my shirt, and hit the weights.

      Nothing keeps my head clear like lifting weights.
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      goldie 

      
        
        I ain’t going anywhere

      

      

      “Well, it’s not quite where we were focused, but after processing your aptitude test, I think it could be a good fit for you.”

      “If I get it,” I add, because, on top of the fact this job isn’t even in Public Relations, they may not hire me. I can’t believe that is a thought I’m having. Me. The freaking achiever. The first pick. The person who literally everyone wants in their corner.

      Until now, I guess.

      “Right,” Frank Trello Jr. says, sounding so sure and confident that I kind of believe him. Only a little, but enough to make me take the freaking interview. And he knows it. “But again, Goldie, we must remember, with your last job ending in termination, which neither yourself nor your employer can speak to… it does alter the desired outcome of reference checks at this point in your career.”

      There’s silence on the line while I stare out of my bedroom window at the bustling downtown street below. A group of women, each carrying a bible and a purse that gives major Sophia Petrillo vibes, smile while chatting as they make their way inside Delilah’s. Bible study, I’d guess. Across the street, entering the seamstress shop, is a thin blonde carrying a garment bag stuffed full. She’s got bride written all over her by the way she’s got the garment bag draped over her arm like she’s presenting fine silks to the queen or something.

      “Goldie?” Frank’s voice brings me back to the present.

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll do the interview.”

      “Great. I’ll forward you the information. It’s already set up.”

      When I was thriving at my last job, I never envisioned having to interview ever again. I could simply reference being the PR Manager for the Brutes, a major league baseball team, and that would be enough. Based on the fact Frank scheduled the interview before talking to me, maybe my hopelessness and depression aren’t as big of a secret as I think they are.

      “Thanks, Frank,” I say quietly as my eyes betray every single “it’s fine, everything’s okay” bone in my body, getting warm and fuzzy. “I appreciate it,” I add, forcing rigidity into my voice, putting strength and confidence behind my words I most definitely do not feel.

      “You’re welcome, Goldie, and hey, a word of advice?” The way his voice is gentle would normally raise a spike of irritation within me and mistake his kindness for condescension, but I’m tired. I don’t have the fight in me. And truthfully? He’s trying to help.

      “Yeah?” I squeak, using the end of my sleeve to wipe the frustration from my eyes. God, I don’t even know why I’m upset. I lost that PR job months ago. It’s over. Everything that happened in the city is done and has been for ages.

      “Sometimes we’re better suited for things than we realize. Give the interview your best PR face, and see where it leads you.”

      “What’s the job?” I ask before adding, “and you’re right. I will. I need a job. At this point, I’m losing the ability to be picky.”

      He clears his throat. “Human Resources manager.”

      HR. The part of every company that claims to exist to protect its employees but, in actuality, exists to protect the company and keep the employees away from the bottom line with a sharp stick.

      “Oh,” I say, unable to hide the disappointment. And maybe it’s because he’s been a headhunter for a long time, or maybe it’s because he’s been married a long time and knows women. But I swear Frank knows just what I’m thinking.

      “Don’t think of it as being a shield for the corporate team. Because on the day-to-day, you’re the most important person there. You get to talk to the people, help them figure out their issues, get them placed where they belong, and hand off information about employees to their bosses. It’s much more personal and fulfilling than Public Relations, Goldie; I promise you that.”

      I fight the urge to say if you love HR so much why don’t you work in it, but the immature quip gets stopped when I realize I’m not sure what company the interview is with.

      “Where is the job at? I mean, in Oakcreek, yes,” I say because we did already set those parameters. “But what company?”

      “An auto dealership, actually,” he says. “Gonzo Family Auto. The biggest in Oakcreek.”

      Still too deflated to argue, I say, “Okay, well, I’ll go to the interview and call you after.”

      “Great. Talk soon.”

      “Bye, Frank.”

      I need a job. And when I chose Oakcreek as my escape hatch months back, I knew it was a small town. I have no one to blame but myself for relocating to a place that isn’t brimming with PR jobs.

      Okay, being hungry with the smell of good food all around you is awful, but it’s not the worst thing. I amend my previous complaint. The worst thing ever is being in a shitty position and not liking your life because of your own damn choices. Just once, I’d like to have someone to blame!

      Sulking and feeling exceptionally bad for myself while simultaneously being pissed off at the very same person, my mood is put on hold when my phone rings. Though I know damn good and well it’s not Frank Trello Jr. calling to tell me I passed some psychological test and voila, a wonderful six-figure PR job is actually waiting for me, I’m still a smidge disappointed when I don’t see his name on my phone screen.

      Smiling, I am happy it’s Beck calling, even if my little fantasy didn’t come true.

      “Hi!” I greet her cheerily, in a happy and chipper tone I’m so freaking used to using that I’m not even sure if that’s what I actually sound like when I’m up. Honestly, I’ve forced it so long I’m not sure what’s real.

      “Hey, I have to ask you for a favor. Don’t hate me.”

      “I don’t mind doing favors. I wouldn’t hate you for that,” I reply as I shimmy my ass off my bed, one cheek jerk at a time. The sulking I was doing made me really comfortable.

      “I just hate being a person that calls for something,” Beck says with a heavy sigh. Even though she’s with Beau now, she was a single mom for a long time. Something I’ve learned from being best friends with a single mom is that they work really fucking hard and still have a lot of guilt. I try my hardest never to be a source or stem of said guilt.

      “You called me yesterday to tell me about that nail polish that reminded you of my personality,” I remind her because as much as I try not to make her feel guilty, it’s pretty easy. She doesn’t give me any ammo.

      “Show Stopper, yes,” she breathes, repeating the bright ruby color’s name happily.

      “Right. So don’t feel guilty and just ask me for the favor already,” I say as I finally get my ass to the edge of the bed. As I rise to my feet, even after a week, I swear I get a whiff of armpit and bad attitude. “You actually owe me twice after this because Beau’s friend came over smelling like toe jam and earwax had a baby, and named him Atticus.”

      Beck laughs but catches herself, stopping after a moment. “He does not smell like that.”

      I’m grinning, but she doesn’t have to know that. “Maybe he did. You don’t know because you weren’t here.”

      “Wait, Beau was doing you a favor by building the bed that got delivered, right? So doesn’t my ask cancel out your ask?”

      I flip my hair over my shoulder and pace across the tiny room, turning to analyze my body’s profile in the long wardrobe mirror. Sucking and releasing, I press a hand to my lower belly and stare at my reflection, expecting to have some metaphysical awakening while knowing exactly what’s going to happen.

      “I feel fat today,” I say to my friend, then add, “and fine. My favor can cancel out your favor. But you still owe me one.” I turn my back to the mirror because fuck that bitch. “Beck, Atticus moved my mattress, and his smell is burned into my sheets.”

      “Wash your sheets, and by the way, don’t think you’re going to verbally tap dance away from that comment. You are not fat, and I swear to Rue McClanahan’s ghost, if I ever hear you say that again, I will strap you to a chair and force you to watch Wanderlust and Just Go With It. Over and over.”

      I gasp. “First of all, how dare you! We do not use Blanche Devereaux’s Christian name in vain, my friend. And second,” I say, playfully clutching pearls I’m not wearing for the sake of dramatics. See, talking to your best friend always helps your mood. “Do not threaten me with awful Jennifer Aniston rom-coms. It’s too terrifying.”

      We both laugh because Jennifer Aniston in Friends? Good. Jennifer Aniston being the love interest of Adam Sandler in more than one flop? Unlike Joey’s take on the meat in the English trifle, not good.

      “Don’t talk about yourself like that,” Beck finally says softly after our giggles have ended.

      I want to argue against her words. I want to ask her, haven’t you ever had a day where your body is your enemy? But she’s not even one year postpartum, and even though she has absolutely felt what I’m feeling, I don’t want her mind in that place right now. A new beau (I’m going to get mileage from that) and happiness? Body image issues have no place there. She doesn’t deserve it.

      “What’s the favor?” I ask, diverting back to our main topic. The reason for the call.

      “Can you watch Jett this evening?” Beck asks, her tone nearly a squeal.

      I look at my watch, but I don’t know for what reason. Preserving a little dignity, maybe? But I’m alone. When I look up and see my stupid reflection looking back at me, wrist out like my schedule is loaded, I want to throw up.

      “Of course. What time?”

      A whoosh of relief leaves through a breathy exhale. “Thank god.”

      “What’s up? I mean, if it’s a weird sex thing, by all means, just tell me it’s something with the studio that you both need to be there for.” I grin as I await her response.

      “Goldie!” she laughs. “It really is something for the studio! And I want Beau there to talk to the installation crew.” Beck, who owns and is in the process of opening a pottery studio, is having her kilns and other heavy equipment moved in and installed. I know this. But I love working her up. “Seriously! Ask Beau.”

      “Right, right. Hey, no judgment here. Sometimes you just have to rent a cheap room and do all the unspeakable shit you don’t want your own four walls to witness. I get ya,” I say as seriously as possible, biting into my thumbnail to stop my laughter.

      “Goldie!” Beck laughs, her voice high and panicked. “You know that isn’t what we’re doing.”

      Toeing into my sneakers, I shove a few things into my bag, resting on my dresser. Never go anywhere without a spare pair of panties, even babysitting. I’m telling you, you have no idea when the evil red monster is going to appear, and spare panties have never let me down when I needed them. I grab a hair tie and a few other items and sling a sweater over the top of my bag as I slide the strap over my shoulder.

      “What time? I don’t think you said.”

      “Six, if it works.”

      It’s already four because I’ve officially spent another trip around the Earth doing nothing, trying to forget all the things I have done and not cry. “Sounds good.”

      Before making the fifteen-minute drive to Beck’s place, I stop by the grocery store and get a few things so that if Jett goes down early, I can cook some stuff for my friend to eat throughout the week as she prepares for the soft opening of her studio.

      With my plastic bag full of quinoa salad ingredients (and a Diet Coke splurge item for me), I make my way up the driveway, heading toward the walkway that connects to the front porch. It’s when I’m already waiting for them to answer my knock that I realize there’s a truck here, too.

      A white Chevy sitting low to the ground, the bed long and ominous, like maybe bodies have been in there before. Well, okay, maybe not that part. But with the blacked-out windows and the chrome detail, the truck makes the skin on the back of my neck grow pebbled and sweaty.

      Beck opens the door and behind her in the living room, knees spread as he eats up the majority of the couch, one meaty arm draped over the back–is Atticus.

      My heart sinks a little because if he’s here, that means they don’t think I can babysit Jett alone. They. As in, when Beck was single, I was a good enough babysitter for her. I was good enough to live in the disgusting hospital with her for three fucking days. But now that Beau’s part of the picture, he judges me. Clearly. No matter how sweet and cool he is to me, he clearly doesn’t think I’m up for it.

      Do I need to mention this at my interview later this week? Got canned from her PR job and also cannot be trusted at her babysitting job.

      “Why is he here?” I ask, keeping my voice as low as I can, but it's surprisingly hard. I’m angry and offended and maybe, just maybe, projecting my self-loathing on anyone I can. I said maybe.

      “Beau doesn’t trust me to watch Jett?” Okay, I guess we’re getting right into it.

      “What?” Her brows dip, and the confusion that wrinkles her face is so organic, immediately I feel like an asshole. A huge one. She is seriously caught off guard by my question… or uh, I guess you could call it an accusation. God, I suck.

      “He’s here because Beau and I both tried to find someone to watch Jett since it was last minute. And he talked to Atti when I talked to you.” She looks down at the grocery bag hanging limply from my grip, then back to me. “Come in. Cook what you’re going to cook. Don’t be upset. He can go if he wants to.”

      I know she just totally mommed me by using her calm parenting voice and giving me small bites of an easy, palatable solution, but I don’t care that it worked. I feel better. Some of my prickliness has recessed back inside myself, back to only hurting me. And I believe it wasn’t on purpose. But how terrifying is it that I’m so miserable I was willing to completely vilify Beau in a split second when all he’s been to my best friend is good? My eyes burn with embarrassment and shame, but fortunately, Beck is already leading me inside.

      “Hey, Goldie,” Beau’s voice wraps around me before his arms, which come next. His hug is tight and brief, and I love how his arms immediately go around Beck, draping them over her chest from behind in a clasp of tender ownership. My stomach turns on itself like angry waves lapping in a wild sea. I want that. I want that connection, but I don’t deserve it. I’d probably convince him his hobbies were stupid and make him wear clothes he isn’t comfortable in–that’s what he said to me. “You always wanted to change me, and I just wanted to have fun.” Ugh.

      “Hey,” my voice is hoarse as I respond, but I put on my signature smile, and they both return it. “Have a good time tonight, whatever you’re doing.” I glance over my shoulder to see Atticus watching me intently in a way that somehow makes me angry and makes my pussy pulse. Probably because he’s so large. Just… muscle on top of strength, bulk, and power… My mouth goes dry as I convince myself that, yes, that’s all it is that has my lower half in a frenzy.

      His size.

      I bet his cock is a fucking monster.

      My gaze snaps back to Beck and Beau, and I force that signature smile again. I’m afraid if I don’t, they’ll see the guilty look all over my face. I do not need to be thinking of that man and his big, probably dirty cock.

      Okay, okay. He probably keeps his cock clean. Hell, with a body like that, I’m sure he is flicking women off of him like blood-hungry mosquito whore bags. Why does the thought of a woman coming onto him make me want to fume?

      Beck runs through Jett’s nighttime routine, but Beau gives me a little wink that says, “I know you’re literally going to do exactly what you want anyway, and it’s cool.” A lot to say in a wink, but I swear he says it. After hugs and a baby pass-off, they go.

      Atticus, on the other hand, does not.

      In the process of Beck and Beau leaving, I didn’t say a word about Atticus staying. I felt so bad about the front porch scene that I couldn’t bring myself to ask Beck to have him leave. And he didn’t make a single effort to go.

      I don’t think he wants to be here, but I think he’s just enough of an asshole that he will stay just to spite me.

      Yep.

      I mean, would I have left? Hell, the fuck no.

      I turn, Jett pressed to me as he gets sleepy in my arms, and glare across the small living room. Atticus blinks, completely unaffected by my wrath. Attempted wrath. Maybe it wasn’t as potent as I thought. I haven’t been giving the stink eye here in Oakcreek nearly as often as I did in the city.

      The city did have a lot of creeps. I guess that part I don’t miss.

      I just have one creep to deal with right now.

      Okay… maybe he’s not a creep. But maybe he is? I don’t really know. He seems to be a good friend to Beau, and I know he’s one hell of a mechanic–Beau’s words, obviously. Those are good things. But even serial killers drop change into the Salvation Army bucket at Christmas time.

      “You can go, you know,” I say to him, and for some reason, I’m hoping for a reaction. I’m hoping for hurt or disgust or something. Why? Why does a person want to be a jerk to another person? And even with my complete self-awareness about what a jerk I’m being, the other side of me refuses to stop. Say it before they can and all that. It’s worked for me so far.

      Hasn’t it?

      “I ain’t going anywhere.”

      I roll my eyes. “Ain’t isn’t a word.”

      “Anything’s a word if you say it.”

      With my eyes narrowed, I stare him down because, really, what do I say to that? You can’t argue with stupid.

      Only… I really don’t think he’s stupid. Hell, like I’d know anyway. Look at my track record; I’m the fucking stupidest smart woman ever when it comes to relationships. A bachelor’s and a master’s, and I pick partners like a freaking dickhead.

      His man bun is messy but in that stupid, hot windswept way, like he’s been riding a bike against sun all day. I want to roll my eyes, but they’re hooked on the silver hoop in his nose.

      A moment passes where I know I’ve been caught studying his features like a complete creep, but I meet his eyes with my chin up. “You can go if you have somewhere else you’d rather be. I’m letting you off the hook, okay?” There. That was nice.

      He rolls his eyes. He rolled his eyes at me! Unbelievable.

      “Hey, I just let you off the hook. Don’t roll your eyes at me!” How rude can one man be? I don’t know; maybe he should write a handbook. He seems to be the master.

      “I’m on the hook, and you ain’t the one lettin’ me off.” He smooths one of those things he calls a hand over the top of his head, making the flyaways lay down. I’ll bet his hand has that power. “I like Jett.”

      Even though it crashed earlier, my heart twitches at the comment. I can’t help that. It’s an evolutionary trait built into all women, I swear. I’m supposed to tingle and pulse at the sight of a man with a child to make me want to bear children. It has to be built into us to like this, or men annoy us endlessly and we’d never procreate.

      It’s not my choice that his face softening at the mention of Jett makes me feel warm between my legs. Wet, too.

      “Fine. He has to eat. He’s already getting tired. Do you want to help feed him?” I ask.

      He rises and outstretches his arms, but I pull my shoulder back, taking Jett with me. “No, you can go in the kitchen and watch me feed him, but you’re not feeding him.”

      His perfect length and width lips (not that I’m cataloging his looks or anything) curl up in a slow, nipple-hardening manner. Seriously, my tits actually ache when a sinister grin takes over his usually stoic expression. “I like watching.”

      I roll my eyes, despite the fact I’m a little shocked at his comment. So there is a personality in there, hiding behind the grease. “Come on.”

      He follows me in, and I swear when he walks past me, I’m freaking Flinstone-era clubbed with the smell of motor oil, heat-dampened skin, gravel-coated work boots, and… something musky. That last hit of Atticus makes my brain tingle a little strangely as my temples grow warm and my cheeks start to burn. That last note…

      It’s the musky scent of a hard-working man. The type of man who, when you’re his, grabs you by the waist and fucks you while he sinks his fingertips into your throat, holding you possessively. The type of man who fights other men for even looking your way a second too long. The type of man who spits in your open mouth while he fucks you and makes you admit that you’re his property before he lets you cum.

      I can fucking feel it.

      Okay, maybe my track record with men proves I can’t feel it. In fact, everything I feel isn’t it. It’s the wrong it.

      I snap Jett into his high chair and wipe his hands with a damp paper towel. He’s already nursed and been bathed, so he’s getting sleepy quickly. I’ll be lucky if I can get even half of this food in him.

      Atticus sits down in that same pussy drenching spread knee position he was in before, only this time, he stacks his arms across his chest. After preparing Jett’s food, I sit in front of the tray and begin pushing pieces off.

      “Feed it to him, don’t just push it onto the tray,” Atticus says after seriously, like, five seconds.

      Twisting to face him, I glare. I think my nostrils may have flared once, too. “I didn’t ask for your input.”

      He explores my cleavage before shamelessly coming to my eyes, not a single fuck on his face. “I don’t care.”

      I turn back around and slide more cut-up sweet potato off the tray. Jett is taking handfuls and eating just fine. I feel the need to press this point, so I turn back around and find Atticus’s eyes hovering over the top of my jeans. When he meets my eyes, I roll mine. “He’s eating fine,” I say, not calling him out because he didn’t call me out earlier when I was clearly memorizing his entire face so I could masturbate to the idea of him eating me out later.

      Kidding. Ish.

      “Meals ain’t about eating. It’s about the experience.”

      Now I have to turn back around and face him again because, whoa. “That was profound,” I deadpan, not giving him the credit he deserves. It’s true; mealtime can be so much more than food.

      I remember staying with Beck a few times and adoring their family dinners. They’d talk about their days, share their interests, and in general, just connect, even if it was in a small way. My Mom didn’t eat dinner. So I ate alone at the table while she smoked a cigarette and drank whatever god-awful alcoholic concoction she came up with that night.

      Most people don’t realize how lucky mealtime is with a good family. Atticus clearly does. But when he pointed it out just now, I teased him.

      “Profound, and you’re still doin’ it your way.”

      Ugh. Why does he have to point out the obvious? Just to make me feel bad? “He’s eating. That’s all that matters,” I grit out, justifying this by telling myself that I don’t feed Jett that much anyway, so it’s not like he’ll remember. But what the hell am I justifying? My choice to not hand feed him or my extreme desire to stifle human contact?

      Oh Jesus, Goldie. You’re spinning out over feeding Jett. Re-fucking-lax! I pick up the next piece of sweet potato, and he opens wide. I don’t turn to see the satisfaction on Atticus’s face when I hand-feed Jett, and I expect I’ll hear Atticus boast, but he just grunts. Something about the grunt sound satisfies me, and the way satisfying him makes my spine tingle is seriously problematic.

      I don’t even know this man. But his singular, non-directed grunt has me imagining riding his probable-monster cock while he bounces me in his lap.

      I shake the thought off after Jett grows too sleepy to eat. With Atticus just watching, I clean up the tray while Jett gnaws on the strap to his water cup.

      “I’ll change him and put him to bed,” Atticus says, suddenly on his feet, looming over me. Seriously, I’m five foot eight, but he’s… big. And warm. I can feel the heat radiating off him through his Army green henley. There are holes in it near the buttons and one in the elbow, but he is still making me wet. I can’t believe I’m admitting it, but it’s true.

      Surprising us both, I agree, handing Jett to him with a simple “okay.”

      I spend the next forty-five minutes making the quinoa salad, first by setting the quinoa to cook. While it does, I peel and chop the cucumbers and finely dice the fresh Feta. After making the dressing and cutting the cherry tomatoes and avocados, I mix it all together as the quinoa steams. There’s plenty, and it makes my stomach rumble, but I’m too depressed to eat. When it's all said and done, Beck (and maybe Beau, too) have a couple of healthy meals on hand. Expecting to find Atticus watching TV on the couch when I walk out, I’m surprised to find him sitting in the singular chair facing the front window, his nose tucked into a book.

      Before I can tease him about what he may be reading, the title jumps out at me.

      “Really?” I put my hands on my hips. “You’re reading Cujo while you’re babysitting?”

      He glowers at me over the top of the opened horror book. “I ain’t readin’ it to him.”

      “Still,” I argue, walking across the room to flop down on the couch. I’m beat. Even though I literally did nothing all day. Well,  hopefully, that will change soon. This HR job is going to turn my entire life around… said no one, ever. “It’s scary to have around.”

      His glower somehow gets meaner. “Jett can’t read.”

      “The cover is scary,” I say, draping my arm over my eyes.

      “Pretty sure he didn’t see under my jacket,” he says, motioning to his leather jacket draped over the couch. Still peering around my arm, I look at the jacket a little bit too long. I’ve never seen Atticus in a leather jacket, but the fantasy is… unnerving.

      I settle my arm over my eyes again and hear him slide his book onto the windowsill.

      “Why’d you need a babysitter?” he asks, and I get hung up on his rough, scraping tone, losing the meaning of his words.

      “What?” I ask, refusing to drop my arm and look at him.

      “They don’t trust you with Jett, huh?” he snarks, and that gets my arm off my eyes in a split freaking second. He’s kinda grinning, kinda staring when I jerk from laying to sitting.

      “They do. It was a last- minute call. They called us at the same time.” I fold my arms over my chest and narrow my eyes on him. “Beck wanted you to go once she knew I was coming, but she felt bad.” My lips twist to the side with satisfaction, but it’s short- lived. Atticus grins.

      “That ain’t true, and you know it.”

      Fuck. Did he hear my conversation with Beck at the front door? “Were you eavesdropping?” I can’t narrow my eyes any more or they’ll be closed, so I pop my eyebrows once for effect.

      He leans forward, and the chair complains. I wonder what noises I’d make if he was on top of me.

      “Even if I was, if you aren’t lyin’, it don’t matter what I heard, right?” The expressionless wink he gives is maddening.

      I drive my fists into the couch, one on each side of me. “Gah!” I groan. “You are so frustrating.”

      He leans back, making the chair squeak again. That’s not a small chair, but with Atticus in it, it looks like doll furniture.

      “You’re just mad I don’t buy into your shit.”

      Okay, shit just got real. “Buy into my shit?” I repeat, not forcing or faking the offense in my tone. “You don’t even know me.” I’m actually seriously offended by this hairy armpit of a man.

      “You lied.” He lifts his hands as if he can’t help but play by the rules. “That’s shit.” He rubs them together as if he’s purging himself, and my blood boils. “I ain’t buyin’ it.”

      Anger soars through me, filling my limbs, flooding my fingertips, and taking flight in my ribcage. Every inch of me is red hot and angry, wanting to scream.

      I’m not even angry at Atticus. I’m angry that I’ve become the person that I am, and I don’t know how to be anyone else.

      I wave a hand through the air. I’ll die before I admit defeat, but I don’t have the energy to argue, either. The wind is already out of my sails. Anything else and I’ll fucking capsize. “Whatever,” I say, really hating how the word rolls off so smoothly, like I mean it.

      “Brat,” he snarks after a dark chuckle. Like my personality flaws are comical to him. Um, who the hell is he to pick on me anyway?

      “Oh, I will take that criticism to heart; I mean, it’s gotta be true, considering it came from a human germ.”

      He chuckles, surprising me. The sound of his laughter is loud and overwhelming, and it rumbles through my belly and into my veins. I find myself smiling too.

      “See?” his smile drops away as our eyes lock. “Brat.”

      I feel like a brat, too. And before I can apologize or argue or do whatever off- the- cuff and definitely wrong thing I was about to do, the lock on the front door twists, making our heads turn.

      “Hi again,” Beck says, using her quiet mom voice.

      “We’re back,” Beau adds as he trails in behind her.

      “That’s clear,” Atti says, pushing to his feet. He doesn’t give me a second look as he beelines to Beau. They shake hands, and he tips his head toward Beck. “I’m taking off. Later.”

      “Tomorrow,” Beau corrects as Atticus pulls open the door and slips out into the night. “See you at the shop tomorrow,” he calls after him.

      I report to Beck that all went well, inquire about their evening and then gather my things and go. And the entire drive back to my apartment, I can’t ignore how much I hate that Atticus thinks I’m a brat.

      What he thinks or says should not matter. But it does.

      Because I know he’s right.
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      atticus

      
        
        Can’t deny I like the brat attitude, just a little

      

      

      “Didn’t have the ones I usually bring you.” I use the hem of my henley to swipe the edge of the metal cup. I know it’s resting in dirt, and it’s gonna get dirty. But when I come to visit, I make shit look nice because it’s what she deserves. “Got sunflowers instead.” Arranging the long stems in the cup, I don’t stop until my cellophane is empty and the in-ground vase is full. “Looks beautiful. Just like you.”

      I stay on my knees a bit longer, using my shirt to wipe the headstone clear of dirt and grass clippings. When I’m done with that, I reach back and get my pocket knife out, scraping off some of the limestone build-up before hitting it with the ends of my shirt again. While I work, I talk to her.

      “I miss you a lot lately, kid.” There’s never been a day that I didn’t miss her. And there’s never been a day when I didn’t think about just how much better life would be if she were still here. Time may take us away from that immediate, sharp blade of pain, but the ache, the way the blade has sliced me so irreparably deep–that dull pain never ends. Never even lets up. All these years later and I still feel nearly fatally wounded. But in a fucked up way that makes me drag my bloody body around and keep livin’ when all I wanna do most days is succumb.

      Finally, I sink down onto my ass and stretch my legs out in front of me before lying back, hands behind my head, elbows out. The sky ain’t nothin’ special today. Gauzy clouds floating in pale blue. Still, I wish she were here to see it.

      I close my eyes. “Mom’s on me again. Tryin’ to fix me up.” I scratch my chin, where there’s more rough hair than normal. I stopped shaving a few days ago. I don’t know why but I haven’t started again since. A small beard is already taking root. “Nothin’ new there.” I stroke the beginnings of my beard a few more times. “I don’t need anyone. Especially not anyone who’s got more pain and shit than I do.” Why I’m saying this and thinking of that brat, I don’t know.

      She was canned and moved to Oakcreek. That’s as much as I know about Goldie. But the way she talks shit. My lips twitch, but I fight the little grin, even though I’m all alone. I don’t need to be grinning over some brat.

      Can’t deny I like the bratty attitude, just a little.

      Also can’t deny that brattiness stems from some deeper shit, and if my broken old ass had to take a stab, I’d guess she’s got demons too.

      “We all got demons. That’s life,” I say to my little sister, and fuck, I must be tired. I’m here to visit, and I’m thinking about her.

      But the fact that my attention was diverted while I was here makes me feel so fuckin’ guilty; I just pack up right then and go. I tell my sister goodbye and drive my truck to Wrench Kings like I’m transporting a spinal injury with a time limit. I’m mad at myself for thinking of anything but my sister during our visit.

      When Miller is the first guy I run into at work, I take out my anger on him.

      “You put that order in?” I ask in a tone that says I know you didn’t put that order in, fuckface.

      Miller takes a sip from his cup of coffee. “Which one?”

      “The drive pulley for that Cadillac I’m working on this week. She’s bringing it in today.”

      Miller sets his coffee down and makes his way to the shop computer, which is covered in Saran wrap so we don’t get oil and shit all over it. A moment later, he turns to me with a wince. “I did.” He gives a terrified smile. “Just now.”

      My teeth clench, and my hands are in white-knuckled fists at my sides. “I’m putting the new timing belt in first. Without the drive pulley, I’m kind of fucked here, Miller.” I’m being as nice as I can, but I’m ten shades of fuckin’ grouchy today, and I want that part.

      I step toward him, and even though he doesn’t move, I know how badly he wants to step away from me. His grip on his coffee cup tightens. “I’m sorry, Atti. I helped Delane up front the last two days. It slipped my mind. But it’s coming now.”

      “No,” I grit, unable to stop the irrational rage coursing through me. “The Cadillac is coming now. The drive pulley is ordered…now. Who knows when it’ll come.” My voice is louder than it needs to be. I can’t really hear anything but my own anger, but I know it's thunderously loud because my temples pulse.

      Miller doesn’t say anything because he’s a smart man. There isn’t anything he can say. We both know I want to be unhappy at this moment, drive pulley or not. I walk away, and he goes back inside, and I ignore him and the rest of them for the entire day. When I leave, I consider apologizing but am too sore to do it, so I leave without a word.

      Angry. I’m always so fuckin’ angry. She had me smiling, even just a little. And that smile came from shit I haven’t felt in years. And instead of embracing that rush, I’m mad at myself for feelin’ it.

      Being angry and frustrated at yourself and internalizing all that shit is exhausting. I’m too tired to lift weights after I leave WK, so I head out to the Overlook after work. Off the highway, overlooking the lake, surrounded by wild trees and brush, is a small spot of land. It’s a fuckin’ sight out there at night; access to an entire sky full of stars, the smooth surface of the lake acting as a mirror, and all around you, the effervescent glow and energy of nature. It’s fuckin’ beautiful.

      Clears my head to go out there for an hour. I need my head free of this nagging feeling that maybe my Mom is right. After all these years, the idea of being alone forever no longer holds the same appeal. But being happy don’t seem right either. So here I am, driving my truck onto the shoulder of a questionable old highway to get to my thinking spot so I can get right with myself.

      Stupid, really, because I know this place ain’t safe. My buddy Marshall got hit out here a handful of years back. A truck clipped him in the rain when he was off his bike and sent him over the edge, down the ravine. Thank god his man climbed down and found him, or else he wouldn’t be here.

      I’m careful as I make my way down the ravine because I don’t wanna cause my mama any more pain than she’s already been through. No matter what’s going on in my head and heart, I could never do anything to cause her any more strife. She’s been through enough. My pop, too.

      The earth crunches under my boots, kicking up pebbles as I slide down, letting my fingers sift through the hard soil and roots as I do. Finally, I’m at the landing, hands sore and boots filthy. But when I gaze out over the still lake and find the reflection of a growing moon faint on the surface, I wait for the calmness to fill me. I wait for the realization that my pain is small compared to the world out there. That my woes ain’t shit.

      But tonight, none of that relief washes over me.

      I keep thinkin’ about my sister. It may be cliché, and I don’t know why it took so long for it to sink in but… she wouldn’t want me to punish myself. And I’ve been doin’ that for years. The thing about doin’ something for years is that it’s part of you. And changing who you are to the core isn’t an easy thing to do.

      Good shit ain’t easy though, hardly ever.

      After an hour of sulking in the setting sun, the moon glows against my face, but I don’t feel any better. When I get to my feet, I'm as confused as I was before. I leave with that little brat on my mind.

      She’s difficult. I can tell by the few times I’ve been around her.

      She’s broken. I can tell that, too.

      As I drive home, I get lost in the way the yellow of my headlights illuminates even the darkest pockets of the empty road. The drive has me wondering.

      Am I punishing myself, keeping myself from having all she can’t have because she’s not here? I thought I was. I thought that was what seemed right. Seemed fair, even. But now I’m thinkin’ maybe it’s because I’m fuckin’ terrified of feeling even one fuckin’ iota of that kind of pain again. I’m not healed and I never will be. But I can’t take this punishment anymore, either.

      Of that, I’m sure.
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      goldie

      
        
        It could’ve been the cry

      

      

      “God, it would be so much fucking easier to be a man. You just tuck your stupid, comfortable, baggy shirt into your front zip and sloppy pants, and boom. Everyone commends you for being dressed for work,” I rant from the bedroom door in my apartment, where I’m currently reverse grinding against the door handle in an effort to zip my extremely fitted pencil skirt. “And it’s one of those stupid fucking zippers. You know the kind! The little tiny, cheap metal ones that have no business being on a leather skirt!” I scream louder, banking on the hope that Beck won't realize that I'm losing my mind a bit because the phone is across my (tiny) room on my bed.

      “Just drive here first, and I’ll zip you up!”

      Another failed ass-shimmy down the door because my makeshift contraption of a wire coat hanger on the door handle has been surprisingly ineffective .

      Sweat forms along my forehead, and I’m sure if I don’t quit this now, I’ll have raccoon eyes from the perspiration. Not a good interview look.

      “Fuck!” I shout frustratedly as I fail yet again to catch the zipper on the hanger’s hooked end.

      “Stop losing your mind and come over, Goldie. Seriously,” Beck warns, her stern mom tone coming out. “And yes, those zippers are complete bullshit but would you really want a thick ugly zipper on it?”

      “I want to not be talking about zippers!” I shout, feeling the beads of sweat finally journey down my temples. Plucking a Kleenex from the box, I blot my face carefully and take a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll be over in fifteen. I’m sorry I’m insane right now. I’m just…” Depressed. “Nervous for the interview.”

      Beck, the ever-understanding friend, blows off my ten-minute rant about hating my clothes and obsessing over my pooch with a simple, “see you soon, and hey, don’t be nervous. Any place here in Oakcreek would be lucky to have your expertise and knowledge. Seriously. How many small towns can claim a former employee of the MLB all for themselves?”

      I smile sadly and don’t bother wiping the single tear that sneaks up on me because I’m alone. “See you soon.”

      I turn sideways in front of my mirror one more time, but as I suspected, my belly is still swollen-looking, and my shirt seems to cling to my mid-section more than it did before. Wait, the last time I wore this, it was loose, wasn’t it? My heartbeat quickens as my veins flood with an overbearing, foundation-shaking panic. My Mom’s parting advice when I left for college flies through my brain like one of those airplanes with a message banner streaming behind it. “Don’t let your clothes get tight.”

      The thing is, I don’t have time for an entire mental and emotional breakdown right now over my clothes fitting weird because I have to get to this god-forsaken “check out our online portal” HR job interview. I’ll have a mini breakdown on the drive to Beck’s and then treat myself to the whole fucking shebang after.
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        * * *

      

      The nerves for the interview that have been brewing quite nicely on the drive to Beck’s intensifies a thousandfold when I pull up and see Atticus’s truck.

      How the fuck did I not know how much he’s over here? Seriously? I thought I was, by default, both Beck and Beau’s best friend because everyone knows the woman’s best friend becomes the couple's best friend. But here this manbun in boots is, stealing my title.

      I don’t like it.

      I slam my car door harder than intended and put my stilettos to the test as I do my best Goldie Hawn impression–the actress, not myself, stomping my way up the walk, annoyed and over it.

      When Beck answers the door, her smile slides away like dirt in a tsunami. “What? What’s wrong?”

      Now that she’s asked, I don’t know what to say. “Just nervous,” I admit because that is probably a lot of what’s wrong with me right now. I refuse to believe that the recent months’ events could potentially be having a delayed effect on me, taking the form of me losing my shit over everything.

      I just need to get this job and get settled in my sardine can apartment. Then I’ll be better. Definitely.

      I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, turning to expose my undone zipper to Beck. “Just nervous, you know?”

      She zips me up. “Yup.” She pats my butt. “There. Looking hot as ever.”

      I turn and swallow the argument that I am not as hot as ever because I don’t feel like bickering. She smiles, and I soften a little, feel a calm worm through me a little, and I can’t help but think maybe the universe didn’t want me to zip up my own skirt. Maybe I needed to come here and see Beck so I could chill the hell out.

      “I have earrings that would go great with your outfit,” Beck says, reaching for my hand. She turns my wrist to face her, checking the time on my watch. “You have a few. Come in and let me grab them.”

      I want to say no because he’s in there, and I don’t need any more crap in my head right now. But I just follow her in with a smile on my face because that’s kind of what I do.

      Beck disappears down the hall, telling me to grab a cup of coffee while she gets the earrings. I haven’t eaten, so another cup of coffee would be a gut-rumbling, ass-clenching mistake, so I skip it. But I do head into the kitchen to say hi to Jett, who I can see in the high chair when I enter.

      Atticus is seated at the counter, focusing on his phone. Beau is feeding bites of pancake to Jett, both with mussed hair and wide grins. I can literally feel their happiness just by being in this room.

      I love that for Beck and her guys.

      I smile at Beau and feel awful for how depressed the scene makes me feel. I really am happy for my best friend. But my insanely tumultuous life has my emotions mixed up. I want this love, and I’m coming to see that maybe this kind of love doesn’t want me.

      Right now, a job is my only focus–one thing at a time. I taught myself that since “don’t let your clothes get tight” doesn’t really work for many life situations.

      “Morning, Goldie. You look very nice. Ready for the interview?” Beau asks, splitting his attention between Jett and me.

      I don’t know why, but before I answer, I look over at Atticus. His eyes are slowly roaming over my body; brows hung low, his energy that of a predator stalking his prey. My heartbeat picks up, and I look back to Beau as our eyes meet.

      “Sure. Interviews are my specialty.” I show him my greatest smile, and it’s just then I realize I’ve never actually used this smile organically. Only being a complete phony. That’s… kind of sad.

      “I bet,” Beau says with a smile. A real smile. “You’ll knock ‘em dead, I’m sure.”

      Beck reappears with the earrings, and all three of them watch as I slip them into my ears. “Well?”

      Beck studies me, then says, “Perfect. I knew they would be.”

      “Thanks. Well, I should get outta here; I like to be a little early so I can size up the competition in the waiting area.” I smile at my two friends and don’t turn to look at Atticus. He wasn’t even supposed to be here, and now he’s seeing me before I go to an interview. I’m embarrassed and uncomfortable. Smiling because I’m good at that, I ask, “any last-minute things I need to know since I’ve been out of the interview game so long?”

      Beck taps her chin, and Beau tips his head to the side thoughtfully, mindlessly stroking his hand through Jett’s white blonde hair.

      “Thought they were your specialty,” Atticus says gruffly, joining a conversation he really wasn’t invited to.

      “She had her last job for years so it’s been a while,” Beck intervenes, using a mix of her mom voice and her fuck around and find out voice. And I love her for it because, for some reason, just his tone makes me edgy. Something about this man, in general, makes me combative, I swear. Just then, my stomach rumbles, and I press my hand there, feeling my cheeks blush.

      “Had too much coffee to eat,” I defend, then face only Beck. “Thanks for the earrings.”

      As if he just needed a second to think, Beau snaps and then points at me. “Don’t forget to put your cell phone on silent.” His smile is proud, and it makes me grin back at him.

      “Thanks, Beau. But yeah, it’s on silent.”

      “Don’t chew gum,” Beck adds. I twist my lips to the side. She shrugs a little. “Not helpful. You knew that. Got it.”

      Atticus speaks up. “Be real.”

      My hands magnetize to my hips. “Be real?”

      He doesn’t nod or repeat himself; he just stares at me. “Yup.”

      I roll my eyes and ignore the searing arousal zipping down my spine and bouncing around in my panties at the raw timbre of his voice and the way his body swallows half the counter as he leans over, still holding his phone.

      “Great,” I say, sarcasm dripping from my words. “Wonderful advice. Thanks.” I roll my eyes, thank Beck for the zip and earrings, give Jett a kiss on the cheek, and knock knuckles with Beau.

      “Come back for dinner tonight to celebrate the interview,” Beau offers cheerfully, and I’m two seconds away from declining when he adds, “don’t say no.”

      Fuck. “Okay, sure. Although, shouldn’t we celebrate when I get the job?”

      Beck slices her hand through the air. “No. This interview is cause for celebration. It means a new chapter is beginning already.”

      Atticus snorts. I face him, hands again on my hips.

      He narrows his eyes on me. “Ain’t laughin’ at you, so cool it.”

      Before I can verbally murder him for telling me to cool it, my pussy clenches tight, reminding me that I don’t hate the way he talks to me as much as I pretend I do. I leave his words hanging because I just want to get out of here and get this HR interview over with already.

      As I’m heading out to my car, I hear Beck picking at Atticus after he tells her that her “new chapter shit is corny.” She’s telling him not to curse around Jett as I close the front door.

      The new chapter stuff was pretty corny, and I find myself smiling and rolling my eyes at his words while I drive. Yes, that’s why he’s all I can think about on my way to the car dealership.
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        * * *

      

      I stroke my fingers through my hair way too many times. And after I’ve officially made it greasier from said stroking, I gather my confidence and push inside the glass-walled building.

      After checking in with a receptionist who looks like she’s missing high school to be here, I take a seat in the small, freezing-cold waiting area. There are two men here and no other women. One is dressed in an expensive, fitted suit, and the other is in an ill-fitting suit that may or may not be from 1985. I’m pretty sure it has shoulder pads, too. He’s got a briefcase with him, and he’s sweating, dragging the sleeve of his Jerry Seinfeld-esque sports coat across his forehead every minute or so. His knee is bouncing, too.

      Sweaty old suit man goes back first, leaving just the nice suit guy and me waiting.

      Nice suit guy slides closer to me on the leather and stainless steel couch. Seriously, this couch has one of two life options: a porn casting couch or the couch in a car dealership. I’m grateful I’m here for the latter.

      Nice suit guy, complete with a head of perfectly coiffed blonde hair and seriously green eyes, outstretches his hand to me. “Hi, I’m Kurt.”

      My eyes widen. “Seriously?”

      Those emerald eyes of his flick between mine, trying to understand what’s going on. I shake his hand and grin. “I’m Goldie.”

      Still, he looks confused. When our handshake ends, I explain.

      “Goldie Hawn and Kurt Russell. I’m Goldie, and that’s not a common name. And then to be sitting next to Kurt, I don’t know, it’s kind of funny.”

      He grins, exposing a mouthful of pristine teeth. He no doubt had braces and bleach, or veneers, or a little of all. It’s a gorgeous, perfect smile. Truly. “I get it. And that is pretty funny.” He strokes his large hand down his chin while he studies me. “I think it’s a sign.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, one eyebrow arched.

      He nods, and the fluorescent tube light above makes his hair almost glow and shine. This is the hair of a man I would have dated and probably lost my mind over in the city. I don’t know what’s happening to me, though, because now that I’m in Oakcreek, this man doesn’t do much for me.

      In fact, he’s sitting a little close. He reminds me of someone from my past, and not in a good way.

      “A sign I should ask you for your number.”

      I proceed to give him my number, even though I just decided I’m not hugely attracted to him. I do realize, though, that there is an element of “getting back in the saddle” that requires bogus dates. Nice suit guy could maybe be good for a few dates. Also, I’m just not good at saying no when I mean no.

      Pathetic… no?

      A moment later, I’m called back, and Kurt is completely out of my mind the moment I slide into the chair near the woman interviewing me.

      We start out with basic interview stuff.

      Tell me about yourself.

      Tell me your strengths and explain where you’re weak.

      Describe a time when you had to manage two people who didn’t agree.

      What qualities do you possess that will help you drive the company forward?

      All of those were easy; I pulled from experience because I was truly exceptional at my PR job.

      Thirty minutes into the interview, and I’m feeling so good. Nailing it and having a comfortable, witty rapport with Ms. Laws, the former head of HR. She’s leaving, and it’s her job I’d be taking.

      “One last question,” Ms. Laws says as she crosses her legs at the ankle. She sat next to me when we began the interview, versus across the desk from me, and I liked that.

      I smile and nod. “Hit me.”

      “What made you interested in Human Resources?”

      I’m not, I think, but don’t say. For some reason, Atticus is on my shoulder like the dirty devil I never asked for. Be real. His words come back to me. Maybe it is good advice? Maybe it’s not? Either way, I can’t think quickly enough on my feet to give her a formulated response so… I’m real.

      “Truthfully, I didn’t want to be in Human Resources. I adored Public Relations. Absolutely adored it. But I had a personal relationship with the team manager at my last job, and things went sideways. I was unfairly terminated but didn’t pursue any legal recourse because I was emotionally damaged by things that transpired.

      I moved to Oakcreek, took some time off, and found a headhunter to help me find a job that fits my skills. After an aptitude test and workshopping some of my soft skills with him, he advised me to try this. He believes I would be good at it. I don’t know if I could sit here and say I want this job as much as someone with a degree in HR does, but I can tell you I want to be successful.

      I want to feel my worth and help people. I want to solve problems and be a person employees can come to. And I work hard. I work unbelievably hard, and I would push myself daily to learn, do better and provide every single iota of service I can to the employees.”

      My heart is racing, and I’m pretty sure my pulse is throbbing in my throat. I’m grateful her eyes stay on mine as she processes my brutally honest response. After a moment where I’m rethinking my answer—fuck! I should’ve just said I live and breathe HR, and I want this job with all my might–she responds.

      “I value honesty over bullshit, so thank you for telling me this isn’t your dream job when it’s not.”

      Immediately, my shoulders slope with relief. We share a smile before she shakes my hand. “We’ll be in touch.”

      When I leave there, nice suit guy is gone, and it’s a relief. I feel good. I think that went well. And for the first time in a long time, I feel valued. I don’t know why. It’s not like I know if I got the job yet. But still, I got dressed up, went somewhere, had a purpose, had a meaningful conversation, and felt valued by her.

      After chatting with Delilah at the bottom of my apartment stairs, I make my way up and am struggling with the key in the lock when my phone vibrates. I push inside and dig around in my purse to find it. I hate missing calls. I kick the door shut as I raise my phone to my ear.

      “Hello?” I didn’t get a chance to check the screen, but I know it’s my Mom because before she even greets me, there’s a heavy exhale. Smokers always smoke, even when they’re making a phone call.

      “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you,” she gripes, not greeting me at all. I pull my phone from my ear and analyze the screen. Indeed, there is a singular missed call from her just two minutes ago.

      “My phone is on silent. I had a job interview.” I pull open the fridge and grab a bowl of grapes, taking it to my bedroom with me. I set it on the bed and sit next to it, waiting to be done with this conversation so I can eat. Mom does not like listening to people eat if she doesn’t have to. Says it's uncouth.

      “You’re sure you can’t go back to the Brutes?” she clicks her tongue in sad disapproval, which is quite possibly her favorite expression. “Such a shame. Those people were so lovely.”

      “You didn’t even know them, Mom,” I argue, trying hard not to raise my voice. Not because she doesn’t deserve getting yelled at–because she does–just… not for this. In her defense, she doesn’t really realize what she’s saying. I never told her what happened with the Brutes.

      “You always spoke so highly of Reynold,” she adds as if I don’t fucking remember those first few years of absolutely adoring the team manager, hanging on every word he said like he was Jesus Christ himself. My stomach churns, and before I can talk myself out of it, I’m walking the bowl of grapes back to the fridge. I swap it for a bottle of water as I listen to my Mom prattle on. “Maybe you could go back? Tell them you needed time. A little mental health sabbatical.”

      While a mental health sabbatical is a very PR way of categorizing where I’ve been the last six months, I don’t let her know it. My anger and my hunger fuse, giving birth to a powerful rage inside of me, and biting my tongue is something I just can’t do.

      “They treated me awfully, Mom. I should never have been fired. And you keep acting like I wasn’t fired. But I was. They fired me and threatened me not to sue. So whatever fantasy you have about telling your Nordstrom shopping buddies that your daughter works for an MLB team, get a new fantasy. Right now. Because it’s never going to happen. Ever.”

      I’m almost shaking when the last word of my mini rant leaves my mouth. I really never talk to my Mom in that tone or with that much clarity. With her, the less she knows is usually the better. But I’m so sick of being told what I’m doing wrong that I almost can’t even breathe.

      “Why are you so cross with me, Goldie? You were happy with the Brutes, the happiest you’d ever been,” my Mom says with a medium patronizing tone. She’s the queen of patronizing so medium isn’t bad for her. And again, she has no reason to know that I wasn’t happy. When the stress of what happened started to swallow me whole and weight started dropping off, my Mom showered me with praise and rewards.

      I didn’t need to lose weight either. Even with my head being muddled and my body image issues being strong, I know I don’t need to lose weight. And really never have. But the sick part of my head–the part raised by a woman who thinks olives from her martini is an adequate snack–felt loved from her praise. Felt special and important, even. And it doesn’t matter how old you are. You always want to be the apple of someone’s eye.

      My other line beeps and I don’t care if it’s a spam call telling me my vehicle’s manufacturer warranty has lapsed or some other bullshit. All I know is right now, I’ll trade this bullshit for another kind, easily.

      “Mom, I gotta go. I’m getting a call.”

      She harrumphs like she does every time I want to end a call. Why, though, I’m not sure. It’s not like this conversation was good for either of us. “Fine, fine. I’ll call you tomorrow. I’d love to have lunch soon.”

      Love and lunch aren’t two words she drops in a sentence often but then again, if lunch is liquid, she would love it. I say another bye before clicking over.

      “Hey, how was the interview?” Beck asks.

      “Good. I really think it was good,” I say, trying hard to muster some of the positive energy I felt on the drive home.

      “Good,” she replies quickly, “I knew it would be. You’re so charismatic.”

      There’s silence between us for a second. “My Mom just called.”

      “Oh,” Beck says with cheerful relief. “From your tone, I thought you were going to try to get out of dinner but now I know why you sound weird. Your Mom.”

      “Yuup.” I flop down on my tiny loveseat and rest my heels on the equally small table. “So, what’s up? Just askin’ about the interview?”

      “That and I wanted to see if you would grab a bottle of wine on your way over later. But if you’re home now and you feel like hanging out, you can come early. I’m not doing anything. Beau took Jett to work with him to teach him about being a mechanic and—”

      I can’t help but snort, even though I’m suddenly ooey-gooey on the inside. Because how fucking cute is that? “Jett’s a baby, can he even say the word motor?” I tease playfully.

      She sighs that dreamy sigh that content women do when they’re having regular sex and incredible orgasms. “I’m just happy to have a little break. He’s been so clingy lately, all he wants to do is nurse.”

      I clear my throat. “Beau or Jett?” I deadpan.

      “Jett,” she says quickly, sounding both shy and embarrassed even though I was only teasing. “Anyway, wanna come over? We can do each other's toes and drink the wine you bring.”

      The tiny loveseat seems to swallow up the aches of my back. A painful burn clenches my gut. I am so tired right now and as much as girl time sounds good, I think I need a nap. “That sounds amazing B but I’m gonna set my alarm and crash for an hour or two. I’m beat.”

      “Two hours?!” Beck chokes. “The most productive length for a nap is twenty minutes. It’s scientifically proven.”

      Yawning, I say, “fuck science. See you at six.”

      Beck laughs. “See you at six.”
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        * * *

      

      Atticus is at Beck and Beau’s house when I pull up later, still wearing my interview outfit because, yeah, I can’t unzip the damn pencil skirt from hell on my own either. Sweats were calling my name before I laid down for my nap but after an exhausting struggle, I said fuck it and passed out in my clothes.

      Now here I am. Wrinkled, my makeup not nearly as fresh as this morning, with a bottle of wine hanging from my hand as I get out of my car. I realize this man is just living his life and most definitely not going out of his way to be where I am going to be but still, the sight of his truck annoys me. Because now I’ll have to be on. I’ll have to hold some pretense during this relaxing dinner, effectively making it not relaxing.

      Except, as I head toward the front door, Atticus emerges on the porch, his leather jacket slung over his shoulder. He’s leaving, and for some reason, that thought doesn’t sit right either. Which is it, Goldie, you want him here or you don’t?

      He lifts his head but doesn’t say a word as he drops down the porch steps, walking right past me.

      “Hello to you, too,” I say to his back as he trots to his truck parked on the curb.

      He stops, and my breath catches as his large body twists to look at me. His man bun is exceptionally shiny (read: greasy), and his face actually has smudges of dark against the rough stubble covering his jaw. He looks filthier than normal, and for whatever reason, my body likes it. I swear my knees go weak.

      Yup. I’m that cliché bitch that gets weak-kneed. Though as the sun drops in the sky behind him and his broad chest rises with his next breath, I convince myself it’s the sunset. It’s his size. It’s the fact that I haven’t eaten today. It’s all of that. But it's definitely not him.

      I toy with the idea of telling him I took his advice and that being real was quite possibly the highlight of my interview. But I don’t really get the chance because he slides into his truck, the engine roars awake, then he’s gone.

      My disappointment that I have no right to overtakes me, and when I get to the door, I have a hard time masking it for a second. That in itself is strange because masking is my freaking specialty.

      “Hey,” Beck greets as she pulls open the door. Her blonde hair is in a messy braid over her shoulder, so I toss the end of it back.

      “Hey, I like your braid,” I say, distracting her from my mood. Even though I know she’ll think it was my Mom; I don’t want to wallow. I want to feel good. I want to recapture how I felt in the interview. I don’t want to be someone’s charity case or pity party. “Smells good in here,” I add, walking past her while pushing the bottle of wine into her hand.

      “Thanks,” she says. The door clicks, and it’s that moment that I put Atticus out of my head. He doesn’t belong in there anyway. So he didn’t say hello. Is he really a guy that says hello because the man brought a Stephen King book to babysit and most of his communication comes in grunts? Hello probably isn’t part of his daily vocabulary. He lifted his head, and that’s probably as much as Beau gets, too.

      There, I’ve talked myself out of that.

      Beau asks me about the interview, and I tell him while he splits his focus between Jett and me, Beck listens and pokes me with additional questions here and there, and by the time we’re ready to eat, I’m so hungry I’m actually shaking a little.

      The three of us eat in almost silence—I guess they’re famished, too—while Jett serenades us with baby talk and shouts. When Beau takes the last helping of rice and I snag the last piece of pork rib, all the food is officially gone. I make a move to clean up the kitchen and do the dishes, but Beck literally refuses. The truth is, I think she likes her dishwasher to be loaded a certain way, and you never argue with someone who has a specific way they like their dishes loaded. That’s dangerous territory.

      After the dishes, Beck disappears to put Jett to bed, and I’m left at a clean table, the smell of a home-cooked meal and the quiet whirring of the dishwasher in the air making the kitchen feel like the warm home I always wanted.

      Beau, who wears a smile most of the time, grows serious. “Goldie,” he starts, and the way he draws my name out while stroking the side of his jaw, staring at the table like it’s going to provide him with answers… makes me nervous.

      “What’s the matter?” I question as I edge forward in my seat. Beau is never serious, not with me, at least.

      His eyes come to mine. “I’m glad to see you eating.”

      I don’t let him see me process those words. I don’t even know what I’d feel if I processed them because living on the surface of my skin at all times is a shield. Whenever I feel too seen, that shield tightens, preventing anything from getting in… or out. I’m so used to deflecting, rerouting, and keeping people off the scent of my pain that it’s sadly second nature.

      And I only realize this now.

      I give him a million-dollar smile. Well, not a million but after two rounds of braces, a few veneers, and lots of professional salon bleaching sessions, it’s at least a hundred-thousand-dollar smile.

      “Why wouldn’t I?” I ask with so much nonchalance I actually crawl inside my skin a little. Why is opening up and being vulnerable so hard? This is my best friend’s man, who she will marry… I can trust him. “It was a dinner invite, Beau; of course, I ate,” I say with that expensive smile of mine. Behind the facade, every single part of me hates myself. Hates how easy denial comes. Hates how hard it is for me to admit even to myself that I have some issues. And now I hate myself for making them so obvious. It took years for Beck to realize, and Beau is already hot on my trail after just a few months.

      The way he tips his head to the side in an understanding and not at all condescending way makes my eyes burn, but I blink them madly so the heat doesn’t turn to tears.

      “Goldie,” he says my name again, lower, softer, and so gently that my eyes fill with the tears I’ve been trying to avoid. The good thing about hiding yourself all the time is that you’re really good at masking… Well, everything. I swipe beneath my eyes quickly, the smile never leaving my face.

      “Yeah, Beau?” What am I actually doing? Am I seriously trying to gaslight Beau into believing I’m A-OK when I haven’t been anything close to that in months? But I don’t want to be pitied, and I don’t want to be seen as anything less than a badass independent woman who works hard and has her shit together.

      Being seen as anything less is just… terrifying.

      “I’m not going to play games.” He studies me, and the back of my neck grows warm. “Beck told me about some of your issues in the past. I’ve had my eye on you since then. And tonight’s the first time I’ve seen you eat. Really eat.”

      In the near distance, I can hear Beck’s voice, low and soft, singing something unintelligible. A clunk sounds from the dishwasher, like a spoon knocking over or a cup shifting. The evening moon settles into a patch of clouds, giving the entire backyard a soft glow from what I can see through the kitchen window. The candle Beau lit before dinner flickers in the center of the table. Everything about this setting feels like home, like love, like family. But it’s so foreign to me. I fight it. Even though I want it, it feels so much safer to fight it.

      God, why am I like this?

      “I eat all the time, Beau. I’d be dead if I didn’t.” I hate how snippy my tone comes out; the attitude is just auto-pilot at this point.

      He shakes his head, his face still completely impassive and unreadable. My stomach churns, and if I had a father, right now I’d imagine this is what disappointing him feels like. “You can say what you want, Goldie, but I know.” He brings his hands together, weaving his fingers in a contemplative pose. But his voice is gentle yet focused, and his eyes don’t leave mine. “You can hide your problems. You can have an act to cover them up. But the people who love you will always know. And when they bring it up to you, and you’re uncomfortable, that’s when you know you gotta deal with it.”

      The reflection of the flame leaps around his iris as I study him. “I may not understand your cut, but I know pain. And I want you to know that if I notice you not eating, the conversation will be a lot different.”

      “You’re warning me? You’re, what, threatening to tell Beck on me, and then you guys will sit me down and talk to me about it?” I fold my arms over my chest, letting my anger and indignation do the talking for me. “All because the last few times I was here, I didn’t eat.”

      He is unphased by my attitude, and I hate it. He’s so sure, and he’s so right, too. And I hate feeling so goddamn seen. I can’t handle this right now.

      “I don’t want to talk to Beck about this, not yet. Because she’s been worried about you, Goldie. Hell, I’m worried based on what she’s told me and what I see. But if I tell Beck, she won’t be sitting at a table talking about it. She’ll be dragging you down to a facility, checking you in.”

      “A facility?” I snort back, my jaw so tight I could pop a tooth if I’m not careful. “I’m not an addict, Beau. You’re way off–”

      He holds up a palm, and I think we’re both a little surprised that it shuts me up. “Hey. Beck’s your girl. What kind of family would she be if she didn’t haul you away to get you better?”

      I swallow, feeling so incredibly uncomfortable that when Beck walks into the kitchen, I get to my feet quickly. She doesn’t have the chance to pick up on the dense air between us because I’m pulling her into a hug and thanking her for dinner once again. I have to get the fuck out of this house. Get out from under these watchful eyes.

      I’m fine, anyway. Maybe I don’t eat enough sometimes. Maybe in the past, it’s been a problem. But I had an interview today. And I’m so over what happened before. I’m fine.

      I’m out the door and in my car in less than two minutes after Beck and I hug our goodbyes. I thank Beau with a warm smile but don’t dare to get an eye lecture from him, so I stare straight between his eyes when I say goodbye.

      As soon as I’m home, with my back against the door, chain on and deadbolt flipped, my eyes fill with tears. I don’t know if it’s the tension of the day, the stress of the interview, the way Beau so openly confronted me out of pure love and concern… I slide down the door, melting into a heap, and cry. I cry so long and so deeply that I miss the fact my phone’s been ringing.

      When the door behind me shakes from a gentle knock, I jerk forward, scrambling to get back on my feet. I look at my watch. It’s after nine o’clock because apparently, I’ve been sobbing on the floor for a solid forty-five minutes. Great, my face is going to look like swollen ass tomorrow.

      With my eye to the peephole, I’m confused about why I’m seeing Atticus on the other side of the door. I pat beneath my eyes as if that’s going to undo the massive emotional breakdown written all over my face and pull the door open.

      “What’s up?” I ask, keeping my voice steady and strong. My eyes never leave his even though I’m dying to let them roam over his body. I’ve been around this man many times, and yet as he stands in front of me on the other side of the apartment threshold, my body gets a little drunk off just how big he is.

      He blinks a few times, and I don’t fight the silence and prod him for more. He came here, and I’m exhausted. He wants me to be real? Well, here I am. Too tired to respond. I put a hand on my hip, and we continue staring for what feels like both forever and only a moment.

      “Beck’s been tryin’ to call you.”

      “Is everything okay?” I ask instinctually because everyone knows it's not good when someone shows up at your door because they can’t get you on the phone. My heartbeat picks up. I step forward, bringing myself less than a foot away from him.

      He nods. “Your zipper. She said you ran off before she could get your zipper for you.”

      Oh fuck. That’s right. And… as much as my gut wants to fight his words that I “ran off,” I can’t because I really did run off. Cocking an eyebrow, I ask, “so she sent you?”

      He grunts.

      “I had something to talk about with Beau, and when I called, they mentioned they’d been tryin’ to call you.” He looks down at his boots, and I can’t believe it. He’s breaking eye contact, which means he’s either disinterested or stalling. I swallow hard as I wait for whatever is coming next. When his cavernous eyes come up to mine again, they’re somehow softer than I’ve ever seen like his body can’t let go of its death grip on being intimidating, but his eyes are telling me there’s something soft in there, somewhere maybe. “I was goin’ out, anyway. Told ‘em I’d come by and get your zipper.”

      Then his eyes take a torturously slow trip across my body, exploring every inch of the terrain like a hungry explorer. My ankles, the subtle swell of my calves–made muscular from years of wearing pumps, my hips, and even my breasts. The grunt of approval that leaves him should make me scoff. But it doesn’t. Not at all. His earthy, raw “mmm” leaves my insides scorching and my pussy clenching.

      I’m caught off guard by how much I’m physically aching for this man who, now that I’m looking him up and down, is filthy. Oil and dirt and other mysterious liquids painted across his clothes, staining his calloused hands and smeared on his cheek. But the way my lower half seizes in response is feral and undeniable.

      So I simply turn, slowly untucking my blouse from where it’s been stashed in my skirt all day. Cool air stings my back as my skin is exposed to the drafty hallway. My nipples harden as warmth spreads through my entire chest at his first touch.

      His hand comes down on my hip, two fingers on the fabric of my skirt, the other two against my bare skin. His hand is warm and rough-skinned, and I have to bite my bottom lip to prevent a moan from slipping out. I’ve never been touched by a man like this. A man so masculine that just his work-laden hand gets me dripping wet. A man so aggressively handsome that he can smell like wet leather fucked a gym sock and still make me want to masturbate to the idea of being fucked by him. Seriously.

      His other hand connects with my zipper, and slowly, he tugs in short bursts until the tiny zipper is completely down. Reaching around, he takes my elbow and tugs one of my arms back. His fingertips skate down the inside of my forearm and slide into my palm. My stomach is full of butterfly wings and fireworks, but I keep my mouth closed and my chin high, refusing to give in to how good this is. Because he’s unzipping me, he didn’t come here to seduce me. To turn around and kiss him, to take those massive hands, put them on my body, and beg for more? Completely inappropriate, and I’d likely be rejected because I’m pretty sure this man sees me as a poser and nothing about him is fake whatsoever.

      “Hold it, or it’ll fall,” he says gruffly.

      He guides my fingers to the opening of my skirt, and after he has me pinching the spread fabric, he takes both of his hands back. I feel the loss between my legs. Something in my chest freefalls, crashing into a million shards of disappointment.

      Still holding the skirt, I turn around and give him the smallest smile. But the thing is, it’s a real smile. It’s what I’m really feeling. I’m happy to have had this moment, I guess, but sad that I don’t get more, I'm sad for many things. Atticus dips his head, turns on his dirt-laden boots, and leaves. His weight makes the stairs creak with each step he takes down, and when the door closes, and I know he’s actually gone, I close my apartment door and let the skirt fall to the floor.

      With my back to the door, my eyes still swollen and aching from my meltdown, I reach under my thong and slide two fingers between my labia. I’m not surprised I find my clit wet and thrumming. With the rasp of his voice still in my ear and the memory of his fingers trailing my arm still bubbling at the surface, I finger myself and come to the fantasy of being taken by him.

      Maybe it was the cathartic cry or the busy day, but I wake the next day having slept so good. Better than I have in a long time. And I wake with a rumble in my gut, too, like breakfast is something I want, not something I want to convince myself I don’t need.

      It could’ve been the cry. The heart-to-heart that Beau tried to serve up.

      It definitely wasn’t the way Atticus made me feel in a less than three-minute interaction.

      No, that’s crazy.
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        All I’m doin’ is keepin’ my word

      

      

      “Can’t believe you finally spent some money, man,” I tease Beau, who is sipping coffee from a paper cup two feet away. We’re standing in the garage, near the lift, as we watch Miller prepare to do his first carburetor swap on his own. He’s been here a while but has only been an apprentice until recently. He was on his own timeline, and it took him getting dumped by some stuffy bitch to realize he needed to move forward in life.

      He sips his coffee again, and I do the same. “It was actually my dad’s,” Beau says with a laugh. “Just didn’t have any reason to head up there ‘til now.”

      I drape a hand over my heart. “Ain’t that sweet.”

      He smiles instead of rolling his eyes. A year ago, the son of a bitch didn’t talk about nothin’ with me. He drank, he rolled his eyes, and he called me to pick him up off floors. Now, he’s practically a daddy with an old lady, and I’ve never seen him doing so good.

      I’m happy for him. And I’m proud of him.

      He’s been asking me to come to his cabin with him, Beck, and her son for a while. I never felt right being the third wheel. And anyway, who wants to watch a happy couple kiss and give off “no, you hang up first!” energy all weekend? Not fuckin’ me. But after convincing Miller and Delane to come, too, I agreed.

      We may all work together and get on each other's nerves, but that’s how family rolls.

      “Anyway, I’m meeting Beck at the studio at noon. Once we’re done there, we’ll head up. But the key’s under the mat in case you make it up there first.”

      “Alright.” I look over at Miller, who is referring to a notepad coated in shop grime. “You know what to do; you don’t need notes,” I remind him. He closes the notepad and slides it onto the workbench. “Sooner we get outta here, sooner we get up to that cabin,” I remind him after Beau has walked out front to greet a customer.

      Miller looks at me as he reaches for his coffee, taking another drink before we start. “Well, let’s get it going then,” he says with a smile. Only fucking Miller smiles while working. I like working with cars and gettin’ my hands dirty, don’t get me wrong, but you don’t see me grinnin’ about it.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I’m following the navigation from my phone to get to Beau’s cabin. As the robotic female voice tells me that I will arrive at my destination in four hundred feet, I flick on my blinker and navigate down the dirt road toward the small cabin at the bottom of the land. I passed a few cabins on the drive but not too many. Gettin’ a place out here with these views, the acres per lot, and all this privacy? I let out a low whistle as I throw my truck into park and survey the cabin through the windshield.

      Small, quaint, and cozy, but private as fuck and on a ton of acreage. Cost a pretty penny; I don’t doubt. It’s been snowing some up here the last few weeks, and as I get out of the truck, powder falls against my leather jacket in quick, heavy thuds. I grab my bag out of the cab and hustle up to the door, diggin’ below the mat for only a second before locating the key.

      Inside, the place envelopes me in a familiar, warm hug. I’m reminded of a man I loved and respected for many years–Graham Burns. He may’ve been Beau’s dad, but he was my boss and mentor for years. And he trusted me enough to be his son’s mentor, which I didn’t and still don’t take lightly.

      Photos of Beau and Graham litter the walls, frames of all sizes and shapes, some crooked, all coated in dust. On the wall is a large stone fireplace, and because it’s starting to rain and cool down, I get to work building a fire.

      Once the fire is cracklin’ and putting off some heat, I snatch my bag from the floor and toss it onto the bed of the first open room. I find a bean grinder and coffee press in the kitchen, so I get to work fillin’ the kettle with water and putting it on to heat. After grinding some beans from the cupboard, I pour ‘em into the press and stare at the kettle, willing it to sing. The cabin is slowly warming up–the heat from the stove radiates through the small kitchen while the fireplace is doing the same for the front room. Pouring the boiling water into the press, I’m just about to admit how cozy cabins really are when I hear a loud screech.

      The undeniable screech of unchained tires attempting a hard stop in the snow. Tucking the curtains to the side, I peer out the window, swipin’ my hand through the condensation to get a better view. But as fast as I wipe it away, it returns, and the outside of the glass is getting icy, too. When I get to the door and pull it open, I see that in the last hour, snow has started to fall. Aggressively, too.

      Blinking through the white, I see headlights, low like they belong to a small car or a sedan. It’s not Beau’s Tesla, and I can’t imagine they’d bring Beck’s car up here when he’s got one much safer. I pinch my gaze down, tryin’ to decipher the plate. I can see a few digits, and it’s not Miller’s–that I know. And I guess I assumed he and Delane would come together since Miller would probably have a coronary before he let her drive up here in the snow alone.

      But the leg that swings out does not belong to Miller, Delane, Beck, or Beau. I know this ‘cause they’re all Oakcreek-natives, like me. And when you live in Oakcreek and spend your life coming up this hill to the mountains for camping (or cabin trips if you’re doing well), you know what shoes not to wear. The foot dangling above the wet ground is wearing a Converse sneaker. I can see the logo from my dry spot on the porch. Slick-bottomed with no insulation or grip, it’s the worst shoe you could wear in the woods, especially with weather like this.

      The foot is joined by another foot, and a moment later, they’ve both disappeared into the slushy earth. Then out pops a head of shiny dark hair, the ends disappearing into a large puffy coat the color of bubble gum.

      Goldie.

      I didn’t know they invited her, but then again, they don’t need my permission, nor do they gotta run their plans past me. It’s their cabin, after all.

      And as much as I’m enjoying watchin’ her try to pull open her door while her feet are stuck, I know the longer I watch without helping, the worse off I am. Because pretty soon, she’s gonna realize I’m watching and that I’m the only one here. So I pull my hair up quickly, tie it into a mess, flip my collar up and run out to help her.

      The snow falls down the collar of my coat, leavin’ drops of icy cold drippin’ down my back. I shrug it away as I jog to her.

      “Grab my shoulders,” I say loudly over the stormy, snowy sky above. Shit, this weather just took a turn. For the first time, probably in her life, Goldie doesn’t argue. The snow is comin’ fast now, and something tells me those little jeans of hers ain’t keepin’ her warm. She grips my shoulders, gorgeous green eyes searching mine. She wants help, and even though I’m helping her, I can see she’s afraid to admit it. Afraid to ask.

      I wrap an arm around her waist, and goddamn, she’s tinier beneath me than I imagined. With my other arm, I pat her leg. “Wrap this one around my waist, then the other.” She blinks a few times, and her mouth opens and closes like she wants to protest and argue. I shake my head. “Just do it so we can get dry.”

      She nods, and a second later, Goldie’s body is flush with mine as she clings to me. Her lips tickle my ear. “My bag, it’s in the backseat.”

      Carryin’ her weight easily, I trudge two extra steps back and open the rear door. Grabbing her fancy leather duffel, I knock the door closed with my hip. With one hand in the center of her back and the other holding her bag, I make my way up to the porch. It’s only fifteen feet or so, but with the snow comin’ down hard and fast, it’s a treacherous fifteen feet. Especially if I were wearin’ Converse. Thank God I’m not.

      I lower her to the porch, then open the door to the cabin. With an outstretched arm, I usher her inside. We make it two steps inside before I drop her bag to the floor and shut the door. Her puffy coat, while making a valiant attempt at looking warm, clearly isn’t doing shit for her. Dark and drenched, her long, lean fingers struggle with the zipper as her teeth chatter loudly.

      “I didn’t; I didn’t know it would be so w-wet and c-c-cold,” she ambles, still tryin’ to get her fingers to work. “The heater in my car is out. It got c-cold like, f-fifteen miles ago.”

      “Fuck,” I groan, droppin’ down to a knee in front of her. I grip the zipper at the bottom of her coat, batting her hands away. “That’s how people get pneumonia,” I hear myself sayin’, soundin’ more like my Mom than I ever have. I work the partially broken zipper up, get to my feet, and finish it. “Turn,” I tell her, and when she does, I slide the heavy, wet coat off her, hangin’ it on the rack behind us. I take my jacket off and do the same with mine.

      “Get your shoes and socks off, too,” I tell her, nodding down to her feet. She sits on the bench lining the wall, and we both take off our socks and shoes in silence. I hold my hand out and say, “socks.” She looks at my hand, then looks down at her wet, crumpled socks in her pale hands.

      “But you don’t want to touch my dirty socks,” she says slowly, blinking up at me.

      I roll my eyes. Not typically my move, but come the fuck on. “They’re socks. I ain’t scared of socks.” She places them in my hand with hesitation she’s wasting her energy on. Walking to the fireplace, I lay all four socks out against the warm brick. When I turn back to her, she’s wearing a foolish smile. “Oh, thank you,” she says, realizing I was only going to dry them, not sniff them and get a laugh.

      I look at her feet, white and wrinkled. “You got an extra pair?” I ask, thinkin’, of course, the answer is gonna be yes ‘cause we’re at a cabin in the snow. The woman had to have packed more than one pair of socks. But when she bites into her bottom lip, and her eyes flick to the side, analyzing her bag on the floor, I have my answer.

      I walk down the hall and find the room with my bag on the bed. Unzipping, I dig around until I find a pair of thick, gray wool socks. My favorite to wear in the snow with my boots. Never been cold in them, not once.

      When I come out, Goldie is standing but still next to the bench by the front door. She seems nervous, and I never thought I’d see this little firecracker uncomfortable. I hand her the socks. “They’re clean. Put ‘em on.” I don’t look back as I walk through the small space toward the kitchen. “Come have some coffee. It’ll warm you up.”

      And I don’t know why I’m relieved when she enters the kitchen, but I am. I guess maybe a part of me thought she’d fight me on everything because that seems to be her way. Or maybe, just maybe, I like her company. Though it’s been so fuckin’ long since that’s been the case, I don’t know if that’s what it is. Maybe I just didn’t feel like fighting, and since she’s in here, she’s not being combative.

      I’m pullin’ out two mugs from the cupboard when her phone rings. Which makes me remember I got mine stuffed in my bag. Her voice is softer than I remember when she answers.

      “Hello?”

      I can hear the pitch and tone vibrating through her cell, and the cabin is small, so privacy is non-existent. I’m fairly certain it’s Beck, from what I can tell. I fill one mug, keepin’ my finger pressed to the stainless top of the carafe.

      “Seriously?” Goldie asks, her voice rich with shock and disappointment. As the storm grows angry outside the cabin, I suspect I got an idea why Beck’s calling.

      “Yeah, no, of course not. I wouldn’t want you to take Jett out in this weather.” She bites into her bottom lip, and her eyes hover on mine. “Yeah, I just got here.” Beck says something. “Just Atticus.”

      It’s the first time I’ve heard her say my name. I never thought my name would sound good again. I loved the way it sounded when my kid sister said it. Like no matter how I was feelin’ about myself or whatever, she’d say my name with so much importance and respect that I couldn’t help but feel good.

      Goldie doesn’t say my name the way Mere did, but with those doe eyes looking up at me, the shiver still running through her from the weather, and the crack of the fire popping off behind us, I feel the same way as when Mere said it… like no matter what I do, I matter to her.

      “Okay, I will. Yeah, I will,” she nods to me a little as if to say she wants to hang up. And it’s our first private moment.

      A thing we share. Her wanting to get off the phone and sharing that with me, unbeknownst to Beck and Beau. And it’s nothin’ really. But I haven’t had a private second with anyone but Beau in years. I rub the back of my neck to get that tingly feeling to go away. She ends the call a moment later.

      We slide into seats at the table adjacent to us, and I slide a mug of coffee to her. “Don’t know how you take it,” I say, staring into the steaming black liquid.

      “Just like this,” she says, surprising me. But before I can start a fight over the fact I thought she’d take it with frothed milk and fancy fuckin’ syrups, she drums her nails on the table. “And I guess you probably figured it out, but… no one else is coming.”

      Looking out the window on the back door, all I see is white. It’s fuckin’ beautiful, but the sight across the table is, too. “I figured that much.” I stroke a hand down my stubble before taking a sip of the extremely strong coffee. Fuck, this is so strong my mouth puckers a little. I pull my focus from the snowfall to Goldie, who is drinking her coffee without a single look of disgust on her face. I nod to the mug. “I used too many grounds. It’s too strong.”

      She takes another sip and wrinkles her nose. “When I get coffee out, I love syrups and flavors of fall and, oh, whipped cream. But at home, I like it black,” she takes another sip like I asked her about her exact taste in coffee, which I didn’t. I also ain’t mad to hear it. She takes another sip. “I don’t think this is too strong. I like it bold.” And I don’t know why her likin’ strong coffee is some dumb pleasant surprise, but it is. But since I got no business being pleasantly anything over her, I ask about the call.

      “What about the others? Miller and Delane?”

      She shakes her head. “Not coming. It sounds like a bad storm hit not too long after I got on the road.” She looks around the small kitchen, for what, I’m not sure. “When did you get here?”

      “Bout an hour before you,” I say. “Built a fire, made some coffee, then heard you screechin’ down the drive.”

      She winces. “I honestly had no idea I needed chains.”

      “I can’t believe Beau didn’t tell you.” That kind of irks me that he’d send a friend out here without all the proper knowledge.

      She winces again. “Okay, well, he mentioned I should have them. I guess I just didn’t think I’d need them need them. You know?”

      I blink because when someone tells me to bring something important that I might need, I take their word for it. “No, I don’t know.”

      She rolls her eyes, and my dick likes that more than he should. Thank god we got this old table keeping our lower halves private ‘cause I’m pretty sure with the way she’s gettin’ me bricked up, dirty denim ain’t hidin’ shit.

      “Anyway. They can’t get out here until the storm lets up, so it’s likely to be just us until tomorrow.” She drinks more of the coffee, and I watch her closely, trying to judge if she’s hiding a reaction and lying about the coffee. It ain’t that I think Goldie’s a liar, but I get this energy off her that she feels like she’s gotta pretend.

      But I think she does like the coffee. So I drink mine because I’m not gonna be the bitch that can’t stomach what this tiny thing can.

      “Good thing I brought a cooler of food,” I tell her because I feel like I’ve been staring at her lips too long.

      “Oh yeah,” she says, bringing her hand to her mouth in realization. “I forgot they were bringing the supplies. Well, the important ones.” She nods to where her bag sits in the other part of the cabin. “I brought wine.” She shivers a little as she brings the coffee cup to her lips again. I gotta look away because watching her drink is fuckin’ creepy, and I don’t even know why I’m so hooked. Never had a problem not staring at a woman before.

      I’m on my feet and digging around in my bag in my room, then back at the small table a moment later. “Stand up,” I command her, and I’m surprised that she does. Every time we share an interaction that doesn’t end in bickering, it feels like a win.

      “Arms up,” I say, and my dick gets hard when she does it. Then I slide my sweatshirt over her, feeding each arm through carefully. Dressing her makes my chest all fuckin’ warm and shit, and I don’t know why. I have no urge to take care of anyone. I had that opportunity once and failed. Failed fuckin’ miserably.

      But it feels good to warm her up. And I drop to the chair when I see her in my sweatshirt, with my name embroidered across her chest. She’s swimming in it since I’m three times her size. But it makes my stomach go all woozy, and my brain gets warm and tingly. She sits down, and my cock gets fat and happy at the sight of her fingers curling around the cuffs. “Thanks,” she offers quietly. “Stupidly, I only brought that coat.”

      “And no extra socks,” I remind her, gazing down to see my gray socks on her feet.

      “And no extra socks,” she repeats with a smile.

      “I’m gonna grab the cooler out of my truck.” I tell her, then I do it because now I’ve got this weird sensation running all through me like I don’t want to leave her alone in this cabin for too long. When I get back inside, I’m soaked. I lower the small cooler to the kitchen floor and step back in front of the open fireplace. I’ve peeled off my flannel and am stripping off my soaked shirt when I feel it.

      Her gaze on me.

      I turn and find I’m right, those gorgeous, wide green eyes of hers are glued to the side of me, and I don’t know if she’s checking me out or the ink, or maybe both, but I do know that having her look at me while she’s biting her lip like that makes me feel… good. Like, I should probably take a seat very soon or it’s going to get uncomfortable type of good.

      Her hair is starting to dry out, making it kind of fuzzy and wavy. It’s fuckin’ hot. She draws the coffee close to her mouth and smirks at me and asks, "Are you telling me you gave me grief about not having extra socks, and you only brought one set of clothes?”

      I shake my head as I retie my bun, getting all the wet strands off my forehead and face. “Na. I just want my shit to dry out.”

      “Oh,” she says, a bit deflated. “So I’m the only idiot who doesn't know how to pack a bag for the mountains.”

      I stride down the hall and peel the cold denim from my body, replacing it with warm gray sweats. After I pull on a henley, I make my way back out. “Never called ya an idiot,” I tell her as I pop the top on my cooler and dig out some sausages. Using a couple of pans I find beneath the stove; I get the burners going and spread my ingredients out over the counter. Goldie watches me.

      “You cook a lot?”

      I grunt but this time follow it with a “yep.”

      She nods. I lift the carafe of coffee. “More?”

      She smiles. I refill her mug and find myself liking how the tip of her nose is still just a little pink. “You warmin’ up yet?” I ask, returning to the stove. I dig a knife out of the drawer and run it down the length of my sausages, adding them to a pan with some oil. They sizzle and pop, and the immediate smell of home-cooked food fills the air.

      “Smells good,” Goldie says, still sipping her coffee.

      “I was thinkin’ the same thing.”

      She cocks a brow, and I think this is as much as she and I have looked at one another conversationally. “Oh my god,” she deadpans. “Atticus and Goldie agree on something.”

      “Too bad we’re snowed in,” I add, “lotto ticket-type odds in this place.” That earns me a laugh, and her sweet chuckle makes me grin just a little.

      “Let’s see. Maybe we have more in common than we think,” she says, producing a hair tie from her wrist. She grabs all her hair and starts twistin’ and spinnin’ the way only women can do, and a moment later, I’m not the only one with a messy bun.

      “What’s your favorite color?” she asks, leaning back against the old wooden chair. My hoodie is legit fuckin’ huge on her, and every time I look over and see her in it, I feel shit I got no business feelin’.

      “Favorite color? What’s next? You gonna ask what I wanna be when I grow up?”

      “Don’t be a pooper,” she offers drily. “What’s your favorite color?”

      I look at my sweatshirt eating up her slim frame. My eyes jump to hers. She’s staring at me like she knows what I’m thinkin’ and just why I’m thinkin’ it. “Black.”

      She swallows, and my cock stiffens a little. “Mine too,” she says, all whisper soft and shit.

      I push the sausages around in the pan and start sauteeing the mix of cut-up veggies I brought with me. I add some seasoning and the smells start making my stomach talk. “And you take your coffee black,” I add because that seems to be the only thing I know about her so far.

      “And you do, too, it seems.”

      I look over and catch her holding the sweatshirt up to her nose, inhaling as her eyes flutter closed. I turn my focus back to the food, but I replay that moment behind my eyes at least ten times while pushing that sausage around.

      “What are you making?” she asks, straightening her spine in the chair, attempting to peer into the pans on the cooktop.

      “Chicken apple sausage with onions, peppers, and potatoes.” I watch her mouth move from side to side, and then she swallows. I don’t know what to make of what she’s doing. “You a vegetarian?” I ask, thinking maybe it smells good to her, but she can’t eat it.

      She shakes her head. “No, I eat meat.”

      “You… hungry?” I ask, flipping the sausages for the final time.

      She stares at me. I move the spatula around the pan with the vegetables while I keep my eyes trained on hers. I don’t know why she’s starin’ through me right now, but I don’t look away.

      “I want to eat,” she says, and I think it’s a strange way to answer that question, but hell, I don’t know Goldie all that well. Maybe it’s not.

      “Okay, good.” A few minutes of quiet as I finish cooking, turn off the burners, and plate up our food.

      “Should we make the switch?” Goldie asks, surprising me by being on her feet at my side. I was going to get us water, and I had no idea she was reaching for the glasses behind me. I pass her the glasses I was pulling down, and she smiles up at me. “Wine?”

      “Wine,” I repeat with a nod.

      I don’t like wine. I can’t be convinced that anyone really likes wine. I’m pretty sure everyone just wants to act like they have some refined palette because I’m a normal guy. I know when cake is too sweet or chicken is too dry. I can tell when a brew got too many hops. But wine? All of them taste the same. Dried up grapes and bitterness.

      Something tells me if I don’t say yes, she won’t be comfortable doing it. I hand her a corkscrew I find in the drawer as she returns to the kitchen with two bottles she presumably pulled from her bag.

      For whatever reason, I watch her collect sausage with some pepper, cautiously stabbing a small piece of potato with the tines of her fork. She blows on the food then brings it to her nose, inhaling deeply before it goes into her mouth. Her eyelids waver before shutting, and her entire frame, covered in my sweatshirt, seems to melt into the chair a little.

      “Oh, God, Atticus,” she says finally after she’s slowly chewed and swallowed her bite. “This is so good.”

      “It is,” I reply, taking my own first bite. It’s hot, so I toss it around on my tongue, exhaling steam. I eat alone, so my table manners right now would make my Mom cringe. I blot my lips with a napkin and take a drink of the wine she’s poured into our water glasses.

      My food is good, but it is quite possibly being ruined by this god-awful wine.

      “Like the wine?” she asks, sipping hers while forking up another bite.

      I take another bite and talk around the mouthful of food. “Fuck no.”

      At first, she looks shocked and maybe a little offended. I take another drink of the devil’s piss and then help myself to another forkful of food. “But,” I say with a mouthful, “that don’t mean I’m not gonna drink it.”

      Then she smiles and takes a drink of her wine, too. After another few bites, conversation starts.

      “You um, you’re single, yeah?” she asks, her cheeks looking a little flush. The fire is roaring, and the wine is flowing; she’s finally feeling comfortable. “That’s how you know how to cook so well, right?” She adds that last part while my mouth is too full to talk like she had to qualify the question so I wouldn’t think she was asking for personal reasons.

      I nod. “Yup. And I cooked a lot growin’ up.”

      She smiles, but it’s one of those sad smiles women do when they want you to know they like what you’re saying, but they’re somehow relating your shit to their shit. But with Goldie, that doesn’t seem to bother me. Instead, I find myself wanting to know her shit.

      “You?” I ask though I don’t know if I’m asking if she cooks now or did as a kid, but something tells me Goldie ain’t the kind of woman to make a long story short.

      She tucks her now fully dried flyaways behind her ear. She shoves the sweatshirt sleeve up her arm with one hand and repeats on the other. “Well, my Mom never cooked because she doesn’t like eating, so I made a lot of my own food myself, and while it sounds like because I made a lot of stuff growing up, I should know how to cook, you’d be wrong. Because see, I had to make my own food like all the time, but no one taught me how to make food. So I can make eggs, grilled cheese, spaghetti, and a sandwich; that’s about it.” She takes another drink of wine and then taps her chin. Her fingernails are painted red, and I start thinkin’ about what those red nails would look like dragging down my bare back. “And I can make anything that comes out of a can, you know, like chili and soup.”

      “That’s reheating, not making,” I clarify as I scoop the last bite of peppers and sausage from my plate. I notice her taking her last bite, too. “You want more?” I ask, nodding to the plate.

      She presses a hand to her stomach and puffs out her cheeks. “No, no, my pants are tight as it is.”

      “If you’re hungry, you eat. And if you’re worried about those pants not fitting, you can wear mine.” I ain’t normally a fuckin’ wink guy; I will tell you that much. I have regrettably cat-called women, I have let women write their numbers on my hand, and I’ve even used some corny ass one-liners in the past too. But I’ve never ever been the sleazebag who fires off winks like it’s innuendo.

      But I wink at Goldie. No smile or grin, just a singular wink. “But then I’d be walking around in my drawers, and you don’t want that.”

      “Drawers?” she laughs, pressing her partially covered palm to her face. I love that she’s wearing my hoodie, yet I’ve already had that thought a few times. “Okay, grandpa.”

      Pushing my plate to the center of the table, I lean back, the tiny chair starting to make me sore. “Grandpa,” I repeat drily. “How old are you, Goldie?”

      “You aren’t supposed to ask a woman her age,” she says, her plump pink lips curling into a devious little grin. Fuck, she isn’t hot. Hot is fleeting, hot is a look, hot is a moment.

      She’s quite possibly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      “You can guess, though,” she says with a playful wink.

      “Thirty-seven,” I say automatically because I know Beck’s age. I’ve been hearing all about Beck for the last however many months. I know for sure she is thirty-seven. And I know they’re besties. So it’s a guess, but as smart of a guess as I can make.

      Her jaw falls open. “Do I look thirty-seven?”

      I shake my head. “I ain’t fallin’ into that trap. You told me to guess how old you are, not how old you look.”

      She closes her mouth, and my fingers itch to swipe over those lips and see if they feel as soft as they look. “I’m thirty-seven.”

      I shrug. “I figured. Beck is, too.”

      She wags a finger at me as her face softens with relief. “You knew! Well, thank god, because I thought you guessed thirty-seven because I look it.”

      She doesn't look it, but I don’t like that she has some idea that it’s bad to look it. “What’s wrong with lookin’ thirty-seven?”

      She reaches for the second bottle of wine since we’ve somehow managed to finish the first. Holding it by the neck, she raises it to me. I nod. We talk while she opens and pours.

      “There isn’t anything wrong with looking thirty-seven; it’s just… I guess…” she trails off as the red liquid glugglugglugs from the bottle.

      “Be real,” I say because I can see there is a struggle to own her truth. Again, I don’t think Goldie wants to be dishonest. More like I get a vibe from her that says she’s scared to be real.

      “I don’t want to be old. I’m not where I want to be, and if I get old before I have the things I want, I’m a failure.” And then she slams a full fuckin’ glass of wine, and when she lowers it to the table, I see her stop the tremble rolling through her bottom lip. Fuck, that was honest. That was real; I can see how hard it was for her too. I should say some encouraging shit like there don’t you feel better or I don’t know. Everything that encourages the realness sounds fuckin’ corny and condescending. Instead, I take a drink of my wine before saying, “where do you want to be?”

      She sighs, running her red fingernails through her hair, tucking flyaways into her bun. She catches me watching her, and as the first bottle of wine is setting in she giggles. “How did we get flyaways just sitting here?” She laughs again as she stands, stretching across the table to smooth her fingertips over my scalp. With a plunk, she falls back into her seat. “Better.”

      “Thanks, I guess,” I say flatly, trying to shake off the flare of heat in my groin from those red nails in my hair.

      “Well, I want to be in the job that I want. No,” she says, thinking aloud as she swirls red wine around in the forty-year-old drinking glass. “No, I want to be in the career that I want. And I thought that was PR, but now…” she trails off with a shrug. Her eyes don’t come back to mine, and that’s how I know her job meant a lot to her. Her career meant a lot to her. “I’m not so sure.”

      “What else?” I vaguely remember Goldie sayin’ she didn’t want kids, so I’m interested to hear her life plan. It’s okay that she doesn’t–I ain’t the type who’s gotta breed a woman to be with her forever. But I do like a woman with a plan.

      Why am I actin’ like any of it matters? Goody two-shoes Goldie is renting an apartment and is in the middle of what Beck calls a pre-mid-life crisis. Not to mention I’m the grandpa greasy boogeyman in her story. What I think of her life’s wants means nothing.

      Yet I hang from her words like Stallone in Cliffhanger.

      “I want Beau.” She hiccups, shaking her head and slicing her hand through the air between us in a buzzed panic. “No, no, I mean, I want a Beau. My Beau.”

      I scratch the back of my head. I know I’m not her type because she’s all shiny and shit, but she wants a dude like Beau? I don’t know why but that surprises me. Nothing wrong with Burns. He’s a good guy. I just pictured Goldie with… someone different.

      “A guy like Burns, huh?” I ask, trying to right myself with these facts. I just didn’t expect it, that’s all. That’s all.

      “No!” she says adamantly, this time through a hiccup and a giggle. “What I meant was…” her eyes are getting glassy, and it’s as she’s formulating her response that I slide her a glass of water I snagged from the sink.

      “The way those two are together. He hugged me hello once, and then his arms went straight back to her, like her being out of them for just a few moments was too much. I don’t know. It’s like this electric, all-consuming magnetism they have. Even if they’re fighting, they are still dying to be near each other. Like they really do love each other's flaws as much as the good things. And it’s real. It’s the realest love I’ve ever seen, and honestly, I didn’t think that was out there. Cynically I believed that kind of happiness was a device created by companies to sell things. Rings, necklaces, chocolates, cards. But seeing Beck and Beau together… it is real. And they’re selling those things to celebrate that kind of love because… it’s worth celebrating.”

      “They’re tryin’ to sell shit, too,” I add because tears are streaming down her face and I want to bring her comfort and levity is the only form I know how. “Use the sleeve,” I tell her. She smiles shyly at me before covering her entire hand in the sleeve and blotting under both eyes.

      “They got the real deal,” I add, leaning back, sipping from my wine. Goldie sips her water.

      “You think so too? So it’s not just my lonely and pathetic idealization of every single relationship?”

      I shake my head and scratch under my chin as I look at her. Her eyes are looking tired. “Nah. They got the good shit. The shit they write love songs about.”

      She nods. “They totally do.”

      “What else?”

      Her brow furrows. The wind outside the cabin picks up, hissing through the trees and making the windows rattle. “What else what?”

      “What do you want from life?”

      “Oh,” she says, covering her mouth for a hiccup. “Well, I guess after I find my career and my Beau–”

      “Can you just say my partner? I really don’t want to picture Burns and you, you know.”

      “Fuckin’,” she says as dirty as she can. Then she grins so broadly that I cannot keep the grimace on my face. Breaking from her antics, a smile curls my lips, and she leaps out of her chair, standing on top, clapping and whooping loudly.

      “You smiled! I got you to smile!” She holds her arms up in victory. “I got Atticus the grouch to smile! Ha! And how annoyed are you right now that I got you to smile? Oh my god, I bet you’re so annoyed!” She cheers, and then, before I can reach out and stop it from happening, she slips off the chair to the ground. As fast as I can, I push back and fall to the ground, ducking beneath the table to check out the situation.

      Goldie is splayed out, laughing hysterically but holding the back of her head. “I’ll be embarrassed tomorrow, but I don’t care. Totally worth it.” Her body stops seizing as her laughter slows. “I got you to smile. A real smile.”

      My head falls between my shoulder blades as a relieved breath leaves me. I get my big ass off the floor and extend a hand to her. Her plump bottom lip sticks out in a playful pout. My dick likes that pouty brat look apparently because bottle of wine be damned, he gets hard.

      And fast, too.

      I shake my hand, wanting Goldie off the ground before she–

      “Oh.” She hiccups again, and I shake my hand at her more violently, but she doesn’t move. Her eyes stay fixed on my hard-on, which seems to grow under her gaze. “Ooh,” she says again, this time turning her head a little to stare at it from a different angle.

      “Give me your fuckin’ hand already,” I say, shaking my open palm one more time. She reaches out, but before our hands connect, hers drops to the floor, and she sighs loudly.

      “I’m drunk,” she whines.

      “No kidding,” I deadpan. Then, because she is still staring at my cock and wearing my hoodie, and I’m all sorts of fucked up right now (and I don’t mean drunk), I reach down and scoop her up off the floor.

      “You scooped me,” she coos, her cheeks very flushed now. “I’ve always wanted to be scooped.” She blinks a few times then her face goes sour. “I wanted it to mean something when it happened, though.”

      I blink down at her. Why does she make shit so complicated? “I wanted to get you off the floor so I picked you up. It meant something. It means you’re not on the floor.”

      She brings the neck of my hoodie to her nose and inhales. “I don’t know what it is, but I love the way you smell.” She doesn’t let the compliment make me warm and fuzzy because she adds, “you kind of smell a little dirty all the time, but god, I fucking like it.”

      “Stop talking. You will hate yourself tomorrow if you don’t,” I say, giving her the opportunity to wake up with just a hangover as opposed to a hangover with a heaping side of regret.

      “I hate myself anyway.”

      “You shouldn’t.” I mean that, and I also want to know why she hates herself, but she’s drunk and minutes away from meeting up with that alcohol-induced slumber. “I’m putting you to bed.”

      “Aww,” she slaps my chest as I finally begin moving through the cabin. I notice the fire needs more wood so after I get her to bed, I’ll come back and stoke it. “What a gentleman.”

      “You were about to fall asleep on the kitchen floor.”

      “Where am I sleeping?” she asks as I nudge a bedroom door open with my foot. I flick on the light. Both of us blink for a moment, our eyes struggling to calibrate. “In here?” She loops her arms around my neck. “Let me stay in your room. I’ll sleep on the floor. Please. I don’t want to be in this room alone.” Her eyes are wide, and even though she’s drunk, I can see real fear in her.

      “You ain’t sleepin’ on the floor, Goldie.” I turn the light off and carry her across the hall to my room. I turn on the light and put her in the middle of the full-size bed. “This is my room. You can sleep in here. I’ll be in later. I ain’t tired yet.”

      “I don’t want to steal your bed; I just don’t want to be alone.”

      Twisting the doorknob with one hand, I pause at the doorway for a second and take her in. She looks fuckin’ tiny in that bed, which ain’t all that big itself. She swipes under her eye. “I know,” I tell her.

      “I feel stupid,” she hiccups, sounding drunk in her delivery but sober in her words.

      “Don’t worry; I won’t tell anyone that badass Goldie has feelings under there.”

      She laughs, wiping beneath both eyes as she does. “Thanks,” she slurs with a sad smile. Fuck that sad smile. You look beautiful tonight is on the tip of my tongue, but it ain’t like that with us. And I can’t let a little wine and snow make me think it is.

      “By the way,” she says as I’m about to pull the door shut. “I saw your boner.” She pulls the sheets up to her nose, hiding her face as she laughs.

      “Mature,” I say.

      She lowers the sheet long enough to say, “and I knew it!”

      I tip my head to the side, exasperated. “You knew what? I have a cock, and it gets hard around beautiful women because that is the sole job of a cock?”

      She goes speechless for a second, making the guest of honor rise a little. “No,” she says, swallowing dryly. “I knew it was a monster.”

      I open my mouth to argue, to say anything at all in response but quickly close it when I realize what she’s said. Yeah, she saw me sporting a halfie tonight, and because I’ve seen my cock in all states and forms, I know what she saw. But she said knew, meaning she’s thought about it before. She has wondered about my cock.

      “You thinkin’ about my cock a lot?” I ask her, feeling bold but also guilty because sex banter should happen sober or else it feels creepy.

      “Sometimes,” she answers honestly. This woman is not at all who I thought she was. She’s even better, and that fuckin’ freaks me out a little. It makes me want things that are hard to want. Need things I don’t deserve.

      “And by the way, I just want a career and a man who means the world to me and who I mean the world to. Too. Also.” Hiccup. “Who I am his world as well.” She swipes her hand through the air but does it so fast that she falls over, right into the pillows. “You knew what I meant,” she calls up. I flick the switch to turn off the light.

      “I knew what you meant. I’ll bring you water soon. Go to sleep.”

      “When are you coming in?” she asks with a slight panic in her voice that I really don’t like. I wanna know why that panic is there.

      “Soon. An hour or so.” I pause for her response. Her voice is soft when she whispers, “I’m sorry. I just don’t like sleeping alone when I’m drinking.”

      “Don’t be sorry, just go to sleep. I’ll be in shortly.”

      “Okay, Goodnight. And thank you.”

      “Night, Goldie.”

      I close the door, and instead of stoking the fire and doing the dishes right away like I’d planned, I stand in the hallway and knead my sternum with my fist, wondering what this sudden ache beneath my ribs is.

      I smile when I think about how cringed out Goldie’s gonna be tomorrow when she finds out all the things she said to me tonight.
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        * * *

      

      After I’ve stoked the fire enough to keep her roarin’ for another handful of hours, I clean up the mess from dinner and get the kitchen ready for breakfast. Even though Beck and Beau said they’d be bringing food up here, I’ve been camping and backpacking alone for years, and the first rule is never go anywhere without three days of food and water. You never know just how fast shit can veer off-course.

      Case in point.

      Using the rest of the beans I ground earlier, I fill the bottom of the coffee press with grounds and add water to the kettle, leaving it over a burner, ready for the flame.

      Setting out two mugs, I also wipe down the table and tie off the fresh garbage so the kitchen doesn’t smell like old sausages and cold peppers in the morning. And after I turn my clothes on the bricks to get an even dry and lay out Goldie’s coat to dry, too, I’m officially out of shit to tinker with.

      I’m six four, so the idea of sleeping on an old cabin floor doesn’t do too much for me. My hips will hurt, my back will ache, and it’ll take me a day just to uncramp my body. But once I push into the bedroom and catch an eyeful of moonlight dripping over Goldie’s small body huddled up in the middle of the bed, I know I gotta sleep on the floor.

      I told her I would. And I don’t know why a grown-ass woman is scared to sleep alone when she’s drinking, but I know enough about life to understand that her fear comes from something. Something happened to Goldie, and I said I’d sleep in here, so I will.

      All I’m doin’ is keepin’ my word. Nothin’ more.

      With a pillow from the couch and a flannel blanket from the foot of the bed, I lie down on the floor and close my eyes.

      The last thing I think about before I go to sleep is how much Mere woulda liked this cabin. And that thought, as I’m dozing off, is the sharp reminder I need.

      I don’t have any business getting interested in anybody. I know what my Mom wants, and I know she and my dad worry I’ll die alone. But if Mere died alone, maybe that’s what I deserve, too.
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      goldie

      
        
        I need privacy

      

      

      I never thought I’d be saying this, but I miss my tiny apartment. My sliver of existence above Delilah’s Deli with exactly eight hundred square feet of privacy. Even though I’ve been wallowing about singledom for the last several months, being in this tiny cabin with Atticus has made me quite appreciative of the privacy I have back at my place.

      Privacy is something I didn’t realize I wanted until spending this much time around him. The more time I spend with him, the more I get the warmth and tingles in my gut, that electricity pulsing through my veins, the insane and overwhelming desire to strip off those gray sweats and have myself a ride on the Atti monster down below.

      See? I need privacy.

      To smother this urge to fuck his brains out.

      Once smothered, I can move on.

      After waking, it takes me several blinks to calibrate to the small room I’m sleeping in. The window is covered in condensation, and even though there’s no heater in the cabin, the room still feels relatively warm. I don't feel another person when I stretch my arms through the sheets.

      Atticus said he’d come back in here and sleep with me so I wouldn’t be alone.

      I think he promised though truthfully, with all the wine I remember drinking, who knows what really went down.

      What I do know is I’m alone in the center of this bed, the cabin is quiet, and it feels early. If I had any extra energy, I’d paw around for my phone and attempt to check the time. But pre-coffee me only has enough energy for one thing: smothering the urge.

      I may have been drunk, but I remember laying eyes on his hard-on after falling off the chair like a complete wreck. I really eyed it, too. It was… substantial. Like, wide and meaty but also appeared to be quite generous in length. I squeeze my eyes shut, blinking out the bright snow glow from the window.

      Reaching down, I slip a hand beneath my panties and drive my middle finger between my labia, sliding over my clit and dipping into my cunt. Everything is soft and wet, like my body has been marinating in the dream of Atticus overnight, and now she’s ready to go.

      I got you, girl.

      Adding my index finger, I begin making small circles around my clit, tight and fast. As the muscles in my legs awaken and my thighs begin their journey apart, my back arches off the bed, and my mouth falls open. Mixing it up, I drive my two fingers inside of myself, stroking in and out, imagining it’s not me at all.

      It’s him.

      He’s over me. His hand is down between us. The weight of his absolutely monstrous cock is heavy against my thigh. I can feel his precum smearing my flesh as he stares me down, fucking me hard with two thick fingers.

      “Ooh,” I moan softly at the image and as I slide my fingers out of me with a wet pop, bringing the tips back to my swollen clit. I rub it faster, and the sound of my extremely wet pussy being abused fills the air, even through the cover of fleece and flannel blankets.

      I wonder what that filthy, rude mouth of his would feel like dragging over my wet clit, sucking me onto his tongue. God it’s been so long since any man has eaten me out, I can hardly remember how good it feels.

      And I don’t know why, but I bet Atticus really feasts when he goes down on a woman. Uses his nose and strains his neck, really fucking gets into it.

      “Oh yeah,” I moan at the fantasy, my body an absolute wreck at the thought of him having me in literally any way possible. I dip my head down, my nose meeting the fleece fabric of his sweatshirt. The one he gave me to wear. The one I slept in.

      The feeling of wearing my high school boyfriend’s letterman jacket washes over me and I take a big deep breath in, loving how I can still smell Atticus on this even after a night. Motor oil, men’s deodorant… Atticus. The same smell that once assaulted my mattress and burned my nose hairs is now bringing me to a mind-blowing orgasm.

      With my fingers working so fast that my wrist is growing sore, I take another hit of Atti from the fabric as my knees rise up, my orgasm whipping down my spine with frantic urgency.

      “Oh, oh, oh, yes,” I moan softly as my orgasm crests, my breath catching, my heart stopping, my mouth open in a silent, wordless cry. And then… it crashes down over me, powerful and heady.

      My legs slam together as my pussy throbs and aches all around my drenched fingers. My eyes squeeze shut and my mouth closes, dry and parched. My hips grind out my orgasm, finding friction against my unmoving fingers as I come down from the image of Atticus having me.

      “Fu-uck,” I breathe out, my fingertips still twitching gently against my sticky clit. The orgasm was so fast but so damn good that I don’t want to take my hand off my pussy just yet. It’s one of those that pulses through you in rhythmic waves, leaving you feeling like instead of moving on with your day, if you lay there just a few minutes you could go again.

      “Good morning.”

      My eyes shoot open. No, shoot isn’t fast enough or dramatic enough to describe how fucking fast my eyes open and how freaky and wide they go. My jaw splits, but no words come out of my mouth because… oh my god. Oh. My. God.

      Atticus is in here.

      He did come back to the room like he promised.

      I don’t have time to go “ahh” over the fact that this man kept his promise to me and was a supreme gentleman by sleeping on the floor. Nope, no time for that because I’m too busy being absolutely fucking mortified.

      If I was worried about feeling awkward around Atti this morning because he caught me checking out his semi last night, well, fear not Goldie. I’ve got bigger, more humiliating fish to fry.

      Then my brain does that thing that all brains do upon realizing you’ve been caught doing something absolutely mortifying by the singular person you did not want to get caught by. It starts reasoning that Atticus, in fact, likely did not hear me or if he did, he didn’t know what I was doing.

      Quickly, I replay the last five minutes in my head as fast as I can. I didn’t moan his name, did I? I slap a hand to my forehead in a cringe, but the slap sends a painful, post-wine rattle through my temples, making me feel worse. I think I just said “oh” in a slightly moany but not solely orgasmic voice. I could’ve been moaning from the hangover. I could’ve been having a morning stretch and been struck down by the dehydration Charlie horse.

      Yeah.

      He doesn’t know I was masturbating. And he really doesn’t know I was masturbating to the fantasy of him. I mean, he couldn’t know that. No way. So why am I freaking out?

      I drop my hand down from my forehead and slowly take the other out of my panties because touching myself while we’re in the same room together—knowingly–while we’re both conscious? Feels a bit creepy. Slowly, I push myself to sitting, crawl to the foot of the bed and peer over.

      “Good morning,” I say, forcing myself to act as natural as possible. I even shoot him my million-dollar grin as I take him in on the floor. He’s massive down there and as mortified as I was a moment ago, my thoughts immediately shift to guilt. “You should’ve slept in the bed. I feel bad. You’re way too big for the floor.”

      He turns on his side, propping his head up on an elbow as he yawns. The blanket is bunched around his waist, covering most of his thick thighs, but his sockless feet stick out.

      “That bed ain’t big enough for two people,” he says, yawning again as he pinches sleep from his eyes. His man bun is still intact, though looking a little frayed, and his stubble is thicker than I remember.

      I blink down at him. “If we slept on our sides,” I think aloud, “it would’ve worked.” He stares up at me, his face devoid of thought or emotion. Maybe he didn’t hear me? Maybe he really did wake up as I finished? My rapid pulse steadies a little.

      “Thanks for sleeping in here. Tonight, you can have the bed.”

      He just grunts before he uses those ropy, hulking arms to push himself to sitting. I’ve always known Atticus is inked up everywhere but seeing him in the crisp morning light, his arms on display thanks to the fact his henley is in a ball on the floor, I’m a little transfixed.

      I’ve never been with an inked guy. Okay, maybe the last fuckface I “dated” had some work on his upper arm but seeing a man like Atticus that has a snake inked down the column of his throat? Makes my ex's family crest on his upper shoulder look like a temporary tattoo you apply with warm water and a washcloth in your grandma’s bathroom.

      “I like the snake on your neck,” I tell him as I watch him get his morning bearings. He stretches above his head, linking his hands as he arches his back. His spine pops, but all I can stare at is his core, bubbled with muscle and ink, and a faint smattering of hair beneath his belly button, carving a delicious trail down to his cock. Well, it disappears beneath his waistband but that’s where it’s headed.

      He twists his neck and looks at me with one eye held shut as he continues to stretch. “Is that so?”

      I nod. “Yeah,” I say, feeling a little stupid because why did I just tell him that? So I like his tattoos. Big fucking deal. I’m sure all women like his ink. Telling him is like the equivalent of a man telling a woman he likes her boobs. Duh. Feeling like I’m two seconds away from wanting to tear off my skin and disappear, I move to the edge of the bed and swing my legs out.

      Atticus, at some point, brought my bag in here as well as set my cell phone on the side table, along with a glass of water and a Tylenol. Quickly, I pop the pain reliever and slam the water, knowing the second I’m up and moving, the wine will have me in a chokehold. I rarely drink.

      But it felt good last night. To drink, eat, and laugh.

      I haven’t felt that good and that carefree in so long. Or… ever?

      As I’m digging through my bag for my favorite Lululemon leggings and crop sweatshirt, I realize after I shower I no longer have an excuse to wear his hoodie. I don’t feel ready to part with it, either. With my clean clothes in one hand, I stare down at them for a second before turning to a still-stretching Atticus on the floor.

      “I was gonna shower, but maybe we have coffee first?”

      He moves around on the ground, collecting his blanket and pillow, then stands. “Do you want coffee first?”

      His eyes slide down my body as he waits for my answer.

      “I don’t know, do you?”

      His head tips to the side, not impatient but more apathetically. “What?” I ask.

      “Goldie, do you want to drink coffee right now or take a shower right now?”

      I bring the sleeve of his sweatshirt to my nose and pretend I’m itching my face but secretly take another hit of his scent. It’s wearing off a little, but I can still smell him, and it warms up my insides. “Coffee first would be good,” I say because I do not want to take your sweatshirt off.

      “Can you hand me my henley?” he asks, dropping his eyes to the bunched-up shirt on the floor.

      I narrow my gaze. “Did you hurt your back last night sleeping on the floor, and now you can’t even bend over?” I bring my hands to my face, shaking my head. “Oh my god, Atticus, I’m such an asshole. You should have put me on the floor. I was drunk; I wouldn’t have known! And your back is hurt, and you work in a shop, and your back can’t be hurt–” my rambling (since when do I ramble?) is brought to a stop when Atticus closes his eyes, sighs heavily (why do I feel it between my legs?), and raises his palm to my face.

      “My back isn’t hurt,” he says with an exasperated sigh.

      “Oh,” I say, blinking in confusion. “Well, that’s good. I just assumed since you couldn’t bend over that you hurt your back.” Though I’m still confused as I grab the henley from the floor and hand it to him. Reaching behind me, he sets the blanket on the foot of the bed and then the pillow too.

      I watch with far too much interest and suspense as he pulls the henley over his head, hiding a ton of ink and muscle from my sight. Damn cold weather. Why couldn’t Beau’s dad have a fucking beach house? Then, as he’s twisting the sleeves to get the seams correctly aligned, my eyes fall to his lingerie. And by lingerie, I definitely mean gray sweats because isn’t that what sweats are to women? I lick my lips at the sight of the weathered waistband, and then I see it.

      “Oh,” I say, sounding a lot like I did last night under the table. “I see. You have a morning tripod situation happening.”

      He re-ties his man-bun, and I get a whiff of under his arms. He smells like he slathered on deodorant, then made a fire and cooked and slept on the floor. I mean, he did do all that so that makes sense why he smells that way. What doesn’t make sense is why the smell of wood and sweat is making my lower half seize and clench like I’m building to another orgasm.

      “Don’t get your wheels turnin’ on me being a perv, either. I have no control over how hard I get in the morning. It’s chemistry.”

      I drape a hand over my non-existent pearls. “I would never accuse you of being a perv,” I say like the guilty little morning masturbator I am. If I hadn’t rubbed one out this morning, I’d probably be giving him shit right now, but my guilt is making me nice. I only hope he doesn’t know.

      Once his shirt and hair are adjusted to his liking–which, by the way, is total bullshit that it takes him less than one minute to look like a fucking walking pussy grab, and I’ll be holed up in a tiny bathroom for an hour and still come out feeling underwhelming.

      “God, men have it so easy,” I say, rolling my eyes as I walk out of the room toward the main living space. The floor dips and groans behind me, telling me Atticus is on my trail.

      “What do we have easy?” he asks as he crouches in front of the open fireplace, surveying the heap of wood next to it. He begins breaking small pieces over his knee and setting them up around the orange embers inside.

      “Everything,” I say, pulling my knees to my chest on the couch where I’ve already flopped down. My head hurts, and my stomach is already complaining so sitting is what suits me best right now. “I mean, you took like thirty seconds to get ready, and it takes me like two hours to get ready, and you look just as good.” Reaching for my hair tie, I pull it loose, letting my naturally-dried frizzy mess fall down around my shoulders and back.

      “I mean, look. I was in the snow for five seconds and look at my hair. I look like Marv when he gets electrocuted in Home Alone. And you were in the same snow for even longer, and look at you.”

      “I can’t look at me,” he deadpans as the fire begins to come alive. God, even his fire making turns me on. He’s officially turned me into a cavewoman.

      “You know what I mean,” I say, rolling my eyes even though he isn’t looking. “I rolled my eyes at you just now, just so you know.”

      “I’m sure you did,” he deadpans as he shoves another piece of split wood into the flames.

      “Anyway, I’m just saying men are so effortless. It’s just not fair how much women have to worry about and men don’t.”

      He rubs his palms on his thighs before standing up. Without glancing my way, he moves through the cabin into the kitchen. There’s some clicking, and then he’s back.

      “Coffee will be ready in five.” He flops down on the opposite end of the couch. “Some dudes take forever getting ready. Trimming and shaving and gelling their hair and shit. And then they try on different shirts with stupid, tiny pants that are always too short.” He scratches at the side of his fuzzy jaw. “Why do dudes do that? Wear those tight, short pants that show their ankles? Fuckin’ stupid.”

      “Cigarette pants,” I giggle, knowing exactly what he’s talking about. “And I think they can be sexy.” I pause a second, considering this next bit before I say it. This is what got me in trouble last night. I turn and analyze his deliciously rugged profile for a moment, then add, “Beau has cigarette pants. I’ve seen him in them.”

      Atticus faces me, glaring. “You sure you wanna be talking ‘bout Beau this much?”

      I snort, bringing my wrist to my nose to catch my unkempt and certainly not lady-like laughter. “I just said that to irk you. He has the pants, though; that part is true.”

      He faces the fire, and my laughter falls away as the orange and red flames throw highlights and shadows against his profile, making him look so goddamn gorgeous. Like a painting of a warrior or something.

      “Pants are meant to cover the tops of your shoes. Can’t change my mind.”

      “Alright, grandpa,” I tease.

      He looks at me again, glowering. “Quit callin’ me grandpa. I’m only five years older than you.”

      “Yeah, yeah, but think of it like this. When you were fifteen and driving with your permit, I was ten with braces watching shows about colorful ponies.” I nod my head. “See, makes you seem old when I put it that way, right?”

      He rolls his eyes and faces the fire again. A second later, the kettle whistles in the kitchen. It’s so different being with a man like Atticus. A man who asks and expects nothing of me. He jumps up and makes the coffee, peering around the corner once to tell me he’s going to wait for it to steep.

      My ex was always asking me to do shit. I don’t know if it’s because I’m the proud owner of a vagina and ovaries, and he just felt like the owner of such, chores and household duties belonged solely to me. But never once did he make me coffee or dinner or even give me his hoodie to wear when I was cold.

      He asked me to make his coffee. He told me to bring him his laptop from the other room. Once when we took a team-sponsored harbor cruise, and I was chilly on the deck, he laughed and said I should’ve brought a coat like he told me to.

      Atticus returns a moment later with a warm cup of coffee. I thank him, and he grunts.

      We drink our first cup in silence, both of us kind of lost in the beautiful dancing flames in front of us. I think about nothing as I stare into the fire. Literally, let my mind free of the worry and the agony and the cringe and pain and everything I’ve been feeling for so long. I let it go, sip my coffee and watch the beauty in front of me.

      I don’t notice right away when Atticus brings the carafe into the space and refills our mugs. And I don’t notice when he gets up and begins making breakfast, either. When my stomach rumbles at the smell of bacon and scrambled eggs, I snap out of my tranquil haze and make my way into the kitchen.

      Spread across the counter is the most beautiful sight. Eggs, bacon, sliced strawberries, toast with butter spread over the top, two glasses of orange juice, a few slices of avocado and tomato, and another carafe full of coffee.

      “Atticus,” is all I can say because the spread is quite possibly the best and most beautiful breakfast I’ve ever seen. Seriously. The few times I can recall my Mom actually preparing breakfast for me was a bowl of steel-cut oats with a handful of berries dropped into it. And like a cringe-worthy idiot, because apparently, that’s what I am around this man, my eyes get fuzzy on me. I use his sleeves to wipe my eyes, then look over at him where his hip is leaned against the stove, his big arms stacked over his chest.

      “Breakfast ain’t a big deal,” he says, but the way he says it. It’s the softest I’ve heard his gruff voice yet. It’s almost like he can feel my emotion over food and doesn’t want to embarrass me but also can’t bring himself to give me a hug, either. I get it. We’re not that kind of friends-of-friends.

      “It looks really good,” I reply, lifting one of the two plates he stacked on the table. “Like, really good. I’m actually pretty hungry, too.”

      He doesn’t watch me load my plate–thank god. And I don’t feel at all self-conscious about the heap of food I bring back to the table. Three slices of bacon, two heaping spoonfuls of eggs, toast and fruit, juice, and more coffee.

      When he takes a seat across from me, our knees bump, and he grunts a little before moving his legs to give me space.

      “I don’t normally eat breakfast,” I say, feeling guilty that I could’ve ended that sentence a word short. “Just coffee.”

      He grunts as he takes a huge bite of toast piled high with eggs, tomato and avocado. We eat in silence, but it’s not awkward. It’s more like we’re both starving and thoroughly enjoying the delicious breakfast. After I’m done, I watch Atticus reload his plate. Back at the table, I can’t help myself—I watch him eat. Study the flex of his jaw and the way his throat strains as he swallows a large bite. I love the sound of him glugging down the small cup of juice at the end, too.

      “Good juice,” I say, my mouth a little dry from the show I’ve been watching.

      He nods behind him, and my eyes follow the lead, finding two oranges cut open and squeezed dry. “Fresh,” he says.

      “You make your own orange juice?” I ask with surprise because I’ve never met a man who cooks much less makes fresh ground coffee and fresh squeezed orange juice in the morning. “I’m impressed.”

      He grunts again, grabbing our plates and taking them to the sink. He starts washing the dishes right away, and when I offer to do it for him since he cooked, he simply grunts out “no.”

      “Squeezing a fruit into a cup shouldn’t impress you,” he adds after a few quiet moments.

      “You’re probably right,” I agree as I slide down in the chair, taking hits of his scent from the sweatshirt when he’s not looking.

      “Why’s the bar so low?” he asks once he turns off the sink and places the last clean cup upside down on a dishcloth spread over the counter.

      “Huh?”

      “Fresh juice impresses you. Why is your bar so low?” The way he searches my eyes as he asks makes my skin prickle with heat.

      “I moved from the city, Atticus. Men in the city are just… different. Career based. Less domestic.”

      His gaze narrows, and I feel its sharpness prod into me. “What?” I feel like I said something wrong with how he’s glaring.

      “Making juice don’t make me domestic. It means I know how to take care of myself.”

      “I guess I just meant the men I worked with and dated in the city were just not like small-town guys, that’s all.”

      His jaw ticks as he hangs the second dish towel off the edge of the sink, resting his tailbone against the counter, arms still folded. “I got a career. Just ‘cause I don’t wear high-waters and skeevy silk shirts don’t mean a mechanic ain’t a career.”

      I sit up in the chair, heat and sickness washing through me, making the delicious breakfast in my stomach churn. “No, I didn’t mean–” I take a breath. His eyes aren’t angry, and his tone isn’t aggressive. Despite the fact I’m on edge from the idea that I’ve offended him, he’s not sending angry vibes. “I’m sorry,” I say anyway because I don’t know what to say.

      “You slighted me just now; you know that, right?”

      I nod and wrinkle my nose, now feeling humiliated on top of sick. I should’ve skipped breakfast. “I do, and I’m sorry. It’s just–”

      “The way you talk to people,” he finishes. He pushes off the counter and wanders into the living room, where he takes a seat on the couch. I know because I follow him in, sitting on the floor in front of the fire.

      Producing a book from the side table, Atticus blocks me from his view and begins reading. I’ve never spent time with a man so… blunt. Like, he’s doing him and saying what he really thinks and feels, and he isn’t faking or lying or changing for anyone.

      And as much as it can shock me sometimes, another part of me feels so comfortable with him because of it. Like I know he won’t let me off the hook, and as hard as it is to sometimes face my less desirable qualities, it’s so much easier, too. I admitted things to him last night that I kept from Beck for months. With him, I feel like I can be my honest and open self. For the first time… ever.

      “I’m sorry about that comment, Atticus. Breakfast was amazing, and it just surprises me to be with–well, not with, with, you know what I mean–a man like you. So independent and self-sufficient.”

      He keeps his book in front of his face. “They don’t make ‘em independent and self-sufficient up there in the city, eh?”

      I chew the inside of my cheek, really taking time to answer. I'm now realizing I do a lot of talking without thinking, and that’s a pretty annoying quality to be on either side of.

      “My ex,” I start, but then opt to make my words broader because I really don’t want to talk about that asshole in any specific terms. He’s not worth the energy. “The men I dated in the city,” I amend, “and again, I know we’re literally just stuck in a cabin together so I’m not comparing you to them in any sense other than skills,” I say, still staring at the cover of his book. “They told me to get them stuff. Ordered me to bring them things. There was a lot of delegating and not a lot of doing.”

      “Spoiled brats. I wasn’t raised to make people do shit for me. My Mom had me cooking at age nine, even though she stayed home. Taking care of yourself isn’t a city or small-town thing. It’s a self-respect thing.”

      I always thought my ex didn’t respect me–I mean, come on, he didn’t–but it never occurred to me that he couldn’t respect anyone because he didn’t respect himself. “That’s… weirdly really true.”

      “It ain’t weird.” He pauses for a second and clicks his tongue, making a sound of irony.

      “What?”

      “Nothin’,” he grunts before turning the page.

      Not wanting to disturb him since he did sleep on the floor and cooked me a huge breakfast, I decide now is the time to take my shower. And if it means parting with his sweatshirt, well, that’s what it means. Pretty sure it would be supremely weird and mildly creepy if I just put it back on and kept wearing it.

      After grabbing toiletries from my bag, as well as my clean clothes, I make my way into the tiny cabin bathroom. Pulling the curtain back, I take in the tiny shower stall. I don’t even know how Atticus will fit in here, seriously. Once I have the water on and heating up, I strip out of my clothes and pile them next to the clean clothes near the sink.

      Then I do what I always do.

      I stand in front of the mirror completely naked and analyze my reflection. Smoothing my hands over my stomach, I turn sideways and survey my profile. My hands go to the little pooch in my gut where breakfast rests. I look a little bloated this morning, and between the wine and the breakfast, I expected this much.

      What surprises me is the smile on my face. I expect to find a scowl glaring back at me, but she’s smiling. I’m smiling. And after my shower, I’m still smiling. Maybe it’s the comfortable company. I can’t even believe Atticus is making me feel so… good.

      The smelly man with the greasy hair and the affinity to grunt instead of use words… he’s making me so happy. And he’s not even trying. Hell, I’m not even trying. I just… am.

      When I’m combing out my hair in the small bedroom, Atticus comes in and rifles through his duffel bag. “Gonna shower,” he grunts. “And then I’m gonna shovel snow for a bit in case Beau and the rest of them make it up.”

      I stop mid-comb. I’d assumed they’d make it up here today, that the storm would slow down enough. But when my eyes flick to the window, and it’s completely covered in white, I wonder if that’s even possible. “Is it still snowing out there?”

      He grunts.

      “Is that a yes grunt or a no grunt?” I ask, poking his side with the butt of my brush. He doesn’t even flinch. God, with a body like that, I wonder how hard I’d have to claw down his back before he felt it.

      “It’s snowin’ still, yeah,” he answers after digging out a pair of sweats (another!), a henley, a beanie, and… boxer briefs.

      Because we’re in this small space together and I’ve already seen his partial erection, I decide nothing is off-limits. “Boxer briefs, huh? Okay, I like that. I would have pegged you for a free-ballin’ kind of guy. You ever free-ball?”

      “Free-ball?” he repeats in his dry, deadpan tone.

      “You know, go commando. No undies.”

      He grabs a stick of deodorant from his bag, and it takes every single ounce of me not to say, “oh so you do try to smell good,” because the truth now is that I fucking love his smell, musky or fresh. Shit.

      That makes my mouth slam shut. I love his smell. I haven’t loved anything in a long time.

      He grips the footboard, staring at me having an internal epiphany. “Where’d you go? One second you wanna know if my balls are free, and the next, you’re lost.” He pushes wet hair off my shoulder and it’s a whisper of a gesture. His skin doesn’t even come into contact with mine, but still, my chest tingles.

      “Just, uh, waiting for you to answer with words and not grunts, that’s all,” I lie, but with a smile and charisma so that he can’t tell.

      But he can tell because his unforgiving eyes pinch down on me again with that focus that makes me shudder a little. No one has ever paid such close attention to me while I’m just… thinking and talking.

      “Yeah, okay, Goldie,” he says, grabbing his toothbrush and paste from his bag and adding it to the growing pile of stuff he’s taking to the bathroom. “And the only time I free ball is when I sleep.”

      Then he walks out, and a moment later, the bathroom door closes and the shower starts up. And I’m left standing there, wanting to touch my pussy and moan his name while I envision his big body twisted up in these sheets, completely fucking naked.
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        * * *

      

      “All I need is a zebra or a horse and you’re going down,” I taunt as I fan out my cards in front of him.

      His hair is down and still drying from his shower, and with just his lingerie on, I’m turned on. When I asked him if we were having a topless day, he said, “you can get topless if you want. I don’t like when my hair gets my shirt wet, so I don’t put my shirt on ‘til my hair dries.” The amount of brilliance in that statement shocked me. I hate when my wet hair gets my shirt wet and makes me cold, too.

      I don’t hate the view of snakes, chains, naked women, flames, and tears staring back at me from his knotted torso, either.

      “We’ll see,” he gruffs, lowering his blue chip down to cover the blue ostrich on the board.

      We’ve been playing Sequence for Kids because this cabin only has three games: this one, a deck of Skip-Bo cards, and Monopoly. The first thing we’ve really bonded over is our mutual dislike for Monopoly. Further, we agreed it’s not really even the game that we dislike; it’s the commitment to time you have to make. That shit takes forever to really play and finish.

      So here we are. Playing a game meant for four to eight-year-olds, for the fourth time.

      He draws a card, and the edge of his lips twitch. “You got the shark, didn’t you?” I ask. He needs the shark to win.

      With a small smile first, he grunts.

      The fire pops behind us, and Atti sets his cards down to add more wood. And as he’s adding wood, I start thinking about his wood. What I spotted last night was impressive, from what I can remember, and this morning’s “chemistry” wasn’t too shabby either. I wonder what he looks like naked and completely hard?

      He sits back down, and right about now, I wish I wasn’t on the floor in front of the table but on the couch next to him. Except, we’re here as friends of friends. Staring at his junk, rubbing one out while he’s in the room, asking what undies he wears… it’s official: I’m a perv.

      I force myself to stop thinking about his wood or sitting next to him and play my card, drawing another after my chip is down. On the next turn, he plays his shark and wins for the fourth time in a row. Bastard.

      “Skip-Bo?” I ask, laying back, loving how warm the rug feels against my back. I didn’t know I was cold till now.

      “Check your coat. If it’s dried, we can get out there and get some more firewood.”

      I sit back up just in time to watch him finger-comb his hair into a bun. It’s shiny and a bit messy, but because I know he showered this morning, I know it’s a clean shine, not grease like usual.

      “Normally, I’d say that feels like a you thing and not an us thing,” I start, sliding my chips off the board and back into the zippered bag they came in. “But because I’m already feeling hungry for lunch, some physical activity would be good. Then I can really earn it.”

      Getting to my feet, I pat down the arms of the puffer coat that has been moved and flipped. I guess Atti did that after I fell asleep last night. Honestly, he probably wants my coat to be dry so he can have his hoodie back, but the care he took for one of my things has my heart flexing.

      Sliding one arm in at a time, I discover it’s fully dry. After my shower, I put Atti’s socks back on because they are thicker and warmer, but now that it’s time to get shoes on, I realize wool socks don’t pair well with Converse. Tapping my chin, I’m in the middle of working out the conundrum when I feel him behind me.

      Really, I sense him looming over me. With his expansive frame and broad chest, his body heat rains down on me from above and behind. When I turn around, he’s holding his hoodie. The same one I wore last night and this morning. He puts it on over the henley he’d added, and sweet Jesus, how does this man make me wet in an old hoodie and sweats? Lingerie. Sweats are like lingerie, add a hoodie, and you’ve basically got yourself the female equivalent of garter, teddy, and heels.

      “Earn it?” he asks, his voice sounding kind of sour. He’s actually making a face to match.

      “Yeah.” I give him the same sour look. “What?”

      Then his hand is coming out of nowhere, settling on my hip. Gentle but with enough firmness to let me know he means it, Atticus curls his fingertips into me. “You don’t have to earn it.” The husky rasp of those six words makes my knees a little weak.

      Again.

      I swallow, but my mouth and throat are so fucking dry. My heart is beating so fast that the edges of my vision grow a little fuzzy. My senses seem to be growing a little fuzzy now, too. His touch infuses me with warmth, spreading through my skin like wildfire, ripping through me with unstoppable force. Everything between my legs goes achy, and my tailbone seems to melt. I have to fight to keep my eyes from closing halfway. My entire existence is liquifying from six words and five fingers on my side.

      Eleven is a dangerous number for me right now.

      “I like balance,” I croak, my voice so raw and hoarse it’s embarrassing. I clear my parched throat and smile, but even I can feel how unconvincing I am. “Balance is good.”

      With his touch melting me, my tits join the aching, wanting nothing but to be palmed by his monstrous hands; he steps back. “You off balance?”

      I look down at my feet and then back up at him, a little dizzy now, and it’s got nothing to do with the fire or the fact that I’m hungry. “No, I’m good.” His hand is still on me. His hand is still on me.

      He shakes his head, and the way he’s looking at me right now makes every single fiber of my existence stand on end, arms up, waving to him, take me, want me, love me, care about me. But I don’t know what his look means, so I don’t know if I’m about to be swept off my feet—is that a stupid thought? Or called an idiot-–because am I actually arguing that I don’t deserve food if I don’t exercise? Oh my god. I’m going to ruin this with all my issues.

      “Goldie.” My chest burns from the way he says my name. His tongue smooths over his bottom lip, and his gaze continues to penetrate my exterior. The wall of security is slowly coming down because the truth just floats to the surface inside me when I’m with Atti. I don’t even know why or how to explain it.

      “What?” I’m so breathless I’m embarrassed. My neck is all hot and sweaty, and my lungs are really starting to burn. For that matter, my entire chest pounds with hot pressure. I’m going to explode or something.

      “This mornin’, you said you normally have ‘just coffee’ for breakfast.” I nod because I honestly don’t think I can form a word right now. The only thing my mouth wants to do is be around his dick.

      “Eat.”

      Awkwardly, I smile, and instead of saying, “I do when I’m hungry” or “I do or I’d be dead.” I find myself nodding and saying, “I will, okay?” I’m not even saying. I’m… asking for him to approve of me? Believe me? I don’t even know, but eleven is threatening to break me here on the spot.

      “I’ll make lunch when we come back in.”

      “Okay.”

      His hand is still on my hip until.. It isn’t. He pulls it away, grabs a pair of gloves that I honestly didn’t even see him with until right now, and passes them to me.

      “Don’t you want them?” I ask, looking out the window at the falling powder and then back up into his warm eyes.

      He grunts. “They’ll get ruined grabbin’ wet wood.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows. “Wet wood. I like the sound of that.” Oh my god. I’m not mad I said it, but I am a little cringed out with just how pervy this man makes me. Flush heats my cheeks, and surprisingly, I’m not even embarrassed. I just grin up at him.

      After a moment, the ends of his lips twitch, his stoic facade hits the cabin floor and he smiles. He fucking smiles. Again.

      “Ha!” I jump in his wool socks. “I got you to smile again.” I fold my arms across my chest, so satisfied with myself. “Atticus Winters, I don’t think you’re as big of a jackhole as you pretend to be.”

      His smile stays, but he cocks an eyebrow. “Jackhole?”

      “Beck’s baby-safe curse word.”

      “There ain’t no babies around here.”

      Yet.

      Don’t say it, don’t fucking say it, you stalker-perv. “I know.” I don’t even want kids! This man.

      “I smirked at wet wood. I’m a twelve-year-old boy inside.” He dips directly in front of me, so close that I’m sure he can smell my breath; I can smell his. “I’m still a jackhole.”

      I want to kiss him. What would he do if I kissed him? He’s a breath away, all I’d have to do is lean in just a whisper and our lips would connect. In my ears, my heartbeat echoes, and before I can take the leap, he pulls back, putting the pair of gloves into my palm with a thwack. “Put ‘em on. You ain’t got the right shoes so you’ll just watch.”

      “I thought you were the one who liked watching.” He tugs a beanie over his head as he eyes me cautiously. “You said that once you know,” I add.

      “I remember everything I’ve ever said.”

      “That’s intense.” I feel the truth of his words rattle through me. I believe him. Every part of me sees the honest, raw existence of this man.

      He shrugs. “I do like watching.”

      “Yeah?” I tug one glove on, fitting each finger carefully with my eyes never leaving his. “You a voyeur?” I tease, excitement sparking in my belly at the beginnings of playful sexual banter.

      He straightens, looping his arm through one side of a down vest. His gaze is intense as he feeds his other arm through. “I am. But you find me a man who doesn’t like watching a beautiful woman come hard.” He turns and walks out the front door, leaving it wide open, just like my mouth.
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        * * *

      

      I stand on the porch like an utter moron with my wooly-socked feet shoved into my unlaced Converse. I’m so not helpful, but every time Atticus grabs a piece of wood or chops one, I shout, “yay!” and he rolls his eyes. But I don’t stop because I’m trying to add some value here, and I think offering to give him a complimentary cock suck for wood chopping would be a bit aggressive. So I yay instead.

      After we come inside, I pretend to be texting Beck and Beau while I secretly watch Atticus strip out of his wet vest and snow boots. After laying his things along the bricks to dry, he disappears into our room and returns with another hoodie. Lord help me, the lingerie is out, and it’s only noon.

      “They ain’t comin’?” Atticus guesses as he walks past me toward the kitchen. I take a seat at the kitchen table and lay my phone out flat, staring down at the dancing bubbles. “Still waiting for her–nope.” Beck’s message says the road is still closed.

      “Road closed?” Atti asks with his head buried in the cooler.

      “Yeah.” I start to think. “How do we get outta here if the road is closed?” He reappears with cold cuts and some Rubbermaid containers.

      He blinks. “We don’t.”

      “Oh my god, what if we run out of food? What if we run out of water?” Immediately I feel all panicked, and yet, I probably should have had these worries a day ago.

      “Goldie, relax. If we ran out of anything, I’d hike out and get it. Stores don’t close. Only these small roads. We’re fine. Now sit down and cut the apples.” He reaches into the cooler again and crosses the small room to hand me a bag of apples. There’s already a knife and a cutting sheath on the table.

      I sit back down. “Sorry, I think I’m prone to overreacting.”

      “You think,” he deadpans, dragging a long, serrated knife through a hoagie roll.

      “So tell me, Atticus, did you always want to be a mechanic, or did you settle?” Why does that sound snotty, even to me? My cheeks grow flush, and this time, I am embarrassed. “I didn’t mean–”

      “I think you did. But you know what? At least you’d be saying what you mean. I’ll take being real over being phony any day of the week.” He slides the sliced hoagies into the oven, then sets it to broil. With his focus on slicing provolone, I feel so raw, seen, and called out.

      I don’t want to argue with him, but I’ve trained myself to deflect and defend. It’s how you survive with a mother like Constance Berry. “Because I care how people perceive me does not make me phony.”

      His cutting stops, he places the knife on the counter and turns to face me. “Do you change yourself to change people’s perceptions of you?”

      I cluck my tongue. “Everyone does, and they’re lying if they say they haven’t.”

      His face falls a little, and it makes my stomach do the same. “I don’t. And you shouldn’t either.”

      “Why not?” I start slicing apples and keep my eyes on the knife. “If making a little tweak to myself doesn't hurt, and other people see me better, what’s so bad about wanting to be seen as just a little bit better? How does it hurt anyone?”

      “If you aren’t you, who will be?” He turns back to the cheese and resumes cutting.

      It’s only cheese, but it feels like my wrists, my throat, and my heart. How does he see me so clearly without even knowing my issues? It’s… so hard but intoxicating, too. Every time I’ve smiled when I wanted to cry, laughed when I wanted to yell, drank when I wanted to eat, agreed with my Mom just to feel seen, pretended when I really wasn’t sure what to do… I felt a piece of my real self slipping away. And now I don’t know for sure if I even know who she is.

      “Atticus.” My knife tips on its side and slides off the cutting board onto the table.

      He keeps his focus on the slices of provolone. We won’t eat all of it, but he keeps on with his cutting. “Goldie.”

      “You can be so cruel sometimes,” I whisper, not meaning to whisper but finding myself close to voiceless. He doesn’t understand me, and he shouldn’t pretend to.

      He pauses, looking up at the old tile backsplash. After what feels like too long, he turns to face me. The oven dings, and his attention stays on me for an extra moment. “I’d never be cruel to you.”

      I don’t know how but his words knock the air from my chest completely. I reach for the glass of water he’d poured for us when we got in and slam all of it. I’m breathless when my gaze returns to him. “I never would, Goldie. But I ain’t gonna lie to you, either.”

      I’m surprised when he’s the one who takes the conversation to safer terrain. As I plate up sliced apples and start on the strawberries, he builds sandwiches in the kitchen. “Why’d you choose PR?” I give him the look, you know, the wide-eyed ‘you’ve been asking about me, huh?’ and he rolls his eyes. “Beau told Miller you used to work for the Brutes in PR, and Miller wanted autographs.”

      I smirk. “Oh yeah? From who? I could probably still get them.”

      His voice drops an octave, I swear. “You're still good friends with those men, huh?”

      As much as I want to be playful and tease him, maybe even torture him a little in the rare event that Atticus Winters is actually jealous, I can’t. I just can't smile and laugh about those assholes. Not after what they did to me.

      “No. No fucking way. Never, ever again.” My eyes grow warm as my veins fill with rage that never seems to go away. Not with any permanency. A moment later, he’s knocking my hand out of the way and setting a plate down in front of me.

      “Talk with your mouthful. I don’t care. But eat. And tell me why those fuckers are on your shit list.”

      You know, outside of Beck, I don’t think anyone has asked me this. I always assumed that everyone who worked with me knew my character–that I’d work hard for the team until the end. But when everything went down… they treated me like an outsider. A complete stranger. And not a single soul made an attempt to pull me aside and find out what had happened. Not one.

      Atticus is asking, and for the first time ever, I really want to tell someone. I really do.

      But I choose my words carefully because as fun as this weekend has been, I’m not getting shit twisted; he’s Beck and Beau’s friend, and I’m Beck and Beau’s friend. That’s our link, and that’s likely all. Wine and masculine scents aside, we’re not long-lost soulmates, and there isn’t some unspoken fate tying us together. We’re in a cabin, and our friends didn’t show.

      That doesn’t give me a free pass to dump the deepest, darkest secret of my life on this man. Not at all.

      I take a bite of the sandwich and talk around it like he ordered. “First, I feel weird talking with my mouth full,” I say, smiling around the best-tasting bite of sandwich I’ve ever eaten. “Second, I live above a deli, and I have to say, this is maybe the best sandwich I’ve ever eaten.”

      Atticus swallows a bite and washes it down with a gulp of water. The way his Adam’s apple bobs with his drink makes me pull my legs together. The way he makes me horny and desperate while also giving me this sense of security, like it’s safe to be vulnerable, all the while being so truthful with me that I get my feelings hurt? It’s so wild. It’s raw and real. And that’s just him. He’s just so… brazen.

      “The baseball team. Get back to that.” He dips his sandwich into mustard, and I arch a brow.

      “Why don’t you just put it on the bread like a sane human?” I ask, reaching across to dip my sandwich in his mustard, too.

      He dips his again, too, and talks with his mouthful. “If I don’t finish it, it gets soggy and nasty.”

      I swallow my bite, trying to imagine a situation where this house of a human leaves food on his plate. “You sometimes don’t finish?” I ask, surprised.

      His face is expressionless and his tone deadpan when he says, “baby, I always finish. Just not my sandwiches. If I get busy at the shop or somethin’ and I gotta save it, it’s better without the condiments.”

      Baby, I always finish.

      My belly flutters but not nearly as much as my pussy does. I feel the heat climb my neck and settle into my cheeks, but if he notices, I don’t care. He says be real. Well, I really want him, and whether it’s fleeting or a bad idea, I can’t hide it. So I let my face glow as I say, “you finish while you’re watching, or are those two separate things?”

      I don’t miss the way his jaw pauses for a second as he processes my words, swallowing his bite a second later. “Sometimes they’re one and the same. Depends.”

      “On what?” I ask, realizing there’s maybe a reason he’s not meeting my eyes. Maybe he’s as afraid as I am that if we look at each other this second, these sandwiches will be on the floor, and I’ll be on my back on this table, legs spread.

      “Who I’m with. What she wants.”

      We eat a few more bites before I add, “I didn’t leave on amicable or favorable terms to answer your question.”

      “Sounds like you got a story to tell,” he says, and the thought crosses my mind again to tell him everything that happened. It could be cathartic; Atticus doesn’t know my ex or any of the staff at the Brutes, so maybe spilling my guts to an impartial third party would be good.

      Then I think of what happened. All it takes is imagining a few key, life-changing moments in a split second and I’m already clamming up again. Purging to Atticus could feel good right now, but then I’d be carrying that story around all day. The rest of the week, even. And it would do me more harm than good, I decide.

      “A story for another day, maybe,” I say, stuffing another bite of toasted salami and provolone into my mouth.

      “Can I hold you to it?” he asks, grabbing a pickle from his plate and downing it in a single bite.

      “Do you really wanna know why I lost my job? I mean, usually, people don’t want to know about someone’s worst time of their life.”

      He arches a brow, and it’s a look I’m coming to be familiar with. “Worst time, huh?” And I can sense the words “it’s just a job” right there on his tongue, but if I’m right and that’s what he’s thinking, he doesn’t say it. And I’m so glad he doesn’t say it. Because it wasn’t just a job to me, it was so much more. My forever, or so I thought.

      I nod. “Yeah, but it goes a little further than the job itself. But, like I said, a story for another time.”

      We finish our sandwiches, but this time, I force Atticus to let me clean up. He takes my seat and watches me, but the conversation never lulls.

      “You never answered my question,” I remind him as I drag a tea towel around the edge of a freshly washed plate. “What made you want to be a mechanic?”

      He scratches at the center of his chest. “I always liked working on stuff. There’s something rewarding about knowing how to take something apart and put it back together. ‘Specially something like an engine.”

      I nod. “That’s cool. Having such a unique and in-demand skill. It must feel good.”

      He snorts a little, still scratching at his chest while his other hand raises his water glass to his mouth. “Well,” he ponders a minute before taking a drink. “I guess that’s all true. I just been doin’ it so long, and I like it that I never really think about it.”

      “You’re just living the dream,” I say teasingly but also truthfully because that’s what it sounds like… it sounds like he loves what he does and gets to live that dream daily. I’m jealous but irrationally proud, too, even though I have no claim to his success or a reason to be proud. I am, though. And I’m happy for him much more than I am jealous. “I want that,” I admit quietly. “To have just what I want.”

      “Everybody does. You ain’t alone in wanting to be happy, Goldie.”

      I turn to him after stacking the clean plates and turning the drying cups upside down on the tea towel. “I’m so full, and it’s so cold. You wanna just watch a movie?”

      “You see that selection of movies?”

      “VHS,” I add with a grin, “and yes, I did.”

      “I think I’ll just read.”

      I don’t care if he watches the movie or not, but being in the same space with him is something I’m growing attached to. And truthfully, I don’t want this weekend to end.

      “Great,” I say with a massive smile that I really only partially feel because we’re leaving in the morning. And the day is bleeding into afternoon. I didn’t think I’d want to be here just the two of us, and now I’m praying for time to slow down.

      A few minutes later, Atticus is settled into one side of the couch, his massive legs crossed at the ankle resting on the table. He’s holding a book with his thumb and forefinger; his other arm draped along the back of the couch.

      He’s got a stoic expression, and he doesn’t even give me a glance as I start the movie, get the wine and two glasses and grab a blanket from the back of the couch. It’s like my presence does nothing to him, and he does everything to me.

      That makes me feel a little bad if I’m being honest because even though Atti doesn’t treat me like my ex Reynold did, the feeling of being invisible is there regardless. I hate that feeling.

      “Wine?” I ask as I’m uncorking, the opening credits to some old Clint Eastwood movie rolling.

      He peeks at me with just one eye. “Guess I better. Can’t let you drink it all. We know how that ends up.”

      “Har har, grandpa,” I deadpan, “I’ll be fine. Do you want any or not?”

      “I said yes.”

      “You said it with snark.”

      “I did not.”

      “Did, too.”

      The tiniest smirk lifts his lips, and I set the wine bottle down and tap his thigh with the back of my hand. “That wasn’t another smile, was it?”

      He returns to his book with a grunt, but I keep my smile for the next few minutes as I snuggle into the couch, sip my wine, and get lost in Eastwood.

      An hour later, I’ve finished two glasses and am growing a bit groggy, but I refuse to have my remaining time with Atti spent taking a nap.

      But the fire is so warm. The smell of toasted bread still hangs in the air, and as much as I wanted to escape it at home, I love it here.

      I’ll just close my eyes for a second. Though the last thought I have before drifting off is, has anyone ever just closed their eyes for a second?

      Probably not.
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      atticus 

      
        
        I’d trade a hundred nights of wantin’ for one night of havin’

      

      

      I love reading about the Revolutionary War, but I’m pretty sure I’ve reread the same page about ten fuckin’ times now.

      This uptight, high-strung, goofy, playful, and hugely judgemental woman is under my skin. I don’t know how she did it, but she did, and I want her out.

      What’s the point? She doesn't wanna be with a “grandpa” like me. Not to mention, I get the feeling she ain’t lookin’ to be with a mechanic. It’s not sparkly enough for her.

      Doesn’t stop me from needing to know what the fuck happened with the Brutes and why she left on such bad terms. As uptight and fake as she can present herself, I don’t get the sense she has a mean bone in her body. Misguided sometimes but cruel enough to get herself fired and blacklisted? I just can’t get there.

      As she dozes not a foot away from me, I can’t help but wonder what Mere would think of her. Then I think back to the first time I laid eyes on Goldie. She was glarin’ at me from Beck’s front porch. If I remember correctly I think she even told me to fuck off. No. Wait. “Fork off” I believe it was.

      I’ll admit. First few impressions I got of her weren’t good. In fact, she was reminding me of all the girls Mere grew up with. The ones that picked on her for liking horses, painting, and reading books instead of watching The Bachelorette and going to football games. Goldie woulda been one of those voices in Mere’s ear telling her she needs to eat less or try harder.

      That’s one of the things that keeps me at an arm's distance. The idea that I gotta live a life that Mere never had the chance to live… it makes me hate myself. Experiencing things she never will doesn't seem right. But to catch feelings for a woman who, in all truth, very closely represents the type of girls who tore my baby sister down? That’s all kinds of wrong.

      Still, part of me thinks that if Mere were still here, she’d like Goldie. She’d like her silliness and her smart mouth. Part of me wonders if she were still here, would Mere look up to Goldie? I don’t know.

      I can’t deny that she’s the first woman I’ve been curious about in too many years. I’ve had some hookups and definitely got my physical needs met, but not until this firecracker did I want to talk.

      May just be about food and sexual proclivities, but I ain’t a fool. I know what it means. It means my Mom’s right. Even if it feels like a betrayal to Mere, I gotta live.

      I consider waking her or even just taking her to bed, but it’s only half past three, and I’m pretty sure she’d wake up anyway. Quietly, I close my book and slide it onto the table, and then I just… watch her sleep.

      Never watched anyone sleep before. I may like watching, but this is different. My chest warms at the sight of her comfort next to me. And I get the feeling this woman ain’t always comfortable.

      For the first time all weekend, I locate my phone and check it. A few missed calls from Beau, one from pop, and a text from Mom. I swipe to read.

      Mom: I know you’re at Beau’s place up the hill this weekend, but dad’s done something to the remote

      Mom: We can’t get the words off the bottom of the screen

      Mom: And they’re in Spanish

      Mom: Come over Sunday and help us, son, and I’ll send you home with soup for the week. Love you.

      Peering over at a very comfortable Goldie, I take my phone down the hall to our room, partially close the door and call Mom back.

      She nabs it after a ring, probably because she’s playing Wordle. Edie Winters is a Wordle fanatic.

      “Hi, son, how are ya?” Her voice is light and happy, and it makes me smile. Probably the only time I can organically smile these days is from my Mom’s voice.

      “Good. I just read your messages. You’re right–I’m up the hill at Beau’s dad’s place.” I walk to the window and knock the curtain back, exposing the bright scene outside. A glowing sun, falling snow, and a sea of white. “Still snowin’ here, but I’m planning to scrape the drive and head out in the morning.”

      “Snowed a little here, too. A lot of rain, though. Raining curse words left and right–”

      My dad pipes up in the distance somewhere, and I can just imagine my Mom swatting his voice away like it will make a difference. “I did not turn those captions on, Edith! And quit tellin’ me I did!”

      I snort to myself. “Mom, I can just send you a picture of the remote and circle the button you press. It’s just menu choices from there.”

      “No, no,” she sighs. “I’m done foolin’ with it. The words don’t bother me so much anymore.”

      I sigh. She’s more than happy to have closed captioning eat up half her TV screen just to annoy my dad. Stubborn through and through, Mere was just like her. I love it. Love ‘em both.

      “I’m leavin’ tomorrow morning sometime, but it won’t be early. I’ll come by on my way through town,” I tell her because even if she really doesn’t care, I can’t let my parents live a life where the chair squeaks, the captions are on, and things are going unfixed. I don’t want that for ‘em, and neither would Mere.

      “No rush. You have fun up there. How’s that baby and missus of his?”

      “They… they’re good. The roads closed before they could get up here so it’s just me and one of Beck’s friends.”

      She pauses a moment, and I fuckin’ know what’s comin’. “A girl?”

      “A grown woman, actually,” I deadpan. “Listen, Mom; I’m gonna go check the fire. I’ll see you tomorrow sometime. Love you. Tell pop I love him, too.”

      “We love you, too. We’ll see you tomorrow. And don’t let that woman freeze.”

      I grunt; we exchange goodbyes and end the call. When I return to the small living space to stoke the fire, Goldie’s awake, holding her legs to her chest, staring into the dying flames.

      “Sorry I dozed,” she says softly as I take a knee in front of the hearth, sliding two logs inside, leaning back to avoid the popping sparks.

      “Don’t gotta be sorry. Sleep if you’re tired.” I add a third log and some kindling to get it burning.

      “You know, it’s not even that I’m tired. It’s just… I was so comfortable,” she says, and when I glance over my shoulder at her, she’s still staring into the fire. The glow of the flames flickering against her smooth skin and full lips steals my breath for a second. She bats her eyes and it’s then I realize they’re wet.

      “What’s a matter?” I hear myself asking when I’m pretty sure any time I’ve seen Delane get upset, I’ve grunted and turned my head like a fuckin’ caveman. I wipe my hands down my thighs and take a seat on the couch, maybe a little closer than I was before.

      “I heard you talking to your Mom,” she says, her voice so fuckin’ delicate that it puts panic in my veins. Why are her eyes wet and why is she sad? Not an hour ago we were… fuck, were we actually having fun? I think we were. I rake a hand up the back of my head.

      “Yeah, I had some texts from her. Thought it’d be easier to call.”

      She twirls a piece of hair around her finger, finally leaning back, releasing her legs. She folds them cross-legged but still doesn’t face me. I don’t know why I care so much but I fuckin’ do.

      “You okay?” I find myself forcing huskiness into my tone.

      “You close with your parents?” she asks, bypassing my question leading me to believe that she is not okay. At all. I want to slide closer to her but I don’t.

      “Yeah,” I answer. “Very.” We were always close, even before we lost Mere. But we sure as shit grew closer after that. I don’t say it, though, because I don’t talk about Mere and what happened. It’s easier for me to keep it in.

      “They’re good parents?” she questions, but the way she asks tells me she already knows the answer. I don’t know how much of my call she heard.

      “The best.” Her sadness tells me we don’t share this. “You close with your folks?”

      Her laugh is dark, and it’s the darkest I’ve ever seen her when she turns to me, face completely devoid of hope and happiness. “Hardly. Constance Berry is not the type of mom who wants to be a mom. She wants a show pony or a purse dog. That’s what I am to her. A show pony purse dog.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I ask about her dad. “What about your pop?”

      Another dark snort, but at least she’s focused on me. The wetness seems to be gone from her eyes, and I like that. It brings me strange relief. “Kenneth Berry is somehow worse than Constance.”

      “You call your folks by their first names?” I scratch my jaw, knowin’ I do it too but just to annoy them, not because I don’t think of ‘em as Mom and Dad.

      “No. I call my mother Mom, and I don't call my Dad anything,” she says, her eyes dropping to her hands which seem to be fiddlin’ endlessly with the hem of her pants. “He’s not dead. I don’t want to seem overly dramatic. He’s just… my parents separated a year ago, and when that happened, he kind of just washed his hands of having a family. Not that he did a lot of family stuff before.”

      I don’t know what to say because that’s fucking shitty. My dad has always been there for me whether he said the right thing or gave the right advice. Always. Same with my Mom.

      “That’s fuckin’ shitty,” I say, still waiting for those beautiful eyes to come back to me. Dark hair falls across her face, and I swear my hand twitches to push it back. I hate not seein’ her face, especially if she’s feelin’ down. But I keep my hands to myself.

      “So, what’s it like with your Mom?” I ask as I drape my arm along the back of the couch. Goldie sinks back into the cushions, unfolding her legs to rest her feet on the coffee table. My fingertips connect with her shoulder as she does, and neither of us acknowledges it. And neither of us move, either.

      “I know she loves me. I know she wants me to be happy. But sometimes it feels like she’d be okay with me just looking happy instead of actually being happy. And I think for a long time I was okay with that too. But then I lost my job with the Brutes, and the time I took off after was hard but important because I realized… I don’t think I’ve ever been happy.”

      She faces me finally and the gentle smile curling her lips sends me into a goddamn tailspin. I wanna kiss her, seal our mouths together and take all those worries from her. I wanna drop my hand onto her shoulder and curl her body into mine. I want to tell her I can make her happy, but… I doubt I could. And it’s clear she don’t need more pain.

      “Sounds very dramatic, right?” She laughs, reaching for her wine glass. I lean forward, too, and top us both off. “Thanks,” she says before bringing the glass to her lips and taking a drink. The sound of her swallowing has me stacking my feet in an effort to jostle free the excitement slithering around between my legs.

      “Zzg all Outlook users,” she sighs.

      I cock an eyebrow. “What now?”

      She laughs, and then she twists on the couch so her body faces me completely, drawing her legs up onto the cushion again. “Okay, so when I was working for the Brutes I had this assistant.” A smile takes over her lips, and she gets lost staring at my chest for a second, presumably remembering someone she hasn’t thought about in a while.

      “Whenever I’d email her and put her on a task she didn’t want to be on, she’d reply to the email and she’d literally add everyone in the company, I swear. Like the team manager, she’d add, as if he gave a shit about anything except the players and the game. But seriously, she’d do this thing where she’d type zzg, and in computer talk, that’s the same as tagging everyone. Essentially, she’d throw a tantrum and put every person on the email response. It was so freaking dramatic and over the top. It became a running joke with Beck and me. Whenever either of us were being dramatic, we’d just look at each other and one of us would say, “you are being very zzg right now,” and then we’d just laugh it off.”

      She laughs a little, and I feel a chuckle in my chest, but I trap it ‘cause the pieces are coming together. The image I had of Goldie being a spoiled brat on Beck’s front porch months back no longer feels right. Feels like the same way she clearly judged me; I did the same.

      “Realizing you ain’t ever been happy ain’t… zzg.” I hold her gaze because it’s the only way I know how to give the statement power. I want her to know I’m not just making conversation, I believe what I’m saying.

      “It’s not easy realizing you aren’t happy. Especially when you feel age creepin’ in. Puts panic in ya, like, fuck, if it ain’t happened, maybe it won’t. Then you just start to settle into that headspace. Teach yourself to be okay with being a slightly less happy version of yourself.”

      She swallows, and I notice how her eyes trace my lips before she speaks. “Is that what you’re doing? Being okay with not having what you want?”

      “I love my job,” I say, “and I love my parents.” I think of Mere, and the sheer agony of her absence in my life, day in and day out. My parents, too. They don’t show it because I’m the weak link. They can’t even feel sad about losing their kid because their alive kid is so fuckin’ sensitive about the whole thing. Years later.

      Mom’s right. I’m stuck. Maybe I’ve known it but only now do I care.

      “Do you want anything else from your life?” she asks, tucking soft hair behind her ear. I get a vision of my hands gripping the sides of her face, that silky hair tangled in my fingers, our eyes locked as I take long, deep strokes between her legs, our hips kissing when I’m the deepest I can be.

      I restack my feet as a warning to my hardening cock. “You mean am I wantin’ my own little nuclear family?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t mean that. I mean, I know I never planned on being a mother so my vision isn’t of a nuclear family. I just want a best friend who is also my partner. Someone who doesn’t tell me shit I want to hear but tells me the truth, with love, someone who can love me even when I’m being ugly and small. You know?”

      “I know.”

      “Is that what you want? Or do you want the nuclear family like you were raised in?”

      I shrug now because I haven’t really thought about this too much. I never let myself go there. I’ve always told myself I can’t have it because Mere can’t have it, and that’s fair. Unsure how to answer and not feelin’ so comfortable talking about this, I just grunt, then add, “don’t know.”

      There’s a moment of silence between us, and then Goldie rises from the couch, finishing her wine. “I think you know, but it’s okay if you don’t feel like talking about it.” She takes my glass and finishes it, too. “I know all about not wanting to talk about it.”

      “Can I ask you something?” Fuck, I’m surprising myself with how freely the questions come around her. The talking, period. I ain’t said more than ten things to Miller in the last two weeks, and in two days I’ve told Goldie more than I’ve told anyone.

      She burps without covering her mouth or saying excuse me. “Yeah, what’s up?”

      “Do you not want kids because you just don’t want ‘em?”

      “As opposed to what?” she asks, her tone growing defensive. I hold my hands up because I don’t mean to fight. I just… want to know. I haven’t met too many women who don’t want kids.

      “I’m not judgin’ you; I’m just wonderin’ if you don’t want ‘em because it ain’t your thing or did your Mom fuck you all up and make you think you can’t, or you’d suck at it or some shit?” I stand up, too, now that I can. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think there’s anything you could suck at if you put your mind to it. You seem like a determined individual.”

      She snorts, and I’m learning this is her real, organic laughter and that I’ve only ever heard it when she’s with me.

      “My Mom did fuck me up pretty decent, but… I’ve never had a vision in my mind of me holding a baby with a man over my shoulder looking down at said baby. Really. I mean, the truth is…” she trails off a moment as she taps her chin. “I’ve never really thought about it. I’ve just written it off my entire life.”

      I get that. I haven’t thought about dating and relationships because I made a choice after Mere passed and… here I am.

      I just grunt because I get it, and I don’t got much more to add.

      “By the way, a determined individual? Okay, grandpa!” Her laughter makes me smile, and she points at me again with victory in her body language. “I got you to smile again!” Her face grows somewhat serious as she ties her hair up into a wad on the top of her head. “I really don’t think I’ve seen you smile or heard you laugh any time but this weekend.”

      “Must be you. You’re the secret ingredient,” I reply, and even though she laughs it off like it’s a joke… no part of me feels like I’m joking.

      From there, we make dinner together. I don’t need her help, and hell, I don’t even want it. She says she isn’t tired, but I’d be a lot happier if she’d just sit down and let me fix her some food.

      I ain’t never wanted to take care of a woman like that.

      But I can tell she wants to help, so I let her make the salad at the table while I steam noodles and cook up some meat. When I pop the garlic bread in the oven to toast, the rest of the meal is ready, so we sit at the table and wait.

      “I’m really impressed with your cooking,” she says as she wraps a loose end of a tea towel around her hand over and over. Nervous energy.

      “Hmm,” I grunt. “City men don’t cook, huh?” I’m partially teasing, but I am curious about her past.

      “If they do, I never met one. My ex—” she stops herself and finally quits fuckin’ around with the tea towel. With her hands on the table, she meets my inquisitive gaze. “My ex was pretty important at the Brutes. And because of that, every other thing in his life was shelved; a responsibility for someone else so that the mastermind could work.”

      “Mastermind’s a pretty hearty word for someone who can’t make spaghetti.”

      There’s that organic laugh again. I fight the smirk and add, “pretty important; who’d you date, the fuckin’ pitcher?”

      She raises her hands up, showing me her palms. “Hey, I’m not about to argue that the pitcher is way more important. He is. But the team manager is who I dated, and if you didn’t know his job title and had to guess it from just talking to him? You’d think he was God.”

      “I wouldn’t,” I argue. “I’d take one look at ‘em and know he was all bark and no bite.” I wink but make no expression otherwise. “With a small dick.”

      She slaps my knee under the table but roars with laughter like maybe that’s exactly what he was. Then I start thinkin’ about how many Brutes games I watched with my pop over the summer. I’m not a man who has a “team” where I don shirts and hats with their logo and talk about ‘em everywhere I go. Because I’m a man, and that’s for boys.

      Can’t tell my dad that, though. He’s been a Brutes fan for ages. I scratch the side of my jaw as I run down a list of faces and names in my brain. When I’m watching, I’m watching to be with my dad. Not because I’m gonna cheer on men wearing tight pants running a diamond.

      That’s when shit shifts into focus. I think I remember the manager of the Brutes being a showboating prick. Arrogant with a temper but a man the women all went crazy for.

      “Reynold Porter?” That’s his fuckin’ name, and I know exactly who he is. And I really hope she’s misremembering her ex’s title, or maybe he was the assistant, and she called him the real deal to make him feel good? I really fuckin’ hope that’s the case. Because everything I’ve seen about Reynold Porter–both during the games and on my Mom’s nightly celebrity catch-up trash TV show–tells me all I need to know: he’s a fuckin’ tool.

      An infomercial tool, to top it off. The kind that looks really good and flashy and promises the goddamn world but doesn’t actually work, malfunctions a lot, and in general, fills you with buyer’s remorse.

      She looks at her hands for a second, then back at me, her lips twisted to the side in the same painful expression she wore when talking about her shitty mom. “Yeah. Reynold Porter is my ex.”

      I just blink at her because if I talk right now, I’m going to say shit she won’t like. Shit that’ll definitely sting. Like Jesus fuck, Goldie. How could you not see the goddamn red flags? Hell, I’m a straight man, and I can tell that fucker is an egotistical narcissist with the emotional state of a fuckin’ dejected junior high bully.

      I choose to just sit there. And grind my jaw. My leg bounces a little one time, too.

      “You don’t strike me as a baseball fan,” she says. “But you know Reynold, so are you a Brutes fan?”

      Speaking around the anger in my throat, I reply as nicely as I can. “My dad is a Brutes fan, and I watch games with him, but I couldn’t give a fuck less about baseball.”

      Her brows raise. “Really? I don’t think I’ve ever met a man who doesn’t love baseball.”

      I blink. “You have now.” Reynold fuckin’ Porter. Is she kidding? “Porter was your boss, then?”

      She wobbles her head. “No, but we did work together. Being the head of Public Relations, we had coaching sessions after he’d… lose his temper. That’s kind of how our relationship started.”

      Relationship. Knowing none of the details, I already doubt that’s what they had. She may have thought so, but a prick like Porter is a user. Through and through.

      “That what broke you two up? His temper?”

      She seems surprised that I’m asking. “No,” she says, her face falling flat, all color draining almost instantly. Even the wine glow has disappeared. There’s a heavy boulder rolling in my stomach at the quick change in her demeanor. “I mean, it would’ve, eventually. I hope it would have, but truthfully, I don’t know. The sad thing is, I really don’t know if I would have left him even though I definitely should have.”

      “He left you?” I can’t fuckin’ believe that shit. Only proves my goddamn point; Reynold Porter is a goddamn moron. Goldie is a million times too good for the likes of his arrogant, tantruming ass. “Sorry,” I add when her face twists in discomfort. “Not my business.”

      I rise, feeling like decaf coffee would be good right now. Goldie’s got me feeling some type of way, and I don’t think wine is smart anymore. But when I get up, her gentle voice and tender disposition stop me.

      “Something happened and…”

      Those three words trail into darkness as she stares into the roaring flames in the fireplace… I feel fuckin’ sick. I sit back down and watch the fire bounce and dance. And I wait. I wait ‘cause I don’t know if she wants to talk but I have ears, and they’re open.

      I grunt.

      “Anyway,” she says, and that boulder in my gut rolls around a bit. She doesn’t wanna tell me. That’s fine. Why do I even care? “The past is the past.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I drop my feet onto the coffee table and drape my arm over the back of the couch again, only this time, my fingers don’t connect with her. She’s leaning forward, and I wish she wasn’t.

      “I think I’m gonna head to bed. I’ll sleep in the other room tonight.”

      We face each other, and the way the fire flickers against her shining eyes makes my chest tight. The crotch of my fuckin’ sweats, too.

      “Goodnight,” I say because I ain’t beggin’ her to stay up and what? Talk to me? I got my book. We’ve talked already. We’re good.

      “Oh,” she says, her brows rumpling a little like I said the wrong thing or something but whatever. She said she’s going to bed. She hit me with an “anyway” when I asked her about her life.

      It’s the reminder I need.

      We’re friends of friends. We really ain’t even friends.

      Getting hard for Goldie is a waste, and all that shit my Mom stuffed into my head a week ago is surfacing. I’m just… confused, and she’s here. That’s all.

      Geographical confusion. Wrong place, wrong time.

      “Well, goodnight.”

      I don’t say anything, and she goes to the room we both slept in last night and rustles around a bit; then I hear the hall creak as she toes her way into the other room. The door clicks shut.

      I grab my book off the side table and crack it open. I sit with my book for an hour but don’t turn a single goddamn page.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, I said I’d head to your place once I get on the road. I’m just about packed up. Just hold tight. I can be there in about an hour. Alright?”

      “Fine. Your dad just won’t sit down. He’s hell-bent on getting the pilot light lit, but his back–oh Jesus, Harry, just wait for Atti!” My Mom’s voice is worn and tired, and I don’t fuckin’ blame her. She called me this morning saying their pilot light went out sometime last night. They’ve been without heat and hot water for the night, and dad’s decided that even though he can’t bend that way anymore, he’s going to fix it.

      Course, I know he ain’t, and now I’m rushing to get my shit packed so I can get up there and get them squared away. I was already eager to leave this cabin behind after last night. Now I’m really ready.

      “I’m packed. I’m ready. I know you need to get out of here,” Goldie says, surprising me from behind. She’s got her bag slung over her shoulder; all her long hair pulled up into a bun a lot nicer than my own. In her dried puffy jacket, jeans, and Converse, the sight of her does this fuckin’ annoying thing to my chest. Makin’ it tight and fuckin’ warm.

      “Are your parents okay? I got the gist that was your Mom.”

      “Yeah,” I say, not paying her a second of extra attention as I shove my feet into my work boots, then zip my vest over my Wrench Kings hoodie. “Pilot light went out. Had to go by there anyway, but now it’s… urgent,” I say, peering around the corner to make sure the kitchen is clean and we’ve left nothing behind.

      “Hand me your bag; I’ll put it in your car for you. I’m taking my cooler out, too.” I make my way to her, not even looking at her, and take her bag.

      “Thanks,” she says lightly as the cabin door swings closed behind me.

      When I get to Goldie’s little tin can car, I tug the passenger door handle and toss the bag in. Something metallic catches a ray of morning sunlight, snagging my attention. Her keys dangle from her ignition, and they’re twisted a quarter of the way.

      “Jesus Christ,” I mutter as I slam the passenger door and high step my way through the powder to the driver’s side. Popping open the door, I reach in and twist the key; to no surprise, it doesn’t turn over. She fuckin’ left the car on. For two days.

      I’m feeling all sorts of guilt as I pull the keys from the ignition. I helped her inside–I shoulda fuckin’ checked.

      After grabbing the cooler from the porch and tossing it into the bed of my pickup, I kick the snow off my boots and head inside. Ruffling a hand over my bun, powder shakes loose around me as our eyes meet.

      “Bad news. Your battery is dead.”

      She licks her lips as her eyes crawl over my body. “So jump me.”

      I keep the reactive grunt in my throat and talk around it. “I can’t believe I’m sayin’ this but… I don’t have my cables.”

      She grins, and I have to fight grinning back. Atticus Winters doesn’t fuckin’ grin. “Seriously? You’re a mechanic. And anyway, don’t all cars have them like, in the glove box or something?”

      Arching a brow, I ask, “does yours?”

      “Shit,” she harrumphs. “Touché.” Chewing the inside of her mouth, a hot, guilty look claims her face. “I took them out a year ago so I could put an emergency makeup bag in. I just remembered.”

      “Too bad mascara don’t start cars, huh?”

      She bats her eyes playfully, and my cock likes it. I think my cock just likes her. But he likes a lot of women, so whatever. “Can you give me a lift?”

      I roll my eyes. “No, I’m gonna leave your ass here.” I shimmy out of the powder-dusted vest. “I gotta stop by my folks’ place, though. I’m anxious to get there; they only live forty minutes from your place downtown.”

      “Okay,” she nods. “I can wait in the truck for you.”

      I roll my eyes again. “You ain’t waiting in the truck. My Mom ain’t letting me leave a woman outside for an hour.”

      She grins as she closes the distance between us, reaching around me for the door to leave. “Gotta make Mom happy.” She’s teasing, but my allegiance to my parents ain’t a joke.

      “They’re all I have,” I reply gruffly before I turn, take the door from her hand, and swing it open. She doesn’t respond but steps around me, waiting patiently for me to lock up. When I’m taking the porch steps by two, I realize she ain’t movin’, and I remember her dumb shoes.

      From the bottom step, I extend a hand to her. “Come on. Get down here, and I’ll toss you over my shoulder so your teenage shoes stay dry.”

      She bounces down the steps. “Converse aren’t only for teenagers, grandpa.”

      Easily, I hoist her over my shoulder and fight the urge to swat her fine little ass for that comment. I grunt. “This grandpa is saving your ass.”

      “Thanks, pops,” she laughs as I trudge through the powder to the passenger side of my pickup. I spent the morning shoveling the drive, and the main road is consistently shoveled and salted by the National Park ranger since the cabin is within park limits. All we gotta do now is leave. My heart crushes my ribs as her fingers scrape up my back and down my shoulders as I slowly release her to the seat.

      “You’re welcome,” I gruff, slamming the door shut without taking a second look at the pink tip of her nose and the way the powder in her flyaways makes her look all angelic and shit.

      Once we’re on the road for twenty minutes, getting close to my folks’ place, Goldie’s phone rings. Her reluctant sigh pretty much tells me who’s calling.

      “Hey, Mom,” she says, her energy deflated completely. “No, I can’t. I’m… going to be out of town for a few days.” Our eyes meet across the cab, and she winces a little. “Yeah, Beck’s boyfriend’s cabin.” The woman’s words aren’t audible, but I swear I can feel the pitch of her tone from here. “Yeah, she does have a serious boyfriend.” She nods her head, staring out the windshield. “Yeah, that is great for her.” When she turns to face the window on her side, I start to feel annoyed. What parent fuckin’ guilts their kid about being single?

      I think about my Mom and the way she gently broached the topic. She wasn’t trying to make me feel like shit; she just wants me to live. There’s a big fuckin’ difference. And Constance Berry sounds like a real fuckin’ snatch.

      “Gotta go, Mom. Losing service. Bye!”

      With my focus on the road, I extend a fist to her, and a tingle worms up my arm when she bumps her knuckles into mine. “Atta girl. Don’t listen to that shit.”

      I’m relieved that she twists in her seat to face my direction. “She just… she wants me to have someone and have the dream job, and she just… goes about it all the wrong ways.”

      I scratch the side of my jaw, trying to think about what I can say and what I shouldn’t say. I don’t get the chance to say the wrong thing because Goldie’s stomach roars with a growl.

      She slaps her hand to her non-existent stomach, and when I glance at her, her cheeks flare with embarrassment. “Oh my gosh, that was so loud. How embarrassing. I just… ate so much this weekend. My body is confused.”

      The fuck? I’m confused.

      “Confused?”

      She begins typing on her phone as she responds. “Yeah, like I overate, and now my body thinks we’re doing that.” Dropping her phone into her bag, she pats her stomach playfully. “We’re done overeating. Adjust.”

      “You talk to your stomach?” I ask as we get nearer to my folks’ place. Entering the outskirts of Oakcreek, the roads are slushy, and I wonder when the storm shifted and hit the town so hard.

      “Only when I feel like humiliating myself, apparently.”

      We drive in silence until we’re at my folks’ place, and when I put the truck in park, I have a mind to tell her that she didn’t eat a lot this weekend, that she ate a normal goddamn amount, but I ain’t the one to be telling her anything. A wrecked man has no place giving advice.

      She smooths her fingers through her hair, fixing her bun in the fold-down mirror. I don’t know why she cares what she looks like–my folks are gonna think she’s a goddamn knockout no matter what.

      “My Mom’s name is Edith, and my Dad’s name is–”

      “Harry,” she smiles, making my ribs tight. “I remember. Or, I guess I remember from eavesdropping.”

      I like that she listened to my calls. I don’t know why. When Delane does it, it gets under my skin, when Goldie does it, my chest thumps.

      “Come on,” I grunt, popping open my door. After getting to her side of the truck, I grab her around the upper arm to keep her steady in those ridiculous fuckin’ shoes as we make our way up the icy walk toward the front door.

      Mom opens the door before I can even knock. “Atticus!” she says like I’m returning home from a long deployment or some shit. But I just saw her a few days ago. Still, I crush her with a huge hug. When we separate, her eyes are glowing as she takes in Goldie.

      “And you are the most beautiful young woman I’ve ever seen,” she gushes, holding her hands together at the center of her chest like it's our goddamn wedding day. Forty-two-years-old, and my Mom is embarrassing me in front of a girl.

      Then the real cringe sets in. Dad’s voice carries over the top of us. “Atti’s got a girl with him? Quick, buy a lotto ticket! It’s our lucky day!”

      I shake my head, dropping my hand to Goldie’s lower back to usher her inside. Mom closes the door, dad appears, and the introductions begin.

      “Hi,” Goldie smiles so broadly, so beautifully. I don’t think she’s being phony. She looks really happy to meet ‘em, and I really don’t know why it pleases me as much as it does because it shouldn’t. “I’m Goldie Hawn Berry; my parents conceived me watching Overboard, so that’s where I got my name. I’m Beck’s best friend. You know, Beau’s girlfriend.”

      I rake a hand up the back of my head at just how goddamn much I like the way she introduces herself. Didn’t know an introduction could get my lower half stirring, but here we fuckin’ are.

      “Oh, I loved that movie! Goldie Hawn is just too funny. And beautiful, too, so it’s quite fitting for you, my dear,” my Mom gushes, not releasing Goldie’s hand. Dad nods from his spot beside Mom.

      “Great movie. Goldie Hawn is a helluva gal.”

      “Totally,” Goldie chirps. “It’s so nice to meet you, Edith,” she says, breaking the shake to extend her hand to my dad. “And you, too, Harry.”

      “Edie,” Mom corrects. “You call me Edie.”

      “Edie,” Goldie repeats.

      Then the three of them face me.

      “What?” I gruff. They know my name. I don’t need any introductions. In fact, despite the warmth and comfort, I’m feeling from the moment I nod to my Dad. “Pilot light first, then the rest, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” he grunts.

      Goldie leans toward my Mom in faux privacy. “Chip off the old block with the grunting, huh?”

      Mom laughs so loudly I consider the idea that she’s been fake laughing for years because I really haven’t heard her take so much joy in anything ‘til that comment. Even at my expense, I like hearing her laugh.

      “They’re two peas in a pod.”

      “‘Cept I know how to fix shit,” I grumble to myself as I pad through the living room toward the garage door. I got a list of shit to do, and none of it includes being all teeheehee with a woman I barely know in front of my parents while they dote on her. They probably won’t ever see her again after today, so instead of small talk, I get to fuckin’ work.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, the pilot light is lit, the squeaky recliner is fixed, and a fire is roaring in the fireplace after I chopped some wood outback. Right as I’m fixin’ to tear Goldie away from the kitchen table where she and my Mom are chopping vegetables and chatting, the power goes out.

      “Jesus Christ,” my Dad gruffs. “I had a program recorded that I was just about to watch.”

      “Matlock is on all the time, hon,” Mom says from the kitchen. Then, without my prior consent or permission, she sets her knife on its side and rests a weathered hand on Goldie’s shoulder. “Stay here tonight. The roads are wet, and it’s cold out, and the power is likely to be out in town, too. You can be alone with the power out or stay here. We’ll have cocoa and play board games.”

      “Mom, Goldie’s car died, and I’m just givin’ her a lift home. She’s got…” I’m about to say work, but I know she just had an interview, and as far as anything else goes, I haven’t heard her mention any plans. “Shit to do. She doesn’t want to–”

      “I’d love to stay. I mean, I have plenty of time, and I’m really enjoying myself,” she says, her eyes holding mine. There’s truth in them; I can see that. I look at the table and see Goldie’s fingers splayed across the blue nail polish stain. I ain’t a signs guy. I’m not reading my horoscope, smearing oils on my wrists, or charting the full moon. Still, her wide eyes sparkle up at me, happiness dense in the air, and I can’t take that from her. She needs it.

      We all do.

      I look at the blue nail polish again, then at Goldie.

      “Fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Mom puts all the prepared ingredients for soup in the fridge, threatening all of us not to open it again so things stay cool until the powers back on. Dad gets his camping stove out and reheats spaghetti while Mom pours us each a snifter of Brandy.

      I don’t know if Goldie likes or drinks Brandy, but she takes it from Mom and sips on it like it’s cocoa. We eat, and I just observe. Sit and listen to Mom and Goldie go back and forth about all sorts of shit; why twenty-minute naps are so much better than a full hour, which episode of Maude is the best, what brand of hot tea is their favorite, and why body lotion is a racket. I have nothing to add, but more than that, the back of my neck tingles, my chest burns, and all of me is, without my consent, very goddamn pleased at the evening.

      Goldie’s just here because her car battery died. She was only at the cabin because of Beck, anyway. I oughta just be taking this evening as proof that my Mom’s right–I am ready to live and realize that I can have a life, no matter how hard it is to do without Mere.

      It ain’t no sign that I want Goldie. My rusty emotions and even rustier heart are just confused. That’s fuckin’ all.

      Watching Goldie slurp spaghetti ain’t confusin’, though. My cock likes the little wet slurps she makes, the way her lips pucker as the noodles disappear into her mouth. Don’t gotta want to date the woman to imagine my cock sliding past those plump lips.

      After we eat, Mom and Goldie do dishes together while Dad puts on the radio to an oldies station. It’s mostly clear, with some static cluttering the line here and there. When the women come to the living room, Goldie sits directly next to me. She curls her knees into her chest and rests against me, only slightly.

      But it’s intimate and… I slide toward the arm of the couch to put space between us.

      “There,” I grunt.

      Her voice is private and not faux when she whispers, “I didn’t need more room.”

      Mom tops our snifters off, and I can feel the booze swirling around inside me. The warmth of the fire paired with the crushing wind outside, or maybe it’s the warmth in this house, but I’m feeling good and heady and likely unable to drive.

      An hour later, dad retires to bed, and Mom follows.

      “I guess we’re officially spending the night, huh?” Goldie asks softly from a cushion away.

      Tugging the hair tie out, I run my hands through my hair, enjoying the tension release from no longer having it up. Raising my arms above me, I stretch, yawn, and then respond. “Guess so. I drank too much.” I know she wanted to anyway.

      She drives her pointer finger between my ribs. “You drunk off a couple of Brandies?”

      I wrap my hand around her finger before I can tell myself it’s too playful and too personal. The Brandy has my head fuzzy. Except when I think of it, it seems like the opposite. The Brandy has my head the clearest it’s been all weekend.

      I want to touch Goldie.

      With her finger in my grip, I eye her. Her cheeks are pink from the booze, and her skin seems to glow under the soft flickering flames. With her hair still in a bun, she’s so effortlessly gorgeous this casual. I want to tell her, but instead, I say, “come on. I’ll show you where you’re sleeping.”

      When I try to release her finger, she doesn’t let me. Gripping my fist with her other hand, her voice is worried, nearing panicked when she says, “wait, Atticus, you’ll stay with me, right?”

      Fully turning so that we’re face to face, none of this peering casually with one side-eye bullshit, I continue holding her finger, and her hands stay on mine. “I will.” The words tumble out all raspy, and I blame the Brandy. I plan to blame the Brandy if she calls me on it. But she doesn’t call me on it. She just drinks those words down as quick as the booze and looks at me with those glassy, wide, gorgeous green eyes.

      “Okay,” she breathes, her expression full of relief. “I’ll tell your Mom tomorrow it was all harmless and apologize for us sleeping in the same room and everything. I’ll tell her it’s me. I’m all… fucked up.”

      Opening my palm, I don’t know which of us does it, but a second passes, and our fingers are woven together. I ain’t held hands with anyone since I held hands with Mere. The last time I ever saw her, I linked our hands together, just like this.

      I don’t want to pull my hand from Goldie’s, and it surprises me. If I'm bein' real with myself, I’ve avoided this type of contact for seventeen years.

      Her hand in mine makes the world make sense.

      “You ain’t fucked up. I don’t know why you don’t like bein’ alone after you’ve been drinkin’, but it don’t make you fucked up.”

      “I have real reasons,” she offers as if she needs a defense. She doesn’t. Not to me.

      “You don’t have to tell me shit unless you want to. When you say I have skeletons, I’m never gonna say prove it. Alright?” Her hand tightens in mine, and I don’t know if her eyes are wet or just really glassy from the heat and alcohol.

      “Alright,” she whispers. “Thank you.”

      It’s a moment.

      My body thrums with energy. Directionless energy that I want to steer toward her. I want to take her mouth with mine, stroke my tongue against hers, and swallow all her worries.

      The grandfather clock adjacent to the couch chimes, and I can’t believe it’s already midnight. “I’ll show you to the room.”

      We get up, and our hands stay together as I lead her down the small hallway in my parents’ quaint, comfortable home. Memories of Mere are here, and that’s hard, but it never stops feeling like my favorite place to be. Sadness is here, but greatness is, too, and I ain’t the type to forget that.

      Pushing open the door to my childhood bedroom, I lead her inside and make sure the door is sealed closed before I switch on the camping light dad’s left in the room. We blink a few times to adjust to the warm brightness of the old bulb flickering. The room doesn’t reflect a young boy growin’ up in it, but rather, two older people have hobbies and do them here.

      Bird-watching books, different types of scopes and fancy binoculars, Mom’s extra knitting stuff, some Christmas decorations stacked up in a corner, a book of coins, and other odds and ends.

      Goldie doesn't say much about the room but tugs my hand a little, making me face her.

      “My bag’s in the truck still. I don’t want to wake your parents by opening the front door, with the chain lock and everything,” she whispers, and I’m transfixed by her soft lips and how gently they move.

      “I’ll get you a shirt and some pants of mine.”

      Her brows pull together. “You have clothes here?”

      I nod. “Dad had knee surgery two years back. I stayed here for six months to help. Never brought it all home.”

      She nods, and then I let go of her hand and make my way to the dresser across from us, digging out a very large Wrench Kings shirt and a pair of flannel pajama pants. Then I find another pair of pants. Holding the two pairs out to her, she points at one, and I toss them, then the shirt.

      “You know where the bathroom is,” I offer, starting to pull off my clothes right there. A body is a body, and I’m tired. I ain’t running off to another room just to change clothes. I’ve got my boxer briefs on, and she ain’t gonna look anyway.

      “I don’t have to go. Can I just… change in here?”

      My mouth feels all dry and sticks together a little when I croak, “yup.”

      Grabbing my shirt at the back of my neck, I yank it off, exposing my bare chest. Goldie’s eyes roam over my ink like they did before, but I drop my focus to the pants in my hand, trying as hard as I can not to do what I really want to do right now. But the urge is winning.

      Dropping my sweats to the ground, I step into the pants, tie them at the waist, grab my clothes off the floor, and stuff them into the chair next to the bed. Turnin’ down the covers and tossing off the extra pillows, I finally look over at her.

      “What are you doing?” she asks as I make my way to the foot of the bed and take a seat. There’s just a couple of feet between us, and she’s clutching my t-shirt to her naked chest. Bare shoulders exposed, my heart races knowing everything is just a layer of thin cotton away from me. I grip the comforter and clench my jaw.

      “I heard you Saturday morning.” The noises of her touching herself, making herself come, the ones I’ve been pushin’ out of my brain since that morning—come rushing back. For a second, she looks genuinely confused, and then her face seizes, and instinct has her covering her face with her hands. The t-shirt she’s gripping rises up, exposing her bare belly. Flat, smooth, and so fuckin’ grabbable, I let myself look but find her eyes when she lowers the shirt.

      “Oh my god,” her voice rushes out quietly, full of embarrassment.

      That warm feeling of comfort crashes into me hard. Then I get bold. The Brandy courses through my veins, and my chest swells as I inhale confidence.

      “Do it again. Right now. Drop the shirt.”

      We just stare at each other as my challenge hangs between us. My heart is fuckin’ pumping like I’m lifting weights after slamming coffee and a protein bar.

      When my shirt pools around her feet and I don’t see nothin’ but pink toenails peeking out, I think my vision blurs for a second. Because I don’t look up at her right away. Instead, I take a breath, push my shoulders back, and grip the bed for dear fuckin’ life. If I don’t clutch this bed like I’m going down on the Titanic, who knows where my hands will end up? And this ain’t about me getting mine. This is about her showing off how goddamn beautiful she is. The crazy part is, she’s the most gorgeous woman I’ve laid eyes on, but I don’t think she knows. I really don’t.

      When I finally look up, I ain’t surprised to discover her breasts are a perfect palmful. I clutch the bed even tighter. The peaks are hard, dark little tips that make my mouth fuckin’ water. I groan a little at the sight of them. Our eyes come together as she hooks her thumbs into her tiny panties. The look we exchange is dense with the sizzling energy between us. The same energy I’ve felt all weekend. Hell, every time I’ve ever been around Goldie, I’ve felt this pop in my veins, this spark in my chest, and this sizzle in my brain.

      She bends and steps out of those tiny panties that I’m drooling to stuff in my goddamn mouth. Fully standing again, I take my time exploring her body, getting harder and harder with each tight, soft inch I explore. With one hand, she frees her hair from the bun and when her dark mane tumbles down past her shoulders, curtaining her tits like the main event, my cock severs ties with discretion and lifts against the thin fabric of my pajama pants.

      Without acknowledging my very visible and quickly growing erection, she cups her breast in one hand and lets the other fall between her legs. Red fingernails disappear as she slides two digits past her swollen lips. I’m not surprised to see she’s waxed completely bare, and the sight of her naked cunt makes me groan.

      “Show me how you like it,” I tell her, not afraid to look into her eyes as I bark my commands. She does as I tell her, and I think it’s the first time Goldie hasn’t argued with me over something, honestly.

      “You do like to watch,” she moans as she says it, her index and middle finger still making quick strokes over her aching little bud. I can see her arousal glistening with each pass she makes. My cockhead weeps, and I know if I looked down, I’d probably see a quickly growing spot of precum on my pants.

      I grunt my confirmation. “I do.”

      She rubs her cunt a little faster, but I need to see more.

      “Lie on the bed, on your back, and make yourself cum the same way you did Saturday morning.”

      Without a word of argument, she climbs past me onto the bed, positions herself on her back in the center, and continues to touch herself.

      The sounds of her fingers exploring her own eager pussy make me wild.

      “I was holding my cock through my sweats that morning,” I admit, my voice gravelly and low. I ain’t tryin’ to be quiet; I just can’t find any volume as I stare into her hungry, wet cunt. At my admission, she works two fingers inside, her back arching as she does. Her thumb falls to her clit so easily; I have to think this is how Goldie always makes herself cum.

      The realization that she’s showing me the most vulnerable part of herself hits hard, and I feel some responsibility to do right by her after tonight, whatever that looks like.

      “I heard your little moans and kept thinking about my hand wrapped in your hair as those pink lips of yours seal around my cock, takin’ me deep.”

      Her eyes flutter closed, and her other hand smacks the mattress hard as she clutches the sheet, knees falling apart. Her plunges grow deeper and faster, her wetness abundant as she fucks herself to my words.

      Standing now, I grip my cock by the base to keep him calm. Tonight ain’t about me shooting all over her naked body or fillin’ her smart mouth with a hot load. This is about her showing me this side of herself and me makin’ her understand just how fuckin’ perfect and un-fucked up she is.

      “What were you thinkin’ about Saturday morning, Goldie? Tell me. Rub your perfect cunt and tell me what had you so horny you couldn’t wait to be alone to make that pussy cum.”

      She moans softly, eyes fighting to close. But she keeps them open long enough to meet mine. “You.”

      Precum drips down my shaft, leaking freely at her admission. I suspected. I fuckin’ hoped. But hearing it is a whole other thing. I groan.

      “Cum, baby; show me how you cum.” The words come out before I can stop myself, using a pet name I know she don’t want. We ain’t an item, and Goldie would be the woman to tell me she’s not my baby.

      But my words egg her on, and the term drives her to the edge. Her knees, already spread wide, lift to her chest. Fuck me. Watching her fingers slide in and out of the place I’m aching to shove my fat cock has me squeezing myself very fuckin’ hard. But seeing her little asshole winking as she fucks herself has my mouth full of saliva. Goddamn, I wanna slide my tongue around that hole and make her moan.

      “Atticus.” My name melts off her lips, blending into the heated air between us. I know she’s cumming when she sucks her bottom lip under her top teeth, biting down as her hand stills. I watch with my hand suffocating my cock as her cunt spasms around her fingers, her little asshole seizing with each orgasmic wave. Goddamn.

      Before she has the chance to open her eyes and, in her post-orgasmic bliss, start feelin’ weird or insecure, I flick off the lights and climb into the bed right next to her.

      With my chest puffin’ hard, I reach over and steal her hand from between her legs, groaning when my fingers graze her pubic bone. She makes the sexiest throaty noise when I slide her sticky digits onto my tongue, sucking her arousal and orgasm from her fingers.

      She’s tangy and sweet, everything I thought she’d be, and more. I take my time sucking her clean, not missing her thumb, either. When I return her hand to her nice and clean, she reaches for my cock when I stop her by taking her wrist.

      “I told you, I like to watch.”

      “You’re hard,” she argues, and she don’t even know the half of it. Calling my cock hard is like calling the sky blue. I’m so fucking hard and so eager to cum that I’m considering taking another swig of Brandy before I go to sleep so I don’t cum in my pants when I inevitably dream about her sweet cunt and asshole tonight.

      “Watching you was the best shit I’ve ever seen. You got the prettiest little cunt and asshole I’ve laid eyes on,” I say, returning her hand and draping it on her stomach.

      “You looked at my butthole!” she says in a cross between a giggle and a wince. Now I’m smirking in the dark, still gripping my steel shaft with one hand. This woman has me commanding her to put on a show, then a second later, smirking like a lovesick asshole as she gets embarrassed about her asshole.

      “And I thought about what my tongue would feel like inside of it, too,” I respond. She slaps her hand to her mouth, a shocked noise sliding between her fingers.

      Jumping up from the bed, I grab my shirt off the floor and bring it to her. “Sit up,” I whisper in the dark. She does, and my hands know just where to go as I feed her arms through the shirt until it’s on completely. We lie back against the pillows together, and silence engulfs us.

      I don’t know what she’s thinking about, but it don’t feel weird or uncomfortable quiet, neither. Mostly it feels like we’re both comfortable, tired, and happy to be in this bed together.

      She turns on her side and throws a leg over mine, careful I think not to nudge my cock.

      “Thank you for that,” she says, surprising me. “I didn’t know I could do that…  you know… in front of someone. But it was hot.” She swallows and adds quietly, “you’re so hot, Atticus.”

      I grunt and can’t deny the silent pride that floods my soul at her admission. Turning on a woman like Goldie can’t be easy. She could have her pick of ‘em, and just because Reynold Porter is an absolute fuckin’ tool of a human, still, I got eyes. He’s a good-looking motherfucker with a fancy title, name recognition, and money. Lots of it. Letting a grandpa mechanic coax her to orgasm is probably not anything she ever thought she’d do.

      “Goodnight, Goldie.” I want to roll onto my side, but the weight of her leg over mine is too good. Even though I know I’ll be missing the weight of her leg every night after this for a long fuckin’ time; I let her keep it there because I’d trade a hundred nights of wantin’ for one night of havin’.

      She pauses a bit, maybe expectin’ me to say more, but I have nothing left to say. “Goodnight, Atticus.”

      And we fall asleep, and I ain’t lyin’ when I say that I never slept so good.
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        I feel so different and all I’ve done is talk to someone

      

      

      Waking up, I stretch my legs, curling my toes into the undiscovered pockets of cool hiding in the sheets. Blinking a few times, I hiccup and am reminded that last night I drank Brandy. Not enough to have me drunk, but enough for me to need coffee quite badly this morning. Twisting in the full bed, I’m met with emptiness. Where Atticus slept is only crumpled blankets now, and I have to admit, I’m a little relieved.

      I laid on this bed spread eagle last night and masturbated for him.

      Atticus.

      A friend of a friend. A sort of stranger.

      Someone who I’m pretty sure doesn’t really even like me that much and probably finds me pretentious. Ugh, he wouldn’t really be wrong there.

      Sitting up, I take the elastic from my wrist, put my hair into a messy wad on top of my head, and rub my eyes. The room comes into focus, and I notice things I didn’t get the chance to notice last night. It was late, and the room was not the focus.

      I was the focus.

      For him and me.

      I gasp a little at that realization. At thirty-seven-years-old, I just had my first sexual experience that was meant solely for me. And it was at the alpha commands of a greasy mechanic whom I hardly know.

      Well.

      Now that I think of it, I guess I have been getting to know Atticus. I don’t know why I’m only now realizing it, but… we’re kind of friends now. Our friends-of-friends relationship has evolved into something real. Our time in the cabin together has made us, in my opinion, real friends. And then there’s the whole rubbing myself to a toe-curling orgasm for him.

      Yeah, if that doesn’t make us friends, that makes me a complete slut so I’m going with friends.

      We are friends.

      I wipe under my eyes as I do a mental mambo to bring myself comfort. We’re friends, and sometimes friends fool around after they’ve been drinking. No harm there. And today, we’ll go back to being just friends and never talk about this again, and everything is a-okay.

      Only when I think about not doing it again… not getting to watch him cum… not sharing a bed with him again… my stomach rolls. And I didn’t drink enough Brandy to blame the booze.

      Do I… do I like Atticus? Like, like him like him? Jesus, Goldie, listen to yourself.

      It’s just… Reynold Porter did a goddamn number on me. And I haven’t considered men or dating or even sex since him. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure that being sexual with a man again would even happen this soon. I felt broken. I really thought I was broken. A big part of me still believes I am.

      But with Atticus, all of that seemed to fall away. I wanted to cum for him. I wanted him to tell me what to do. I wanted to please him but his drive to please me made me that much wilder. It was… unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

      And I want more of it.

      Fuck.

      There goes the whole “friends sometimes mess around and never talk about it” plan from thirty seconds ago.

      There’s a knock at the door that startles me from my thoughts.

      “Sweetheart, would you like to stay a couple of hours and make some soup with me? I’ll send you home with plenty,” Edie calls from the other side of the bedroom door.

      “Yeah!” I call back, actually meaning it. I’ve never made soup from scratch, and as the wind claws at the house outside, I know having something warm and homemade to eat all week will be good.

      And truth be told, I’m not ready to say goodbye to Edie and Harry, either.

      “Let me get dressed, and I’ll be right out,” I call, a bit panicked because while I’m dressed from the waist up, I’m completely naked under these sheets.

      “Great. Coffee’s done, and breakfast is ready so come out here with your appetite, too,” Edie calls through the door before her soft footsteps trail off.
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        * * *

      

      Everything about Edith Winters makes me feel so freaking good. Happy, warm, loved. A conversation with her feels like a hug. But spending hours with her in a cozy kitchen while she passively teaches me how to slice onions and pare potatoes as she also tells me all about Atticus’s favorite meals… I feel like the Grinch with how my heart swells in my chest.

      When I came into the kitchen about two hours ago, Edie told me Harry and Atticus were outside shoveling the driveway. Bridge club is tomorrow, and they need the drive shoveled for that. Peeking out the blinds, I couldn’t help but smile as I watched Atticus shoveling snow, his dad standing behind him with a blue snow cap on.

      They haven’t been inside yet, and the longer they stay outside, the more nervous I am to finally see Atticus. Excitement wiggles down my spine when I hear the back door swing open.

      I’m at the table with Edith where she’s teaching me how to make a lattice top pie, when Harry bustles into the small space, cold radiating off him.

      “Atti’s gonna change the oil in the pickup. We need more coffee,” Harry says to his wife. Edie rises and refills the thermoses Harry brought in, smiling at me as he surveys the table.

      “Making pie? Edie makes the best pie. I ain’t just sayin’ it, neither. The best pie ever.”

      I remember telling Atticus that ain’t isn’t a word, and hearing his father use the word makes me feel like a completely judgmental asshole. It may not be a word, but he’s a chip off the block, and the block happens to be a well-rounded, sweet man who adores his wife and loves his son.

      And I made fun of that.

      “How’s it going out there?” I ask with a smile after agreeing that Edie’s pies are likely the best. What do I know? It’s not like my Mom ever bought or ate a pie, much less made one.

      “Oh, we’re busybodies today. Atti’s got a fire lit under his ass; he’s takin’ care of everything while he’s here,” Harry says, sliding his gloves off to snag a taste of soup with the ladle resting near the pot.

      Sitting back down at the table, Edie doesn’t see him taste the soup but somehow knows. Calling over her shoulder she says, “Harry, Goldie doesn’t want your mouth in her soup. Don’t you dare put that spoon back in the pot.”

      My eyes flick to Harry’s, and we share a smile. He drops the spoon in the sink and fits his fingers in his gloves. With the thermoses in hand, he heads back out after dropping a kiss on the top of his wife’s head.

      “How’d you know he was tasting the soup?” I ask her with a smile.

      She peers over her glasses at me. “After this many years, there are no surprises. I know what he’s thinking before he even thinks it.”

      At that, I snort because I believe it with these two. “That’s amazing,” I say in awe because it’s only hit me in the last few months–after seeing Beck with Beau–that I want that.

      I always thought I wanted to be half of a power couple in the city, but Beau has made me see that we don’t really know what we want until it crashes into us, and it usually looks nothing like we thought.

      We’ve talked about cooking, chopping, baking, seasoning, grilling, Martha Stewart, and the Pioneer Woman. But when Edie puts the pies in the oven and returns to the table with both Brandy and a carafe of coffee, somehow, I know we’re on the cusp of a real conversation.

      “Tell me, Goldie, darling, what are your parents like?” Edie asks as she tops off our mugs, leaving an inch for what I assume will be Brandy. Unscrewing the amber bottle, she indeed adds the liquor, and I take a sip, surprised at how good and warm it makes me feel.

      Though in this woman’s presence, it feels like anything is possible.

      “Well, my parents are divorced. My dad, Ken, is a stockbroker in the city, and my Mom is…” I sigh because I don’t want to disparage my mother to anyone, but I really am at a loss to describe her in any way that paints her well. How sad is that? “She enjoys the finer things, social events, and keeping up with the Joneses” I say, feeling like that is as accurate and kind as I can be.

      Edie wraps both weathered hands around the ceramic mug, bringing it to her lips but stopping before she sips. “And do you? Enjoy the finer things and feel the need to keep up with the Joneses?”

      If anyone else would have asked me this, I’m pretty sure my defenses would’ve come up. And I know exactly why. Because I am the type to care about appearances and what people think, and I’m so uncomfortable with that truth that it would’ve definitely spiked my nerves.

      I hate how like her I am.

      But Edie asks with such delicacy, and her heart is so pure that she pulls the realest answers from me, completely unaware of how therapeutic it all is.

      “I do.” I stare into the steaming liquid a moment before meeting her soft, kind eyes. “Or I did? I don’t know. I think I’m trying to shift away from that mentality. Moving to Oakcreek has certainly helped me come to some hard realizations.”

      “Where did you live before?” she asks, sipping her mug. The smell of homemade pie bakes into the air around us, making my stomach rumble. Noticing, Edie rises but keeps her focus on me as she pulls things from the fridge, sliding them onto the table between us. “Keep talking, and we can fix sandwiches to go with the soup.”

      Peering into the pot, she stirs the soup with a wooden spoon before deciding, “it could simmer twenty more. Potatoes need to soften a bit, still.”

      We begin assembling sandwiches, and I find the distraction of making food allows my truths to spill out more easily. Or maybe that’s Edie. It kind of feels like both, and it surprises me that food can be a positive distraction, not something I’m achingly trying to avoid.

      “I lived up in the city; I was the Public Relations manager for the Brutes, the baseball team.” I grin at her as I pull romaine leaves from a plastic container. “I heard Harry’s a fan.”

      She winks, but I can tell she wants to hear more from me rather than talk about her husband’s baseball fandom. Her focus on me and my story make me feel… important. I refuse to let my eyes get warm, so I turn them to the Dutch crunch hoagies in front of me. Sliding a knife into the bread, I continue.

      “Anyway, I left the Brutes and the city about six months ago when I lost my job. Beck, Beau’s girlfriend, has been my best friend for years and years. I decided to come to Oakcreek because she was here and… well, she’s all I have, really,” I say with a smile I don’t mean to be sad but just… is. God, how pathetic.

      “You talk to your parents?” Edie asks with a dip of confusion in her brows. Of course, a mother like Edith would be confused as to why a child would say her friend is all she has if her parents are alive. Atticus would never say that because look at them. They’re a real fucking family.

      “Yeah,” I say, “but we’re not close. I mean, I talk to my Mom frequently, but that doesn’t make us close. Do you know what I mean?” I ask, trying to say what I want to say without having to actually say it. Imparting to her that my mother isn’t the mothering type, and she seems to understand because she smiles a little sadly before reverting to the topic of my job.

      “I can’t imagine the Brutes not wanting a sweet, charismatic woman like you as their head of PR. What happened there?” she asks, and the way she asks is truly from a place of curiosity and care, not a single exploitive bone in her body. The way she talks to me makes me want to share more than I ever have.

      Uncapping the dijon, I drop a butter knife in as I say, “well, I started a relationship with the team manager, and… it didn’t go well.”

      Her brow furrows. “Breakups happen all the time. You shouldn’t have lost your job because of that,” she says, and I don’t disagree, but then again, there are a lot of things she doesn’t know. But you know what? I’ve kept those details shrouded by pain and guilt, thinking they’re a dirty secret to be ashamed of. And maybe they are. But after only a day and a half of knowing Edith Winters, I know my story is safe with her. I can feel it.

      My eyes sting as I begin, my pulse racing from the surprise that… I’m telling her what happened. I only told Beck recently, and I don’t think she’s shared with Beau. No one else knows. Well, the Brutes, I’m sure, but they’d fucking die before they admitted they knew what happened. Fucking assholes.

      “I should never have gotten involved with Reynold in the first place. The signs that he was less than honorable were all there, but… I don’t know. Baseball pants do something to your hormones, and I got caught up in things. Before I knew it, a stolen kiss in the office turned into… well, more,” I wince a little admitting to Edith some of the less-than-classy things Reynold and I did in those early days.

      She pats my hand, sensing that I’m edging into uncomfortable territory. “I may be in my sixties, but no matter the age or year, there are some things that are completely and utterly universal.” She winks, and I can’t help but grin.

      “It started as physical attraction, but I thought it was more. We signed those HR forms, you know? To have the franchise recognize us. At the time, I thought it was because Reynold believed in us and wanted everyone to know we were an item. Now, of course, I know he did it to protect himself and the team from me.”

      “Why would they need to be protected from you?” she asks, pure confusion in her voice.

      “Not me as much as my truth.” I turn my eyes to the dijon I’m spreading across each split-open hoagie. “My story.”

      We’re quiet for a minute as we both stop our sandwich-making to sip our infused coffee. “You know, sweetheart, your story is safe with me if you want to unload it.” She takes another long pull and makes me smile when she adds another splash of Brandy to our drinks. “Sometimes, we have no idea how heavy our past is until we unload it.”

      Another sip of liquid confidence, and I focus on the sandwiches again as I start, my heart racing. Not for lack of comfort but because telling a stranger this ugly story makes me nervous. Makes me afraid to be looked at with disappointment.

      But I forge ahead because coming out with it to someone other than Beck feels metaphorical; like maybe I can move forward, and maybe it can be now. I’ve wallowed for months.

      “We were together for months. Actually, when we broke up, we were just a week away from our first anniversary.” I layer cheese onto the bread as she pries open a container of sliced honey turkey breast and adds it over the cheese.

      “There was a night in his office. The team just had this huge loss, and he was really feeling it. They’d lost the prior game, and I think there was some pressure on him from the owners. I don’t know because, in truth, we didn’t talk about the team much. He got really jealous and angry if I ever mentioned the players or having seen a game.” I shrug, feeling silly admitting it like this now. “Red flag, I know.”

      “Colors are hard to see when you’re blinded by passion,” Edie says softly, urging me to continue by going quiet after dropping her token of truth and wisdom.

      “Well, the Brutes had lost, and Reynold was just like, beside himself. So angry. Storming around the office, cursing, yelling. He punched a hole in the wall. And I just wanted to calm him down. I was afraid someone would come up to the offices and see how he was behaving…” I trail off, trying desperately to avoid the memory of his voice piercing my ears as he fist collided with the office wall.

      “I was trying to protect him,” I admit, still believing in my choices back then. Because how could I ever have known things would go that way? “I poured us a drink, and I convinced him to sit and just… take a breath, you know? The loss had already happened; there are no time machines; what good would destroying his office do, you know?”

      She nods and adds slices of tomatoes to the sandwich as I open the Tupperware of cooked bacon. No wonder Atticus made me an orgasmic sandwich; he got it from his mama.

      “Absolutely,” she agrees. “Sometimes tempers get the best of us, but if we can be taken out of that heat, we see it’s not worth it.”

      “Exactly,” I agree, “and that’s what I thought sitting for a drink would do.” I swallow, remembering that night all over again. I try so hard never to think about it. It finds me in my dreams when I go days and days avoiding it. “He drank the first drink and poured four more. Four,” I repeat, because holy shit. I never considered how much alcohol he drank, and that doesn’t change anything. Grown men know the effects of alcohol.

      “Wow,” Edie adds.

      “After the drinks started to set in, he got handsy. His anger morphed into this raw, aggressive energy. He kept pulling at my blouse and lifting my skirt. And I didn’t want to have sex with him when he was so… off, you know?” I feel my cheeks blushing at how open I’m being with a sixty-something woman I just met. “I’m sorry–is this like, way too much information?”

      Edie shakes her head and sips her drink, giving a nod toward my mug for me to do the same. “No TMI here, sweetheart. Like I said, I’m sixty; I’m not a nun.”

      I almost choke on my drink at her comforting, humorous words. “Thank you for saying that. Thank you for letting me unload this. I think you’re right. I think I need to.”

      We finish adding the fixings to the sandwiches as I continue, feeling a bit nervous about getting to… this part.

      “I told him I was going to use the bathroom down the hall. I told him to cool off while I was using the restroom and that when I got back, we’d talk.” I wipe my fingers on a paper napkin on the table, then meet Edie’s eyes. “Only, when I got back, he had this unstoppable energy, and as soon as I was in his office, I felt it in my gut. The fear of… not being able to get away. Only, it was my first time with that kind of panic and so I thought I was overreacting.”

      I swallow and speak around the knot of uncomfortable, shameful heat in my throat. “I know now that it was my gut telling me to go. That you can never outsmart someone if they’re just… physically stronger than you.”

      “Oh, Goldie,” Edie hums as she weaves her fingers with mine on the tabletop.

      “He told me it was fine, that it would be fast, that he’d be fast, that he needed it to calm down.” The tears amazingly stay at bay as I continue. “I said no. I said no, Edie, I said it a thousand times if I said it once. But my skirt was around my waist, and he was… I couldn’t stop him.”

      Her grip tightens, and my heart squeezes at the gesture.

      “I always thought that women get raped by strangers who jump out of dark alleys and grab them before they have a chance to cry out for help. I thought rapists were men who sprinkle drugs into your drink at a bar or club.” I’ve never said these words and held eye contact. When I told Beck, I stared at the cushion of her couch the entire time, so terrified I’d find disappointment or shame in her expression that I didn’t look up. She would never feel those things–and she told me as much, but still, I worried.

      With Edie, I don’t. I just… get it off my chest.

      “And after, I told him immediately that I was going to report him to the organization. I told him I was going to go to the police. Because I felt so stupid. I poured the drinks, you know? I put myself in that situation in the first place. I wasn’t about to make another stupid, stupid mistake and let him walk.”

      Edie adds more coffee to our mugs with her free hand because she’s still holding tight to mine with her other.

      “How did he take the news that you were going to report him?”

      I swallow. “He laughed. He laughed, and then he proceeded to show me files on his computer. File after file of videos. One from that night, even. Movies, I guess.”

      “Oh no,” Edie says with all sincerity and zero judgment.

      “He had recorded us. A ton. I don’t know if it was every single time or not because after the first few thumbnails played, I just… I froze up. And he said if I reported him, he’d leak these to the owner.”

      “Didn’t the organization know you two were an item?” she asks, leaning in to hear my tone better. I guess I am speaking quieter, and I’m sure that’s the weight of shame.

      “They did. But they won’t fire the team manager for anything besides team performance. As the PR head, I knew as soon as I saw the videos that they’d only impact me.”

      “It’s always a man’s world, isn’t it?” she asks with sounds like raw disgust.

      I shrug. “I guess so. I told the team owners anyway. I wrote an email from the parking lot of the police station detailing everything that had happened. The loss, Reynold’s rage, the drinks, our relationship, the… event, his videos, and his plan to blackmail me into silence.”

      Edie nods. “What did they say?”

      I brush a hot tear from my cheek at the cruel, disgusting memory.

      “I woke up to a termination letter and a passive threat to stay quiet or I’d never work anywhere again.” Another few tears fall, but I let them. Edie reaches out and brushes one away. “I never went inside the police station that night. I thought it would be more powerful for the organization to punish him than the law. And then, well, I was fired. And as you know, Reynold Porter is still the Brutes team manager.”

      “Up,” Edie says, releasing my hand to push back from the table. I rise, a bit confused, but before I can wonder what we’re doing, she’s wrapping her arms around my torso, sinking her head into my chest.

      “That’s an awful thing that happened to you, Goldie. So very awful. And I’m so sorry that it happened to you and that the organization treated you that way. I want you to know that those things don’t define you if you don’t let them. You hear me?” She puts a foot between us but keeps her arms around me. “You’re a sharp, beautiful woman. They can’t take that from you.”

      The tears are abundant in Edie’s grasp, and just as I’m about to choke on an ugly sob, the back door creaks open.

      “That soup’s gotta be ready by now,” Harry grunts as he steps inside, Atticus on his heels as he adds, “smells great in here, Mom.”

      “Go get cleaned up, and I’ll plate up the sandwiches and serve the soup,” Edie says to just me. Without looking back, I slip out of the kitchen and down the hall before Harry and Atti see me.

      In the bathroom, I wash my face and take a long, steadying breath as I stare into the mirror. My stomach rumbles, and when I hold my hands out, they’re steady. I’m hungry but not starving because I’ve been eating, and not having the hunger shakes feels… good. And while the urge to turn sideways, press my hand to my shirt and analyze my profile does hit, I ignore it, dry my face with a clean towel, and head out.

      I feel so different, and all I’ve done is talk to someone.

      A thought flicks through my brain, making me pause in the hallway and dig my phone out of my back pocket. Typing myself a note, I set a reminder alarm for the following day and tuck my phone away.

      Back in the kitchen, Atticus and his dad are seated, noses and cheeks pink from their time working in the cold. Atti’s hair is damp, presumably from sweat and snow, and when I take a seat next to him, I’m engulfed in his scent. That same heady mix of working man and fabric-softener washed laundry that he always has, but today it nearly makes me dizzy. When my arm brushes his as I slide into the chair beside him, he glances at me. Doing a double take, his eyes lock on me, and below the table, he drops a hand to my thigh. A single squeeze and he releases, quietly asking, “you okay?”

      Looking up, Edie and Harry have gone to the stove and are currently arguing over whether or not the soup needs salt. Knowing we’ve got a moment of privacy, I meet his eyes. I wish he’d left his hand on my thigh. My spine tingles in its wake.

      “Yeah. I’ve had… the best day like… ever,” I admit because even though I told the worst story of my life, I do feel better. I want to say I’ve had the best weekend ever, but I don’t, because even though he made me cum, I think it’s just physical for him. And I’m feeling good; I don't need to be rejected. “I’m glad you had to stop over, and I’m glad my battery died. Your Mom is one of the most amazing people I’ve ever met.”

      He’s speechless. He blinks, glances at his bickering parents at the stove, then back to me. Our eyes idle together in what I can only describe as baited silence.

      “Good,” he says, finally turning to his plate. After his first bite, without facing me, he says, “Beau and Miller jumped your car and brought it back. It’s in front of Delilah’s now.”

      “Oh my god, are you serious? That’s… incredibly thoughtful. Thank you,” I say, another weight lifting from my shoulders.

      “Don’t thank me, thank them,” he says around a bite of turkey sandwich.

      I elbow him just barely. “But you asked them to do it, so thank you,” I say. Watching the snake tattooed along his throat as he swallows, I get lost in him for a second. This dirty, greasy man with a chip on his shoulder and a penchant for silence is actually hiding a thoughtful, intellectual, gentle human under all of that. One with a huge cock, too. God, I want to taste him. And yet last night, he wouldn’t let me do anything for him. I swallow hard.

      “I’m sorry you had to call in today. If I was thinking, I wouldn’t have drank last night. That way, you wouldn’t have had to miss work today.”

      He lowers his sandwich to the plate, dragging a paper napkin across his lips. He’s got something of a short beard now, his cheeks coated in a few days of growth. It’s… incredibly sexy. A week ago, I might’ve called the look homeless or sloppy, but now, I feel like a bitch for having thought that way. Because everything about Atticus Winters is insanely sexy.

      “Don’t apologize for shit you don’t need to be sorry about. I drank Brandy. No one had a gun to my head.” He takes another bite as his parents return to the table, and for the rest of lunch, we don’t speak. The four of us chat and have a very nice time. Being with the Winters feels like being home, and I’ve never really had that feeling before.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Atticus is shutting the door to his truck as he walks me to the stairs leading to my apartment. When we reach the bottom of the stairwell, he hands over my duffle bag and snatches the car keys from under the indoor floor mat, where Beau apparently left them.

      “Here you go,” he says, dropping them in my palm.

      He’s wearing that hoodie that I never wanted to take off. And seeing him in it makes me pulse between my legs. I’d love to be wrapped up in that hoodie in my bed tonight and dream about Atticus being my man, his family being my family, and my life being better.

      But he wouldn’t let me see him naked. He didn’t let me touch his cock. When we slept in his childhood bed, he was more of a gentleman than I wanted.

      The interest was geographical, right place, right time type stuff. I have to be smarter about the signs moving forward.

      “Thank you for a wonderful weekend. I’m sorry for…” I don’t know where I’m taking that sentence, and when I look up at him, I catch him rolling his eyes. I shove him in the shoulder, even though he’s a wall of a man and doesn’t budge.

      “Why are you rolling your eyes? I’m thanking you for a hospitable weekend!” I tease, a bit thankful for the chance to lighten the energy of this goodbye. He’s seen my orgasming pussy and my asshole–how do you say goodbye to a man who’s seen that but never kissed you?

      “You’re just lookin’ to apologize for shit, ain’t ya?” He shoves a hand through his hair, his man bun looking frayed and messy from his work in the snow this morning.

      I shrug. “It’s ingrained in me, I guess.”

      His jaw ticks from side to side, and his tongue sweeps across his bottom lip in a way that makes me wish his lip was my clit.

      “Ingrain this. You’re a good girl, Goldie. And you look sexy as hell when you cum.”

      My cheeks grow hot, but I don’t dodge it. “I wondered if we were going to talk about that.” I tilt my head to the side, terrified but willing to be real. I know that’s what he wants. “Was it a mistake? Do you feel like it was a mistake?”

      He grunts, and I reach out to punch him playfully because I refuse to let such a wonderful weekend end in awkward regret, but he catches me by the wrist, and before I know it, his hand is supporting my body on my lower back, and his lips are crashing down on mine.

      His kiss is rough and feral, our teeth clashing as our tongues twist together. My pulse skyrockets as he leaves a signature groan in my mouth, his lips moving to my cheek, then down my neck. And as fast as it happened, he lets go.

      “It wasn’t a mistake, but it ain’t gonna happen again.” Next to him, he lifts a small grocery bag his mom packed full of soup, bread, cookies, and lord only knows what else. “Mom packed this for you.”

      “You keep it,” I offer, willing my eyes to stay dry from his words. It ain’t gonna happen again. “Thanks, though,” I smile sweetly. My most perfected, crafted smile. He cups my cheek, and the grate of his calloused skin against my smooth skin makes my body ache for him.

      “Be real,” he says, and I don’t know if it’s about the smile or the rejection of the food, but I take the bag from him anyway. “Later, Goldie.”

      With a singular step, he’s out the door.

      After I’m unpacked, have taken a hot shower, and have laundry going in my tiny washing machine with soup reheating on the stove, I text Beck.

      Goldie: Tell Beau thanks for the cabin weekend. I’m sorry you guys didn’t make it up. It was the best weekend of my life. Like, seriously.

      Goldie: Except for that time we ate pot brownies and saw Elton John.

      Goldie: And when Jett was born.

      Goldie: Third-best weekend of my life.

      Beck: I’ll tell Beau. Glad you two had fun. Did Atticus have a good time?

      I’m about to text her back when a fist crashes down on my front door three times in a row. My phone falls to the floor as I rush to the door and press my eye to the peephole, my heart racing. I don’t know why I illogically worry it’s Reynold. He doesn’t give a fuck about me.

      And when I see who it is on the other side of the door, I press a hand to my chest in disbelief.
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      atticus

      
        
        It’s some mind warfare bullshit, ain’t it?

      

      

      You know what I fuckin’ hate? That whole psychological thing where you push away the thing you want because you’re scared it don’t want you back.

      It’s some mind warfare bullshit, ain’t it?

      I sat in my truck for thirty-four minutes, watching the window of Goldie’s apartment. She took a shower; I’m certain, since the bathroom light was on for a portion of the time.

      I told myself to drive home.

      I told myself that the way I left things—telling her she was no mistake but we wouldn’t be doing anything again—was smart.

      Why the fuck am I getting all twisted up in a woman who has her own demons to battle? Who is, by all intents and purposes, too fuckin’ good for me?

      I got zero intention of telling Goldie that I kinda got a thing for her, no plans of telling her that I liked seeing her sit where my sister used to sit, talking to my Mom like she’s my old lady, and sleeping next to her like we’re together. I liked it all a whole helluva lot.

      Yet here the fuck I am, beating the hell outta her front door.

      When she opens it up in a satin robe barely fuckin’ tied at her hip, her hair wet and uncombed, I swear to god I charge her. I toss her over my shoulder and kick the door shut behind me. She squeals as she clings to my back, taking handfuls of my sweatshirt in her fists.

      “Atticus!” she says, her tone light, not at all subtextually telling me no. “What… what are you doing?”

      I charge down the hallway and toss her onto her bed. She’s breathless, staring up at me, and the jostling has caused her robe to open, exposing one smooth handful of breast. I lick my lips, fighting the urge to seal my mouth around her hot little nipple.

      “If you want me to leave, tell me to go.”

      Her mouth, agape from shock, seals closed. Pushing up to her elbows, she says, “go turn off the stove. I was going to eat some of your mom’s soup.”

      After all the weird shit she said about eating this weekend, knowing she was about to eat does some shit to me. I feel… unexpectedly relieved.

      My dick ain’t relieved, though.

      Turning off the stove, I see the bowl she set out, a spoon next to it catching the overhead kitchen light. On a napkin next to the bowl is a slice of my Mom’s sourdough, butter smeared across. Next to that, a chocolate chip cookie. A strange kind of happiness worms its way through me, but I’m back in the bedroom with a different meal on my mind.

      “Open the curtains,” I tell her, motioning to the large window swallowing the wall behind her bed.

      Her hair drips onto the silk robe, making her covered breast nearly visible, the peak stiff behind the fabric. “That’s downtown Oakcreek out there. People are still out.”

      “It’s Monday night,” I say, knowing there will only be a sprinkling of people, especially with this shitty weather. “Open the curtains.”

      I wouldn’t make her do it if she didn’t want to, and the smile that curls her lips tells me she does. The rings clink into one another as she tugs the gray fabric to one side, looping it behind the curtain tie back. She’s on the second floor of a two-story building, allowing the street lamps to toss a gentle glow into her room. Knocking the lightswitch with my knuckle, the room goes dark, the outside light flooding the bed like a piece of fuckin’ art.

      And there she is.

      Untied Robe now completely open, body bare, and mine for the taking.

      “Face the window, hold the headboard, and bend over.”

      The way she does it without arguing gets me so hard I gotta fight stroking myself over my pants. Because I fuckin’ want her, but something tells me that she ain’t ready for me. Not yet. Maybe never. But for now, she’s letting me have her, and I ain’t missing this meal.

      “Hands up on the glass,” I growl, kneeing onto the bed behind her.

      Dropping my chin onto the top of her shoulder, I bring my mouth to her ear and growl, “don’t move your hands until I say.”

      Nodding, she says, “okay,” all breathless and edible. Her head falls forward between her arms as I trace down her spine with a single fingertip. When I reach the split of her soft, round ass, I stop.

      “Can I have it all?” I ask, and I don’t know why. I ain’t an askin’ type of guy. I’m more beg for forgiveness instead of askin’ for permission. But that shit about her not wanting to sleep alone when she’s drinking and finding her hugging my Mom with her eyes and nose all red… add to that how she wasn’t jumping out there to tell me what happened with her and that fuckbag Reynold.

      My gut tells me I can have my way with her, but she needs to know it’s up to her.

      Because it is. It always is; we’re just gonna do it my way after I get permission, is all.

      “Yes,” she pants. “Please,” she begs. And that’s when I notice her entire body has begun trembling. The window fogs as her hands slide through the condensation. “Atti, put your hands on me before I cry.”

      With my mouth still near her ear, I whisper, “keep your hands up.”

      My hands feel so goddamn monstrous on her narrow hips, but I grip her hard, earning me a little yelp. She repositions her hands on the window, and when I glance out of it, I easily spot a man walking on the sidewalk, a little dog on a lead in tow.

      “Look,” I tell her as I drop a bite and a kiss on her bare ass. “If he looks, he’ll see you getting your pussy licked.”

      Her breathing grows rapid with that comment, and I don’t know if it’s because she’s nervous or likes it, but with her mouth, I don’t expect she’d keep her feelings quiet if she wanted me to quit.

      Crouching on the bed behind her, I hook my thumbs in the split of her ass, spreading her wide.

      “Atticus!” she whimpers. I drag the tip of my nose through the valley between her cheeks. She moans a little as I do but still fuckin’ protests. Goldie and that fuckin’ mouth of hers. “Atticus! That’s my butt!”

      Her hips wiggle. With one hand, I hold her tight around the waist, whipping her cheek with the other. “I know it is; that’s why I’m about to put my tongue in it.”

      “Oh my god!” She whines, but she stops wigglin’ and braces her hands against the window with an urgent thunk. Our gazes jerk forward, and the man on the street with the little dog is looking. The lights may be off, but there ain’t no question he can see two hands splayed across the window and the silhouette of a fine woman naked, about to be devoured.

      “Put your head down,” I tell her. She drops her head, and I drop mine, taking little bites of her ass until I get to the center. Using the tip of my tongue, I swirl small circles around her tight hole, hands firm on her hips. If I let go, I’m going to tear my aching cock from my pants and start stroking.

      Goddamn, her tight little ass cinching around the tip of my tongue is making me feral.

      “Is he watching you?” I ask in between small strokes of my tongue inside her ass. She may act embarrassed, but she fuckin’ likes it. Her legs release their strained control, and her back’s arch softens like her body is melting from just a few passes of my tongue inside her ass.

      Good girl.

      Using what sounds like all of her energy, she lifts her head to peer through the foggy window, then drops it again. Moaning, she says, “yes, yes, he’s looking. He’s… oh god, Atticus, lick me, please.”

      Goldie Hawn Berry begging for this sweaty old man to eat her? Magic.

      With her ass nice and wet, I slide a finger in and press my other hand to her lower back, holding her steady as she tries to buck away from the wide intrusion. A moment passes, and she settles, sinking herself down on my finger.

      My cock drips onto my thigh, and I can feel precum in my boxer briefs. Her ass is so tight, and she’s so eager; with that fuckin’ smart mouth and shitty past, I’m surprised she wants me. And I’m just as surprised I want her as much as I do.

      If she were anyone else, I’d already have my cock in her ass and my fingers hooked in her mouth, riding her hard. But Goldie. Goddamn, I’m all… sensitive and shit.

      Getting to my back, I drag a pillow down and stuff it under my head. Goldie’s naked body on her knees above me does things to my lower half that I ain’t proud to admit. I don’t know how much longer I can do this before I fuckin’ explode.

      Her hands slip, but she repositions, keeping them up before I even tell her to. “Good girl, Goldie,” I praise before swiping my tongue through her slick pussy lips, bringing a mouthful of her arousal with me. She tastes like honey, and she smells like lavender, and everything about this woman’s thighs hugging my head as I finger her tight ass and lick her sweet pussy is goddamn heaven.

      First time I’ve been, and I’d love to stay.

      “Atticus, ohmygod, ohmygod,” she breathes as I use the wide pad of my tongue to make her little clit bloom. “Please,” she moans, her voice rawer and more desperate than I thought possible.

      “Please, what?” I ask, my stubble completely coated in her as I steal my mouth from her clit to talk.

      “More,” she pants, “or, fuck me or, lick me harder or… god, I don’t know! Just please,” she moans out, sounding frantic and crazy, and my cock spits a little from pride. Goddamn, am I going to be walking out of here with a load in my pants? I drive my face into her center, stroking my tongue up inside her pussy. She tightens around me, moaning, her thighs trembling around my face as her hips start a gentle ride.

      Holy shit, she’s fuckin’ my tongue like a cock.

      “Good girl,” I moan into her dripping cunt as she bucks over me. The room is a medley of erotic noises; her broken breathing and pleas for more, her palms squealing through the condensation as they slide, my tongue owning her cunt, the bed kissing the wall. It’s goddamn perfect.

      With my finger still in her ass, I work in another, loving how both her ass and pussy tighten as I do. “Oh my god, Atticus,” she moans as I start fuckin’ her ass with two of my thick digits. Hooking my thumb into her pussy, I suck her clit into my mouth and nibble gently while I hold my hand steady and let her grind.

      I could have this meal every goddamn night. I suck her clit, nibble it, make small circles around it with the tip of my tongue, press kisses to it—I fuckin’ worship it. And before I can really pay homage to the altar like I want, she’s writhing on my hand, driving my fingers into her ass and my thumb up her pussy with the veracity of a woman teetering on the edge.

      “Atti, I’m gonna cum,” she moans after a few breathless moments where her body slows, and her thighs begin to shake.

      I take my mouth off her cunt long enough to give her orders. “Look out the window,” I tell her, moving my tongue through her swollen labia, groaning a little when I connect with my thumb inside her.

      “Atti, I wanna cum,” she whines, but I know she looks up because she drops her head again, she’s panting, “he’s… he can… I think he can see me…” She moans some more. “He was… he was…”

      “Watching,” I offer as I seal my mouth to her clit and start long, aggressive sucks. Her back arches, and her orgasm, which was blistering at the surface, explodes. Thighs tightening around my face, she starts cumming, her ass and cunt gripping my fingers for dear fuckin’ life. She moans and fuckin’ screams—my name, God’s name, words that ain’t even words—and right when I think she’s nearin’ the end of her ride, there’s a rush of liquid around my thumb.

      “Oh, oh, oh,” she rasps, her thighs strangling me. I can barely think. Liquid, warm and sweet smellin’, gushes out of her, all over my hand, down my chin and neck. Her cunt tightens, her ass tries to eat my fingers, I swear, and she bucks over me like a goddamn rodeo star.

      Wetness drips down my neck, bleeding into my hoodie and probably the sheets, too. When she’s done coming, and her little holes let me go, I take my hand back and slide out from under her.

      She stays with her hands on the window, knees on the bed, and head hung as she gasps, sucking in air.

      Getting behind her, I press my groin to her ass and lean over, dropping my chin to her shoulder.

      “Look.”

      Slowly, she lifts her head, and I can feel her exhaustion as she attempts to steady her breathing. Her glassy eyes reflect back to me in the foggy, shiny window. She looks so beautiful right now. I tap the glass, and the man with the dog is still there, and there ain’t no doubt in my mind he saw something. It’s snowing, and his dog is the size of a fuckin’ cat. He ain’t down there looking up here ‘cause he’s talking to God.

      “He watched you fuck my face,” I tell her, pressing a quick kiss to the side of her jaw before I get off the bed.

      She pushes forward, off the window, and the evidence of her hands on the glass makes everything below my waist clench tight. Goddamn, my cock is gloriously fuckin’ hard.

      “Get dressed,” I tell her before slipping into the bathroom attached to her room. I close the door, lock it, turn the sink on, don’t even bother with the lights, and reach into my pants. Thank fuck I’m still wearin’ sweats so I don’t have to mess with a belt or any other bullshit. My cock is in my hand, and I’m stroking into the sink in a matter of fucking seconds.

      It don’t take long.

      With her pussy smeared across my face, her scent burned into my scruff; I lick my lips and pump my fist a few times before I swallow my groans, painting the porcelain with my cum.

      I stroke for what feels like a solid minute as I brace myself, arm against the mirror, forehead on my forearm. My dick spits forever as I jerk to the feel of Goldie tight on my fingers, exploding all over my hand and face. When the basin of the sink is coated and I’m out of breath, I stuff myself away and splash water on my face. I ain’t tryin’ to wash her off, but I’m sticky from her orgasm and need some wipin’ down. After a few passes of her pink hand towel over my neck, I wash my hands, take a leak, and come back out.

      “You know,” Goldie says, back in her silk robe–only this time, it ain’t tied at all. “You didn’t have to jerk off into the sink.”

      I ain’t even tryin’ to act like I didn’t do it. “Baby, you squirted all over my face and down my neck. Unloading into the sink wasn’t a choice. It was a reaction. Non-negotiable.”

      Her hands come to her face as she lurches forward, embarrassment evident in her body language. “Ohmygod,” she winces. “I thought I was having some orgasmic high and hoped I imagined that.” She reaches for a pillow and crushes her face into it. “Ohmygod, ohmygod, I am so embarrassed.”

      I stroke a hand down my face, my cock stirring a bit at the sticky stubble on my chin. I lick my lips again, loving how her cunt lingers.

      “Why?” I ask, stealing a glance at her hard nipple. The robe is open but twisted, exposing one side of her naked body to me.

      “I…oh my god, I can’t even say it!” she buries her head into the pillow further. I consider taking a seat next to her on the bed, but I don’t think we got a deal where we’re getting close, so I keep my stance by the bathroom and shove my hands in my sweat pockets.

      “You squirted,” I repeat, and her whole body shudders with a wince.

      “Oh my god!” she cries into the pillow. “Stop saying it, please; I’m absolutely mortified, Atticus.”

      Well fuck. Now I’m confused, so in the name of clearin’ the air, I go sit next to her. “Goldie, I don’t know why you’re trippin’ out right now. That was fuckin’ hot.”

      Slowly, she lifts her head from the pillow, wisps of drying hair shrouding her face. Reaching, I push it off her face because I want to see her eyes. And her mouth. My breathing is heavy as I stare down at her, her warm exhales flanking my nose.

      “I’ve never done that before, ever,” she whispers, her eyes tracing the curve of my lips.

      “No?” I ask. I’m surprised because the way she rode my fingers and held herself there while she gushed all over—it felt comfortable.

      She goes to drop her face to the pillow, but I yank it away and toss it to the other side of the bed. “Don’t hide. Be real.”

      Chewing the inside of her mouth, she looks up at me again. “Will you kiss me? I want to know what I taste like.”

      I ain’t never crashed my mouth down on someone’s mouth so fast. Her tongue sweeps my mouth, spreading me wide like I just spread her. She sucks my bottom lip, nibbles my tongue, moans, and feeds her hand up the back of my neck through my hair. My dick jumps.

      When we part, we’re both breathless, and neither of us expected it.

      “Well?” I grunt, forcing rigidity into my voice.

      “Salty,” she says, her eyes flicking between mine. “And sweet. And… I don’t know. I don’t know what I thought I tasted like but it’s… interesting.”

      I drop my hand between her legs and slide my fingers into her with ease. She’s still wet and swollen, and her body melts a little as I make a quick pass. I bring my fingers to my lips, the way I tasted hers Sunday night.

      I lick her off me with a low groan. “Heaven.”

      Her cheeks flush a little. “I can’t believe I… you know.”

      “Squirted,” I grin at how tortured she is by the word, but I also grin because it was her first time. That means… she liked how I handled her body, which fills me with an alpha caveman pride I can’t explain.

      And I want another hit of how she makes me feel.

      “Don’t keep saying it,” she laughs softly, pressing a finger to my lips. Our eyes hold, and this simple, playful gesture has some intimacy vibe to it that, again, neither of us expected. Her hand falls to her lap. “I would’ve helped you, you know.” She motions to the bathroom, where the door stands open.

      I shake my head and use arrogance to my advantage. “Don’t think you’re ready for me yet. Besides,” I bump my knee into hers, “thought I was too old and smelly for you.”

      Her jaw drops, but she recovers quickly. “I don’t think you’re old and smelly.”

      I lift a brow. “That right?”

      She gnaws the inside of her cheek a little, eyes flicking between mine. “Okay, you aren’t my normal type, and I have teased you about your age, yes, but I don’t actually think you’re old. And… I may have referred to your scent as less than desirable in the past. But I think you know I love the way you smell.”

      She’s honest, and I like that. And even though she’s wearing a playful little smile, I know there’s truth to her words. I know what she really thinks of a man like me. I ain’t her forever guy. I’m not the one she gets her picket fence and diamond ring from.

      I pat her leg and stand up, making my way to the door before she has a chance to stop me. Before I leave, I turn the burner back on and cup my hands to my mouth, shouting down her small hallway. “Come eat soup; I turned it back on.”

      She pads down the hallway, looking a little drunk with her hazy eyes and wild dark hair. Her robe is tied now, and that small act of privacy has my walls up. I pull open her apartment door before she reaches me and close it behind me.

      I’m hustling down the stairs when she opens her door, sticks her head out, and says, “Atticus.”

      I look over my shoulder up at her in the night-filled hall. “What’s up?”

      “You’re going?”

      I nod. “We ain’t havin’ a sleepover just because I ate your ass. Eat that soup and get to bed.”

      She could be pissed, but I don’t stay to see it or get an earful. She’s made it clear she ain’t lookin’ for a man like me. I’ll make her cum, but until she meets the next Reynold fuckin’ Porter, I know I’m just a filler.
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        * * *

      

      I go to bed as soon as I get home, telling myself I’m too tired to shower tonight. Truth is, I ain’t even bein’ real with myself. I wanna keep her on me as long as possible, in case the next Reynold comes along sooner rather than later.

      I punch my pillow and force my eyes shut. As I drift off, I keep seeing Goldie’s fingers drumming on my parents’ kitchen table, right next to that blue nail polish.
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      goldie 

      
        
        Fuck ‘em all

      

      

      “Good morning. May I speak with Goldie Berry?”

      Jerking off my pillow, I peel the eyemask from my face and blink at the phone screen a few times, my newly awake brain scrambling to calibrate. I answered before I was fully awake, which is always a mistake. I blink a few times at the long number on the screen. Jesus, how many digits are there?

      I clear my throat, forcing the most “hell yeah, I’ve been awake for hours on end, and you most certainly did not just wake my lazy ass up” voice ever. “Good morning, this is Goldie Berry. May I ask who's calling?”

      “Good morning, Goldie. This is Ms. Laws from Gonzo Family Auto calling in regards to the interview last week.”

      Thrashing in the covers to get my legs free, I finally manage to stumble out of bed. Padding my way down the hall, I push my hair off my greasy face as I make my way to the kitchen. “Good morning. Yes, how are you? Great to hear from you,” I smile as I squint at the green digital clock on my old oven. Shit! It’s 9 am. I haven’t slept in until nine in the morning since I was a teenager.

      What is with me?!

      “I’m calling with what I hope is good news, Goldie,” Ms. Laws says, and the tone of her voice has me spinning around, gripping the countertop behind me.

      “Is that right?” I ask, hope springing up in my belly, clogging my throat. I had no idea I wanted this job so badly until this exact moment.

      “The job is yours, that is, of course, if you’re willing to make the switch from Public Relations to Human Resources.” She pauses, presumably to let me calibrate, and I pump a fist in the air, silently chanting, “fuck yes!”

      I clear my throat. “Yes, I would love to make that switch, and I would love for Gonzo Auto to be where I start my new journey.” Perfect bullshit answer. Except… I’m so used to bullshitting and telling people what they want to hear that this answer catches me off guard because… I think I actually mean it.

      “Wonderful. I have to notify the other candidates, and of course, we have loads of paperwork to do, but…” she trails off, and I hear keys being typed. “How about we get all the preliminary paperwork and drug testing done next week? Hmm?”

      “Sure; what day were you thinking?” I ask from habit, knowing full well there is literally nothing on my schedule except getting my vagina waxed.

      And my asshole now, too, apparently after last night.

      “How does Thursday look for you?” she asks.

      “Hmm,” I tap my chin thoughtfully while I flip through an invisible calendar. “Thursday works,” I respond after a moment.

      “Great. Let’s start at 9. You may be here for a few hours. The paperwork is absolutely grueling, and then we’ve got to get you keys, a badge, and all that.” She types madly at her keyboard as my excitement begins to bloom. Holy shit. I really got this job.

      I moved to Oakcreek feeling like a damaged fool. And now I’ve got a little place, a new job, and… well, that’s all I need for now. And hell, I’m gonna celebrate the hell outta this because if you’d have asked me a few months ago where I saw myself today, it wouldn’t be starting a new job as a manager anywhere.

      “Thank you so much for this opportunity; I will do everything in my power to grow, learn, and adapt to the culture at GFA and keep the employees happy,” I tell her, meaning those words more than I ever meant any spin session with the Brutes. Ever.

      She laughs. “Oh, Goldie, I’m sure you will. That’s why I chose you. I felt your energy in the office, and your resume spoke volumes as to your capabilities.” She hums a second, and it’s the way her tone drops a little when she does that gives me pause.

      “Was there anything else?” I ask, wanting to end on a high note.

      “Well, I wasn’t quite able to confirm you were with the Brutes. Contacting the team representatives has proven tricky.”

      Fuck. Fuck, why did I not consider this would happen? Of course, the Brutes are going to deny my existence. They’ve probably wiped me from security footage and secured those little Men In Black wands to wave in everyone’s faces, too.

      “Well,” I start with confidence because if this job is contingent upon my last, how I carry myself now matters more than ever. I’m so tired of wearing a facade. I didn’t know how heavy it was until this weekend when I just… stopped wearing it. I don’t want to put it back on.

      “I’d be more than happy to reach out to someone and make sure you make the contact you need.” I chuckle a little before saying passively, “the organization is less than organized. Not making contact doesn’t surprise me.”

      She laughs, too. “I understand. Sure, let me know who I can contact, and I’ll go ahead and get started on that before we meet next week. You can email me the point of contact once you get it. My email address is on the business card I gave you.”

      “Great,” I smile, full of panic. “I’ll be in touch. And thank you again, Ms. Laws, for selecting me.”

      “Goodbye Goldie. We’ll talk soon.”

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck me sideways.

      I do not want to speak to anyone from the Brutes ever again.

      But I need this job.

      I stand there feeling a bit sick for a moment, staring into the empty soup pot on my stove. After Atticus left last night, I ate soup and dipped bread into the broth, devouring every last drop. Then I heated the cookie and ate it with a huge glass of milk. And I slept so freaking good last night.

      A smile lifts my lips, and the worry of contacting the Brutes seems to fade away as I remember last night.

      We had fun.

      Hell, we had fun all weekend. And I got a job. No matter what a fuckin’ tool Reynold is, I got this job, and someone at the Brutes will confirm I worked there. They will not ruin this for me.

      Pushing myself off the counter, I hold my head high and shoulders back before dialing Beck.

      “Hey, how are you?” she says, a little out of breath. I consider that I interrupted some morning nookie, but then I look at the clock and realize Beau is likely at work. Then I hear the voice of a hungry baby. “Okay, okay, I’m putting you in the high chair now, buddy,” my friend says to her son.

      “Hey, Jetster,” I greet in case I’m on speakerphone. “Is this a bad time?” Kids are high maintenance. Kids make Mariah Carey look low-key. They have naps at specific times—not approximate but to the minute, or else they don’t sleep. They have snack times and meal times, and times where they have to be read to and stimulated and Jesus. It’s too much.

      “Naa,” Beck says, always the cool and collected mom. “Just getting him a snack. He's been a little extra lately because he’s cutting teeth.”

      “Ahh,” I say. “Well then, if it’s not a bad time, are you ready for my good news?”

      “Um, always.”

      I pause, grinning to myself because… I was not really qualified for this job, but I did it. I went in there and I fucking owned that space and I did it. “I got the job I interviewed for last week.”

      “Goldie!” Beck screams my name in celebration. “Oh my god! Goldie! I am so proud of you! I knew you’d crush it!”

      We squeal together in a way that only best friends do, even when they’re almost forty.

      “Selfishly, I’m happy for me because working there means you’re staying in Oakcreek.”

      “I know. You get to keep me!”

      She laughs. “Thank god! I may have had an emotional breakdown if you moved back to the city now!”

      “No breakdowns! I’m here to stay!” I beam, feeling so good that instead of my usual cup of coffee and nothing else, I reach into the open Ziploc bag of chocolate chip cookies that Edie packed and take a bite of one.

      “Let’s celebrate. Seriously. Come over for dinner tonight.”

      “I don’t actually go in for paperwork until next week. Should we wait?” I ask, the issue of contacting the Brutes still existing in the back of my mind.

      “Fork, no!” Beck practically shouts back, earning a shout from Jett in the background. “Come tonight. Seriously. You got the job. We are celebrating. End of story.”

      “What can I bring?” I ask while the world’s biggest smile curls my lips.

      “Just yourself. Seriously. Do not bring anything. This is to celebrate you!”

      We set our dinner plans for around six since Beau is usually done at Wrench Kings around that time. The weather has let up overnight, making navigating the roads less difficult. When Beau and Miller jumped and then brought my car back, they put chains on my tires too. Even if it’s stormy out tonight, I’m going to Beck’s and we are going to celebrate.

      She’s right. I deserve this.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, boo,” Beck calls as I push inside her house. “Did you treat yourself today to celebrate?” she asks, coming around the corner with a dish towel slung over one shoulder, Jett on her opposite hip.

      “Hey,” I respond as we bump shoulders in a loose hug, trying not to squash Jetster. “Not really, and I feel weird showing up empty- handed,” I tell her as I hang my purse on the hook lining the wall. She waves me into the kitchen behind her.

      “Don’t even. It’s your night to celebrate.” She floats her hand over the kitchen island where there is a spread of bomb ass food–a taco bar. “Tacos, any way you could want them.” She beams at me as I take in her charcuterie spread of taco toppings. Diced tomatoes, fresh guacamole, sliced onions, fresh sauteed peppers and onions, shredded lettuce, sour cream, greek yogurt, green sauce, hot sauce, salsa, cabbage salsa, ground turkey, beef, chicken, soft shells, hard shells, three varieties of cheese, a few colors of beans and a row of craft beer behind it.

      “Holy sh–shark,” I correct, giving her a satisfied smile that I did indeed remember my baby-safe curse word. “Beck, you guys outdid yourselves. This looks great.” I reach around her shoulder and pull her into a hug, squashing Jett’s leg a little this time. But holy crap. This looks amazing, and it looks like it was a buttload of work.

      “Just thank me because Beau is running late,” she says, lowering Jett to the floor. He shouts Beau’s name on repeat as he toddles out of the kitchen, heading toward the living room where he will undoubtedly start tearing apart the house. Beck waves her hand as if to say let him go, and I turn my focus back to her.

      “He had to run an update on his car–”

      “Ooh,” I wiggle my fingers before flicking the tip of my nose, “so fancy.”

      She rolls her eyes at me playfully. “It is fancy but don’t be a brat–if you drove more, you know you’d be buying a car like that, too.”

      “Touche,” I say, not even a little butthurt that she called me out. “Actually, I feel like my response should have been “cool, when’s he getting here” instead of what I just said.”

      Beck just blinks at me because she’s got no idea I’m in the midst of a personal identity crisis. Truly, I’ve only come to terms with it the last day or so myself. But if you aren’t questioning who you are as a human after the trauma I went through, how can you protect yourself against future pain?

      “Okay…” she says, confused, folding her arms over her chest. “I didn’t have a problem with what you said… I know you were kidding ish.”

      “Kidding ish,” I repeat. “What do you mean?”

      “Goldie,” she sighs, “I want to celebrate your new job. I don’t want to fight.”

      I grab her wrist. “We won’t fight. Seriously. But… tell me what you mean. I was kidding, but you said I was kidding ish.”

      She sighs and unfolds her arms to press her fingertips to her temples, rubbing what I presume to be calming circles into them.

      “I know you don’t think that Beau thinks he’s fancy, but I believe your comment had some back-burner judgment in it.”

      “What is back-burner judgment?” I ask, raising my palms. “Really, I don’t know.”

      “You made the comment playfully, but I think somewhere inside you, you do a lot of judging without even being aware of it.”

      “I have no judgments on Beau,” I say because that’s the truth. I love Beau for Beck. He’s great.

      “No?” she says, hand on hip as she pinches a bite of cheese from the bowl, dropping it into her open mouth. “You questioned his income when we started dating, you know because he’s a mechanic. And your comment about his car… I think somewhere deep down you’re jealous, not because of Beau but because… you’re not happy with where you’re at, so you deflect a little and talk a little shit.” She shrugs as if solving my exact identity is no big deal to her, and she keeps eating various toppings as I watch.

      “It’s how most people are, Goldie. It’s no big deal. And honestly, I was the same way before Beau. I found other people's happiness kind of vexing because I wanted it but didn’t know how to have it for myself.”

      I nod, feeling a massive lump in my throat at how quickly we’ve toed into deep, vulnerable shit. “I’m thinking of seeing a therapist,” I say, the words tumbling out quickly like ripping off a bandaid. After feeling so good talking to Edie, I made the choice.

      She drops another mouthful of toppings in her mouth, this time shredded lettuce. “Yeah?” she says around the bite. “I think that’s a great idea.”

      “The fact that you’re not asking me what for tells me I probably need it more than I even realize.”

      Beck laughs, and from the other room, Jett imitates her laugh, making me chuckle too. “Little turd is always making fun of me,” Beck teases. “And I didn’t ask why because that’s personal, Goldie. We’re best friends, but I understand some things are meant for professionals.” She licks her lips. “That and well, I’ve met Constance. So, yeah.”

      We both snort at that then my phone rings. I dig it out of my purse on the wall and laugh when I see the name on the screen. I hold it up to Beck.

      “Speak of the devil,” she grins.

      I answer, whispering, “just give me a sec,” before wandering into the hallway for some privacy. I don’t need privacy, but it’s more for Beck–because no one wants to hear a conversation with Connie Berry.

      “Goldie, are you there? I hear you whispering,” my Mom says loudly, making me jerk the phone away from my ear just a bit.

      “Hi Mom, yeah, I’m here. I’m at Beck’s having dinner. I only have a few minutes,” I lie because Beau isn’t even home yet, and we won’t eat without him so I have time. I just don’t want to spend the time on her. Not today.

      Today is a good day.

      “Oh, how is Rebecca doing?” she asks, her phony tone a lock. Shit… I have a phony tone that is virtually foolproof, too. Does everyone know I’m a bullshitter when I use it?

      “She’s great,” I reply, letting my fingers discover the rugged pattern of the textured wall. “She made a celebratory dinner for me because I got a new job. Manager of Human Resources at Gonzo Family Auto here in Oakcreek.”

      Crickets.

      “Mom?”

      A symphony of crickets.

      “You’re staying in Oakcreek?” she asks with surprise in her tone. Um, no, I just took a managerial job in a town I’m going to move away from tomorrow.

      I roll my eyes, taking pleasure in the fact that she can’t see them. “Yes, Mom.”

      “Goldie, the city has so much more opportunity,” she starts, but I cut her off because I refuse to let her deflate me right now.

      “I was miserable in the city.”

      “And you’re happy now? In the sticks?” she asks, condescension heavy in her tone.

      The truth is, I wasn’t happy even last week. The last few days have me feeling… really good. “I am,” I say, loving for once that it’s a truthful answer. No contrived bullshit. I hate that my honesty is wasted on someone who doesn’t care or appreciate it whatsoever.

      “I’m sure the Brutes would love to have you back, Goldie. And you can’t possibly be making as much at a local car dealership. I mean, they are a Major League Baseball team! They’re the Brutes! Quit being a baby. Go back to them. Sometimes having a big ego isn’t worth it, dear.”

      Ego? My jaw clenches, and my stomach burns at her insensitive, cruel, and judgmental words.

      Mom may not know what happened with Reynold, but she met me in the city the day after it all went down. She saw my face–the deep bags and the redness, the swelling. The way I could hardly hold my body up to sit in a restaurant chair. How I could hardly speak. All I did was cry.

      She shouldn’t have to know I was used, raped, and blackmailed to take my side. She’s my mother, and she should take my side because of that, no matter what.

      But she doesn’t. And she never has. But right now? It really feels like a betrayal.

      “You know what, Mom? You have no fucking clue what you’re talking about!” I shout, and now that the floodgates of volume and rage are opened, I can’t find the strength to close them.

      I don’t want to.

      “It isn’t my ego keeping me from going back to an organization that cares more about winning than human fucking rights!” My temples pound, and my whole body shakes as my hand slides over the textured wall, now gripping it to keep me steady. My anger has me trembling.

      “Human rights, Jesus, Goldie, put the drama in the backseat for once. Whatever it is, it can’t be bad enough to say you can’t go back and poke around and just see.” My vision blurs as her words bounce around in my brain, refusing to be processed. “And anyway, they’re a sports team. Of course, their first concern is winning.”

      “For once in your entire life, could you just please take my fucking side! Believe me when I say I’m hurt; trust me when I say what happened goes beyond some ego bullshit and understand when I’m happy, that I want you to be happy with me!” I shout, my heart beating so fucking hard that I actually get a little dizzy. With my hand still on the wall, I slide down to a crouch at the end of Beck’s hallway, nearly panting.

      “Go get some exercise; you sound very high-strung. Call me tomorrow.” Then she hangs up.

      She fucking hangs up on me.

      I fall back on my butt and grip my head in my hands, letting my phone fall to the floor with a clatter that makes the hairs on my neck rise. I can’t even have a good day without her making me hate myself. Because here I am, sitting on the floor at my celebration dinner, tears stinging my eyes, mad at myself. I’m not even mad at her.

      You can’t argue with stupid, but you can’t argue with a narcissist, either.

      I know she’s going to bait and gaslight. I KNOW THIS. It isn’t my first phone call with Constance Berry. Still, I let her get to me. I let her gaslight me when I should have walked away.

      I stood up to her, though. I told her my truth. I explained how I felt. Maybe I shouldn’t have screamed it, but you know what, Rome wasn’t built in a day and all that. Still, I called her out. And that’s what has me smiling as I reach for my phone when two black boots appear.

      My heart stutter-steps, but of course, I look up to see Beau. His smile is broad when he outstretches a hand. “Hiya, Goldie. I hear congratulations are in order.”

      Gah. What a gentleman Beck nabbed.

      He helps me up and even grabs my phone, wiping it off before handing it back to me. “So, congratulations,” he chuckles, and I nod with a smile.

      “Thank you, yeah, the whole crying on the floor thing wasn’t part of the celebration plan, but…” I shrug, “that’s me. Unpredictable.”

      He grins, and I think he doesn't realize I was crying, or maybe I’m just so good at hiding it he can’t tell. Either way, he jerks his head toward the kitchen. “Beck’s got everything ready, and I feel bad I’m late. Let’s eat.”

      I nod and trail behind him, but… the entire exchange with my Mom has my stomach sour. No, not sour. Fucking rotten. Twisting and churning, causing my appetite to disappear completely. I press a hand to my lower belly, pushing at the burn lingering there.

      Beck went all out on this taco bar. Like, all fucking out. And when we get into the kitchen, my guilt is transformed into surprise when I see Atticus there, his long hair greasy, pulled into a bun. He brings an amber bottle labeled “Porter Stout” to his lips, taking a long pull. His Adam’s apple bobs as he gulps, and I notice the stubble coating his jaw and cheeks is even fuller today. His nails are dirty, and his jeans are stained; the Wrench Kings t-shirt he’s wearing under his open flannel is smeared in grease or oil, too.

      He’s filthy, just like he was the first time I met him. Now that I think of it, he was kinda dirty over the weekend, too.

      My thighs tingle, and my pussy clenches as I get a flash of his finger in my ass and his tongue buried deep inside me as he feasted on me last night.

      That’s how I’d describe it, too. He feasted.

      I wanted it, too.

      I’ve never wanted a tongue between my legs that bad. And he’s so good at it. Better than I imagined. And I imagined.

      “Hi,” I say, lifting my hand. His eyes flick to mine, face impassive, tone dry when he says, “What’s up,” then returns his gaze forward.

      He’d literally rather stare at the side of Beck’s head than look me in the eyes? He had his thumb in my most private place, and now I’m getting “what's up?” like I’m a fucking bro?

      Rage seethes inside me, but I know it’s because I’m still hot over my Mom. I’m in a bad headspace, and therefore, everything is heightened. I recognize this.

      “Pass me a beer, please,” I say to Beau, pressing a hand to my forehead as I exhale the stress of the moment away. Atticus doesn’t have to look at me. Hell, he practically ran out of my apartment last night.

      Whatever.

      I got a job. Fuck Atticus. Fuck my Mom. I got a job, and we’re celebrating.

      After my first drink, half my ale is gone. Beck blinks at me. “I heard some of that.”

      “It was kind of hard not to since I was screaming like I was on an episode of Maury,” I say sarcastically as I drain the other half of the incredibly strong beer. I catch a hiccup with the back of my wrist. “Sorry.”

      “No,” Beck says, keeping her eyes on me as she passes plates to both Beau and Atticus. She’s one of those multi-talented moms who knows what she’s doing without even looking. Jett’s certainly lucky. “Don’t apologize. I meant, I heard some of that, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry she’s still hassling you about the Brutes.”

      Beau and Atticus freeze around the island, shredded lettuce falling from Beau’s pinched fingers and a drop of salsa splashing to the countertop from the spoon in Atticus’s hand. Beau knows something happened there, and I left, and that’s pretty much what I’d explained to Atticus too. And I trust Beck when she tells me she didn’t share what happened with Beau. She has no reason to lie.

      “I got fired; it’s okay, don’t be weird,” I wave them off and get them to continue building their tacos. Tacos–the great unifier.

      “And yeah, I’m sorry, too, because… she is clueless.” I wiggle my fingers on an outstretched arm, asking for another beer. Beck pops the cap on one and hands it to me. I take another long drink before continuing. I don’t check to see where Atticus’s focus is. Because I’m tired of not reading the signs, if you want me, you will make it known. Ignoring me tells me what I need to know, and I’m no longer playing the fool.

      “If she really knew, the thing is, I don’t know that her response would be that much different, and that’s maybe why I’m already on beer two.”

      Atticus and Beau finish their taco building and head to the table. I watch her internal battle, rolling her lips together as she puts Jett in his high chair, gaze unfocused. “You, um, may be mad at me about this, but… you know what you told me before? About wanting to start therapy?” she asks, keeping her voice private.

      I nod. “You don’t have to whisper.”

      She looks at me, puzzled. “You don’t care if Atticus and Beau hear or know?

      I sigh. “I probably would have a month ago.” I take another swig of beer, finally feeling its effects, my angry demeanor softening. “But you know what? I’ve been pretending to be happy for so long, and pretending is what kept me from actually being happy.”

      Beck raises her eyebrows. “Maybe you don’t need the therapy.”

      Another swig. Another burp. “Well, Constance Berry has pumped me full of good content, so phoniness aside, I think therapy still suits me.”

      She smiles as she passes a soft taco to Jett in the high chair. He begins ripping it to shreds, grabbing chubby fistfuls of cheese while excitedly bouncing in his chair.

      A moment later, Beau is carrying the high chair to sit next to him, and Beck smiles fondly across the room at them. I watch Beau feed Jett bites of taco as I take another drink of beer. This ale is strong. My lips feel a little numb. And yet my stomach is still sour.

      “I got the number of a great psychiatrist here in Oakcreek. Delilah’s family friend has been seeing him for years. His name is Dr. Longo.” She motions to the side of the fridge. “Take his card when you go.”

      I didn't ask when she went to Delilah’s because I noticed the freshly baked rolls on the counter when I came in.

      “Thanks, I will,” I tell her, and I plan to. A local therapist would be good for me.

      Beck and I make plates and sit across from Beau and Atticus. There are rumblings from Atticus that he didn’t know it was a celebration dinner. He was doing a favor for Beau, and it ran late, and Beau promised him dinner in return.

      He made sure I heard all of that but didn’t pull me aside and tell me himself, nor did he congratulate me for getting the job. So the new Goldie says fuck him. No matter how monstrous his cock is (and from what I remember of the outline in his sweats, I’m sweating) or how primally sexy I find him (I want to twist my fingers in his greasy hair and shove his head between my legs… who am I?), if he doesn’t want me, I refuse to want him.

      New leaf, new me, all that shit.

      Atticus offers to help put food away and clean up, Beck takes Jett to the nursery to feed him before bed, and then it’s just Beau and me at the table.

      He drums his fingers along the tabletop. Atticus is close enough that if he cared a single iota, he could listen to our conversation. That’s how I know I’m free to say whatever.

      He’s not listening.

      But when Beau speaks, his voice is so low that I almost can’t hear him. “You didn’t eat.”

      I lean in and drop my voice, my eyes instinctively flicking over to Atticus. Relief washes over me, seeing his focus is on the dishes, broad, muscular back toward us. “I did,” I say, knowing we both know it’s a lie. I turn my attention to the third bottle in my hands and begin peeling the label away.

      “Goldie,” he says, still quiet. Still respectful. And I’m not sure I deserve it.

      “I had a bad phone call with my Mom, remember? I can’t eat when I’m upset. That’s all it is,” I whisper hiss, feeling my head get a little woozy. I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, stress, Beau’s pointed accusation, or everything, but I suddenly don’t feel well at all. I lean back from him and speak in my normal tone. “I think I’m going to head home.” I stand up from the table and leave the almost completely full beer. I don’t need it anyway, especially now that I’m driving.

      Atticus doesn’t turn around.

      “Bye,” I call to his back, just feet away, with my hands cupped to my mouth.

      He doesn’t turn. “Bye.”

      I roll my eyes. You know what? I don’t need this asshole, and I don’t need Beau’s distrust of my response. I can’t eat when I’m stressed; I have never been able to. It’s not a problem, I’m fine.

      I march down the hall and find Beck, who is on her way out of Jett’s nursery. After a few very well-performed reasons why I had to go, we hug, and I’m out the front door in less than two minutes.

      Today was a good day, goddamnit. I’m not going to let some dirty fucker I hardly know who only made me cum one time (but holy mother of god, was it good) makes me feel insecure, and I’m sure as shit not letting my mother make me feel bad.

      I got a job. I said real shit in that interview. I was more me than I’d ever been, and I got the job. Fuck ‘em all.

      When I get back to my apartment, I pull out the phone number of the guy interviewing for Ms. Laws’ position. Since I got hired, it's safe to say that he and I can date since we won’t be working at the same place. I close my eyes and try to conjure him up so I can get excited about making the call.

      He was blonde, right? Yeah. I nod, but all I can see is Atticus’s mouth sealed to my wet cunt as I look down between my open legs.

      Fuck it. I type his number into my phone and hit call.

      “Hello?” The voice must belong to him because it is his number. It’s not a voice that makes heat surge up my spine, and it doesn’t give me a warm tingle where it matters. But it’s the voice of a single male who owns at least one suit that I know of and is actively out there trying for a better job.

      “Hi, Kurt, this is Goldie. From Gonzo Auto last week. How are you?”

      He pauses a moment, and Jesus Christ, does this man not remember me? I’m about to hang up when he says, “Goldie Hawn and Kurt Russell, reunited.”

      That makes me snort. “Well, that’s up to you. That’s why I’m calling.”

      “Damn, Goldie. You’re smooth. Did you hear that line you just used on me?”

      I grin and press a palm to my cheek. “Whatever, there was no line! You set me up,” I tease, immediately so fucking happy that I gave Kurt a call.

      Because he is clearly interested in me.
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      “Dude, I wasn’t going to say anything because I kept thinking you’d… get better.”

      “I ain’t sick.”

      Beau does his awkward laugh. The one he uses when I’m salty, and he’s tip-toeing. Same laugh he used last year when I’d peel him off the floor, drunk as a sailor, and call him on his bullshit. Funny how that laugh is being used offensively now.

      “Not what I meant, and I think you know that.”

      “I don’t know anything. Why don’t you tell me,” I ground out, slamming my empty coffee cup against the metal shop counter. The cup crushes under the weight of my hand, and Beau’s eyes land on it.

      “That,” he says, “is a bit… energetic and, oh, I don’t know, grouchy for a normal conversation.”

      I blink at him and grunt because I don’t have words to defend what an absolute asshole I’ve been all week.

      She got the job. Good for her. That’s fuckin’ great.

      She. Look, I’m already talking about her without needing to say her name. I don’t know why I think we’re that comfortable–clearly, we ain’t. I didn’t get a phone call telling me about her job or inviting me to dinner. Hell, I barely got a glance at Beck’s place that night last week.

      I throw down my towel and flop into a chair, watching Miller clean up the pit where we just finished a chassis rebuild on an old rally truck. It was a good time–we don’t get a lot of easy rebuild work, but I enjoyed it. No one would know it because I held onto my scowl and what Delane calls the “corn cob up my ass look” all damn day.

      “I don’t even know where to start; that’s kinda the worry. I mean, I know it’s not Meredith’s birthday, and I just saw your dad at the Cork Pop two nights ago.”

      “Brandy?” I ask, knowing their poison of choice.

      He nods. “Yeah.” A grin spreads across his face. “I got champagne for Beck and me.” He’s one fuckin’ second from crossing a line with us, telling me where he poured it or, worse, where he licked it from when I hold up a finger.

      “Don’t; I like Beck. I don’t want to think about your grubby hands all over her.”

      He nods. “Got it. Then you’re going to have to tell me what’s wrong. Because you’re a prick, but this week, you’ve been… exceptional.”

      I always love when a word used to describe something great is used to describe me and meant to emphasize my fuckin’ wretchedness. But I don’t argue against it because denying you’ve been a prick is an uglier quality than just being one. “I know,” I say with a sigh, catching my forehead in my hands as I rest my elbows on my knees.

      “What’s up, man?” Beau takes a seat on a rolling stool nearby and slides over to me.

      When I look up at him, a huge part of me doesn’t want to say a word. I trust Beau, but if I put this shit into the world and say it out loud to another human, then it has legs. It can run, which means it can leave me behind. It can drag me.

      It can and probably will hurt me.

      But Beau’s like a brother. I don’t want to be a prick and then lie about it.

      “I’m catching feelings for someone, and I ain’t her cup of tea.” I sit back, stacking my arms over my chest to watch his reaction. There’s surprise initially, which I expected. I haven’t brought a girl around in years. I don’t think Beau’s even ever seen me take a woman home after a night out. But his surprise morphs into caution, and something in my gut lurches.

      I think he knows. And I’m a smart fuckin’ guy, so I think I’m right.

      He just stares at me for a second, then clears his throat. “Are we talking about a certain brunette who lives above a certain bakery?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You like Goldie,” he confirms, a bit of questioning still in his tone.

      I nod. “Fuck, I can’t believe I’m this guy,” I groan, scrubbing a hand down my face.

      “What? The man that is attracted to a woman for more than sex?” He snorts. “I can’t believe it’s taken you this long to really like someone.”

      I stare off into the open garage, watching Miller drop a wrench over and over with his greasy hand. “I thought I never would.”

      We’re silent because Beau knows my loss. I had no plans of telling him, friends or not because I’m not lookin’ for the world to know my pain. But he came over to my parents’ once when he was my apprentice years back, and my Mom spilled our entire family story to him.

      “The cabin?” he asks.

      I nod. “I got eyes, so obviously there were things I liked before. But that fuckin’ snotty little attitude she’s got… that way she has of making you feel like you’re just… crumpled at her feet.” I shake my head, remembering the first few times I met Goldie. “I hated that shit.”

      “She’s got a wall up, man,” Beau says, and I don’t disagree.

      “The wall came down at the cabin. We fuckin’... we laughed together. We had fun.” I push my thumb into my chest. “I had fuckin’ fun. I laughed.” I shake my head in disbelief, and Beau’s doing the same.

      “But I don’t know; when we got back, it felt like it was a weekend deal. Like once she got back around people, she went back to this version of herself. The one that doesn’t like me.”

      I don’t tell him how I sat outside her apartment for half an hour debating on whether or not I should fight the shit in my chest for her before ultimately going inside and owning her sweet little pussy and tight ass.

      I scratch at the side of my jaw. “Plus, she’s got a lot of shit goin’ on right now.” That’s an excuse for me to stay hidden and safe, and we both know it.

      Beau leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Well, right now, she’s actually on a date.” My gaze flies to him, and he glances down at his watch. “Almost. Twenty more minutes.”

      “Who the fuck with?”

      Beau winces. “Some dude that was interviewing at the same time as her.”

      I shake my head. “Some dude crawled for numbers at a job interview while unemployed?”

      Beau chuckles. “Apparently.”

      “And Goldie said yes to this unemployed douchebag who hits on fellow job interview candidates, did she?”

      He nods.

      “Of fuckin’ course she did.”

      “What’s that mean?” Beau asks.

      “Did you know her ex-boyfriend is that fuckin’ clown Reynold Porter from the San Francisco Brutes?”

      His brows wrinkle as he consults Google on his phone. “Oh fuck, that guy? He’s a complete jackass.”

      I nod. “No shit.”

      “She doesn’t pick ‘em well.”

      I glare at Beau.

      “Until now,” he tries to recover with a crooked smile, but I wave him off.

      I nod. “Where’s he taking her?” When I ask this question, I really don’t have any ill intentions brewing. But then his response makes my blood boil. My temper incinerates, and my fists curl. “The dumpling place we like.”

      I growl at that.

      “Ahh,” Beau pats his chest. “Are you sentimental about our place?”

      I hook my thumb into my chest again. “That’s my fuckin’ place, not his. And if anyone should take her there, it should be me.”

      Beau raises his eyebrows, blinking slowly. “I agree. If you and Goldie were a couple, oh my god, we could hang out all the time, man. The girls love being together.”

      I blink at him. “Do I seem like I want to hang out all the time?” I scratch the back of my head, trying to let him down easily. Beau’s not a bad guy. “I'm too old to “hang out all the time,” man.”

      He shakes his head. “I reject that. But I support you and Goldie.”

      I sigh and admit the uncomfortable, cringey truth. “I don’t know if she likes me.”

      Beau tips his head to the side and smirks a little. It annoys me, but he’s out of arm's reach, so I sit on it. “I think she does.”

      I'm not sure why those four words have me on my feet and grabbing my flannel. But when I’m behind the wheel of my truck, headed toward King-Dum I have nothing on my mind except getting to her.

      It’s irrational. I’m not professing my love to her, and I sure as hell ain’t asking her to be my girl. But I’m gonna get her away from another loser, and then I’m gonna make her feel good. Reynold Porter never made her feel good, of that, I’m fuckin’ sure. I’ll make her feel good, and I’ll set her loose. It’s a favor to her to end a date with a guy that gets phone numbers at job interviews.

      Fuckin’ sleazeball.

      Her car isn’t in the lot when I arrive. He picked her up, and somehow the idea of his seatbelt across her chest makes me want to rip his goddamn throat out. I slam my truck door, stomping across the parking lot and into the restaurant.

      The bell hanging from the door rattles as I push inside.

      “Mr. Winters,” the host greets. I know her name. She’s walked me to my favorite table countless times. And yet here I am, blanking, because the only name, the only words, the only reachable fuckin’ letters in my brain… Goldie.

      I oughta be terrified of how consumed with her I am because if I were to think about it, I’d see that’s exactly what I am. Consumed.

      “Dark hair, thin, here with a…” I don’t know what job interview phone number douche looks like, so I rake a hand up the back of my head, exasperated, as I pull at the ends of my hair. “I don’t fuckin’ know who she’s here with,” I grit out, trying as hard as I can not to lose my goddamn cool because it isn’t her fault I’m coming unhinged.

      It ain’t Goldie’s either, yet here I am… about to ruin her night.

      It’s irrational. It’s fuckin’... unfair even. But I’m not sure who could stop me at this point.

      “Umm,” she panders, her eyes darting from side to side, no doubt searching for an ally, looking for someone who can stop the wall of rage coming at her. “I think…” she trails off, side-eyeing their backroom curtain area.

      I hook my thumb that way. “She back there?” I ask. I hold my hands up as I take a grounding breath. “I ain’t gonna cause a scene; I just need a word. Okay?” I hold her eyes to prove to her I’m not gonna get her in trouble if she lets me go back there.

      Hell, I think we both know I’m going back there. I’d like to do it with her permission, but I don’t have to.

      Luckily, she nods. “Okay, Mr. Winters.” Her face squeezes up as she brings her linked hands up under her chin, wordlessly begging me to be good. I give her a nod and aim to keep that promise, but as I stomp my way toward the back of the restaurant, I don’t honestly know what’s gonna happen.

      Why am I here? What the actual fuck is my plan?

      I keep seeing her fingers drummin’ next to that blue polish. Smelling her eager little cunt all over my face. Remembering the way she trembled around me, dripped onto me. The goofy-ass look on her face when she slipped off the chair at the cabin. The sound of her fingers playing with her hungry little cunt that morning in bed when she thought I couldn’t hear her.

      Her salty attitude and broad smile, everything about Goldie has me fucked up.

      I yank the curtain back, and the rings cling together loudly. Loud enough that everyone dining in the private room turns and faces me. I grunt, searching their faces until I spot her.

      Emerald eyes wide, mouth agape, she just stares at me. Her hand falls from the top of the table to her lap, where I watch her fingers spread open along her satin dress. With a grunt, I move forward until I’m standing over her.

      I ain’t even looked at him yet.

      “Atticus,” she says, and the way she says it makes me hard. Or was I hard on the way over? I don’t fuckin’ know.

      “We need to talk.”

      “I’m on a date,” she says, motioning across the table with her other hand, a fork in it with asparagus dangling from the tines. “Can it wait?”

      Finally, I turn to look at the dude who gets chicks at fuckin’ job interviews. He’s… traditionally good-looking, I guess. Blonde hair that’s all styled and shiny and shit. His jaw is clean shaven, his eyes are wide and clear, and his clothes look like they cost a lot of money. He just gives off the expensive, beach house owning, shops at the organic market, and wears loafers that cost the same as college tuition type of energy.

      I fuckin’ hate him.

      “No, it can’t wait. That’s why I’m here,” I reply to her through gritted teeth, but I don’t take my eyes off this Chris Evans-looking motherfucker. When she puts her hand in mine and tugs, I look away from him.

      “Is everything okay?” she whispers up at me, but I notice the flush spreading across her chest, and I hope it’s not embarrassment.

      “Outside,” I say, turning on my heel and barging out. By the time I’m outside the restaurant, heading across the parking lot toward my pickup, I’m breathing hard. So fuckin’ hard that I drop a palm to my chest and clutch it. Panic seizes in my veins, and the edges of my vision seem to be fogging. What the fuck is happening? Sweat trickles down my temple when she calls my name.

      “Atticus.”

      I turn to find her wearing a man’s coat, arms twisted around herself like she’s cold. The tip of her nose is pink, and her feet–tucked into some shiny nude high heels–are pulled together, her knees wobbling. Fuck. I dragged her out of a date into the fucking cold snow to do what?

      Why am I here?

      “Atticus,” she says again. With two feet between us, we stand there, our eyes tangled in what feels like a silent battle. I want her to say something, to steal words out of my mouth, to make this easier. But god dammit, what kind of man am I if I drag her out here and don’t sack up?

      “This fuckin’ guy?” I say, forcing rigidity into my voice. Forcing the dominance I certainly don’t feel. In fact, I feel like dropping to my knees at her feet, skimming my palms up her legs, and burying my face in her cunt until she’s crying my name.

      Some of the tension inside me fades when she puts a hand on her hip, a scowl tightening her expression. That’s the Goldie I know. “You really came here, pulled me out into the snow just to tell me you think I have bad taste in dates?” She steps toward me, and her white breath hovers between us. “Why do you care, Atticus?”

      We stand there, and I can hardly breathe as I formulate my answer. I don’t know how to answer, but I know I’ll be in more trouble if I don’t.

      Stepping forward, I rest my hands on the bare column of her neck, then slide my palms along the tops of her shoulders. I shove them down her arms, sending the jackass’s suit coat to the snowy ground.

      “Atticus! That’s his! You can’t–”

      I sink my mouth down over hers and swallow her complaints. She puts up no fight, and immediately I know whether it was classy or not, I did the right thing coming here.

      Some part of her wants me.

      And I’d rather have a sliver of Goldie than none of her.

      “Atticus,” she says my name again breathlessly, and it’s then I realize I’m holding her; my arms are wrapped around her, and her hands are woven through my stubble, holding my face. Our eyes idle together as my chest and gut twist and tangle in some trapeze-like shit. I catch my breath, then find my words.

      “You’re too good for that loser,” I say, curling my fingers into her satin dress. Her hard little body paired with the smooth fabric shorts the wires in my brain. One of my hands slides down to her ass and I squeeze it, growling my approval down to her.

      She fights a smile but never fully gives it to me. “How do you know he’s a loser?”

      “Tell me he’s not.”

      She blinks, and a fleck of snow gets caught in her thick lashes.

      “If he’s not, why are you out here in my arms?” I retort. Cars zip by on the icy road nearby, and a few customers leave the restaurant, their soft chatter getting further and further away the longer we stand there.

      She opens her mouth to speak but closes it, letting her eyes hover on my mouth. I kiss her again, and she doesn’t hold back. Our tongues collide as my hand smooths up her spine, gripping the back of her neck possessively. Everything about Goldie has me possessive.

      Parting again, she asks the question that puts any unknown to rest, and I’m surprised she does. “Do you like me?”

      I swallow hard but force myself to answer quickly, so there’s no doubt. “This is my favorite restaurant. If you wanted to come here, I would’ve brought you.”

      She blinks a few times, but she doesn’t untangle her arms from my waist. “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “I’m here, ain’t I?” I push a piece of silky hair off her lips, then claim them again.

      “Then do something about it,” she whispers, and it’s such a seductive, enticing offer that I leap. Spinning her around, I press her back to my truck and she hisses.

      “Cold, cold, cold,” she pants, but still doesn’t ask to be released. I yank off my flannel and feed her arms through, wrapping her in it. Snow falls in dizzyingly romantic intervals around us, the orange glow of the parking lot light illuminating her like a fuckin’ Alphonse Mucha piece. She’s a goddamn queen.

      I drop to my knees and place my hands on her bare thighs. She’s riddled with goosebumps, but her teeth aren’t chattering. She isn’t even shivering.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, her brows pinching together as she looks down at me. Her attention divides when she looks over her shoulder, back toward the restaurant about twenty feet away. “Kurt’s going to come out and look for me if I’m gone too long.”

      Gathering the satin around her waist, I press my nose to her pussy and take a long, deep inhale. She smells so goddamn good. There ain’t no fabric softener or perfume it can be compared to, either.

      Her scent is completely hers and completely unique. It’s arousing and comfortable, and it worms through my veins, making my cock thrum and the organ behind my ribs feel tight and tingly.

      “Do I have permission to make you cum?” I ask, and again, I don’t know why I’m asking. Not my style. Or, never has been in the past, at least. But her eyes glisten in the cool evening ambiance, and I know asking was the right choice.

      “Yes,” she whispers with a grin, still glancing over her shoulder at the door.

      And before she can think twice and realize we could get arrested for this, that her date could walk out and find her, that this is a bad idea—getting so wrapped up in each other without a talk being had, parameters being set… without the safety on, we can both get hurt… I kiss low on her stomach.

      I push those thoughts from my brain as I tug her panties aside and dip my tongue between her pussy lips, giving her clit a flick.

      She feeds her hands through my hair, gripping me hard as I suck and nibble at her clit. “Oh my god,” she pants, tossing her head back. When I look up and see her eyes closed and my shirt wrapped around her, my mouth moves faster on its own, I swear. I eat her sweet pussy voraciously like if I don’t I’ll fuckin’ die.

      Pressing one hand into her pubic bone, applying a small amount of pressure, I continue feasting, groaning, and grunting with each stroke of my tongue inside her. Fuck, she’s so wet, so tight, and–

      “So close, I’m so, so close,” she moans. With one hand still holding her dress and pressing into her groin, my other slides between her legs, the tip of my finger edging around her hole. Poking inside, she flinches for a moment before relaxing against my mouth and finger. She wants this. “Make me cum, Atti,” she breathes, lifting her head long enough for our eye contact to sizzle through me like sparks of electricity. With my mouth firmly planted on her cunt, I flick my tongue and watch her expression melt as I eat her up to the edge of orgasm.

      She pulls my hair, explores my stubble, slaps at my shoulders–all the while, her body goes concave, her eyes pull shut, and wetness rushes out of her, warm and sweet, as she orgasms on my face.

      “Oh,” she slaps my shoulder, trying to be a good girl and keep quiet. But the orgasm is too powerful. “Oh, oh, oh fuck, Atti, I’m cumming, I’m cumming,” she wriggles and writhes against the car as she cums, each rush of molten nectar she gives me, I take.

      I swallow what I can and don’t shy away from it as she continues to ride my face, using my head as her handlebars.

      “What the fuck?”

      Her gaze jerks sideways, and I don’t bother looking. Because I’m eating, and no one interrupts me when I’m bingeing my favorite fuckin’ meal.

      And anyway, I know it’s Kurt. The biggest tool in America. Wait, scratch that shit. Reynold Porter can share the title with this guy.

      “Kurt…” she breathes, her fingers tangling deeper into my hair when she sees him. “I’m…”

      I don’t let her finish. I add another finger to her ass and push inside deeper, earning me a squeal. He can’t see what I’m doing, but he knows. And it tastes that much sweeter.

      She slaps at my shoulders, finally getting her hands free from my hair. “Atticus,” she says, panting, but her tone is still so soft I know her plea bears no power.

      I press kisses to her sticky, bare cunt, loving the way she trembles a little against the truck. And it ain’t the cold.

      “You’re picking up the check,” Kurt says from his spot watching us. Hey fucker, only I get to watch my girl cum.

      I take my hand off her pubic bone to give him a thumbs up, followed by snow crunching as he presumably stalks off. A minute later, she’s back at my hair, grabbing, this time to peel me off her.

      “Let go,” she hisses down at me, all the pleasure of a few seconds ago completely gone. It’s scary how women can do that, shift moods so damn quick. She wriggles away as I rock back to my feet off my knees and stand up.

      “What the fuck was that?” she asks, looking all around us while she does. I’ve lost her focus completely. Her hands come to her head and she holds her temples, looking like a woman who's just been caught cheating.

      He’s nobody. He’s a fuckin’ dud. Why is she worried?

      “I asked you if you wanted it and you said yes,” I say because that’s the truth.

      “I know,” she admits, and even though she’s admitting that she wanted this, she’s… still mad at me.

      I don’t understand why.

      She takes a steadying breath and shimmies out of my flannel. I hold my hand out. “Put it back on, it’s freezing.” Giving me a moderately terrifying look, she snatches the suit coat off the ground and holds it out by two fingers.

      She looks at me after looking at the dripping suit jacket. “This is ruined.”

      “It will dry.”

      She drapes the coat over her arm, and her teeth start to chatter.

      “Put the fuckin’ flannel back on, Goldie. Don’t be a goddamn martyr.”

      I reach out to wrap the shirt around her, at the very fuckin’ least, but she whips back, alluding my grip.

      “You’re right, I did come out here. I did let you do that. I won’t act like I didn’t.” She swallows, pressing her hand down over the wet suit coat on her arm. “But that was a mistake because this,” she says, her eyes holding me by the balls as she stares deep into mine. “I’m worth more than this.”

      “You’re too good for him, Goldie. He doesn’t deserve you.”

      She smiles, but her eyes are kinda crazy. “Yeah. You’re probably right. But I’m standing in a satin dress in the snow with a man who ate me out but won’t tell me he likes me” She smiles again; this time, I feel kinda crazy. “I deserve better than this, even if it was good.”

      And with that, she turns and heads back into the restaurant, where she presumably pays for the entire dinner I ruined.

      I’m about to stand watch outside the restaurant, if not just to make sure she gets home safely when my phone rings.

      My plan is to ignore the call until I see it’s my Mom.

      “What’s up, Mom?” I answer, sliding into my truck, trying not to sound as annoyed and irritable as I feel.

      “Hi, son. How are you?” she takes her time with the conversation, despite the fact I answered with the plan to rush her to the point. I take a deep breath, remembering this is my Mom, and she has nothing to do with the shit I just put myself in.

      “I’m good,” I answer more calmly than I feel. “How are you guys? What’d you two need?”

      “Can’t I just call to talk to my son? Do I have to need something?”

      I scratch at the side of my head as I stare out my windshield at the restaurant. “No, you don’t,” I say, exasperated. Then there’s a pause.

      “Well, we do need something,” she giggles, and I nod.

      “What is it?”

      “Your dad put an empty box of wine in the fireplace, thinking it would be good kindling. Only, it flew right up as soon as we opened the flue, and now it’s stuck. We can see it, but our arms aren’t long enough.”

      I turn the key, making my truck purr to life. “Be there in fifteen unless the roads are worse off than I think.”

      I can feel and hear her smile. “Thank you, son. See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time I make it to my parents’ house, I’m in a bad fuckin’ mood. Bad even for me.

      “It’s a fuckin’ fire hazard to put a booze box in here!” I growl from my spot on the floor; my arm rammed up the chimney flue.

      “Don’t curse around your mother, jackass,” my Dad growls, smackin’ me on the shoulder.

      From the kitchen, my Mom’s hum drifts toward us, breaking the tension slightly.

      “Why are you so grouchy anyway?” Dad asks me because I usually find a way to shelve my attitude when I’m with ‘em. Tonight I just feel so out of sorts I can’t manage to set it aside.

      “Just… bad night.”

      “Why?” he presses, and I don’t feel like bein’ pressed.

      My fingers finally connect with the lip of the box, and I start maneuvering it free, one inch at a time, until it crashes down, sending ash and soot everywhere. I cough, Dad coughs, and then I’m off my back, crushing the box into the carpet with my boot.

      “Here,” I say, handing him the aftermath. “Garbage, not fireplace.”

      He rolls his eyes and stomps off, grabbing his coat.

      “Just put it in the inside garbage for tonight, Dad,” I argue against his back. But he waves a hand in the air behind me, and I know even if he realized it made more sense, the fact that I suggested it means he’s gotta trudge through the snow to the outside garbage can, for spite.

      I get it.

      I smirk and dust my hands on my thighs as I make my way into the kitchen. Mom’s at the stove, slicing brownies. The kitchen smells like dark chocolate fucked a cake and made the most perfect love child ever.

      Taking a seat at the table, she slides me a brownie and a huge glass of milk.

      “What made the night so bad?” she asks, sitting in the chair across from me.

      Here’s the moment of truth. If I tell my Mom I’m sniffin’ around Goldie, she won’t let it die. As it is, she still casually ponders what Lesley Canel is up to every now and then. Lesley Canel, of course, being my fuckin’ sixth grade girlfriend. But I practice what I preach, and I ain’t no goddamn phony.

      I’m real with her because she asked point blank.

      “I like a girl,” I say. It’s my Mom. If there’s any place you don’t gotta wrap shit up nicely and add a bow, it’s with Mom.

      She pushes the brownie toward me so I pluck it from the plate and take a bite. When my mouth is full and I can’t speak, Mom starts in.

      “After what she’s been through, you better treat her right if you treat her at all.” She traces the edge of the milk glass with her finger, narrowing her eyes at me. I manage to swallow down the dense fudgy bite, and take the glass from her, taking a long, much-needed swig.

      I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, and Mom swats me from across the table, right upside my head. “What was that for?” I growl.

      “Don’t use that tone with me. You wiped your mouth with your big dirty hand. Use some manners, Atticus.”

      Glaring, I take a paper napkin from the bamboo holder in the center of the table and delicately dab the corners of my mouth. “There, your highness.”

      She continues to glare.

      I circle back to her comment. “After what, who's been through?”

      Mom reaches for the knife and cuts another brownie from the tray before forking it onto my plate. “Goldie.”

      Puzzled, I scratch the side of my cheek as I pick a chunk of brownie off and pop it into my mouth. “How do you know I’m talkin’ about Goldie?”

      Mom’s face is thoroughly unimpressed. “Son, you haven’t brought a girl here in… seventeen years,” she says, our eyes holding together on that number. Because we both know why it’s been that long.

      “I know.” Then I consider her words one more time. “What do you mean after what she’s been through?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. First, you tell me what happened tonight.”

      With my knees still soaked from the snow and my scruff still holding the smell of Goldie’s warm little pussy, I choke a little on my morsel of brownie and slam the rest of my milk.

      “She went on a date with some fuckin’ guy that asked her out at a job interview.” I shake my head. “Who does that? Who is waiting for an interview and thinks, gee, what a great time to pick up a woman.”

      “Losers,” my Mom says easily.

      “Thank you,” I huff. “So I went down to King-Dum where she had her date–”

      “How’d you know where she was, son?” Mom asks with some fear on her face. She’s probably wonderin’ if her son, on top of being a grouchy single jerk, is also a creepy stalker.

      “Beau told me. Beck told him.”

      “Ahh.”

      I continue. “So I went down there and pulled her outside and told her she could do better.”

      Mom makes a face that makes my stomach feel at odds with that brownie. “What?”

      “You interrupted her date to call her decision-making into question,” Mom says, reframing the night to make me look bad.

      “I was tryin’ to get her to see that guy isn’t the guy. That she could do better.”

      Mom stares me down and then pinches off a piece of brownie, tossing it back like it’s a shot of whiskey. “Did you offer her anything better?”

      I look away as the image of Goldie writhing over my open mouth comes to mind. “What do you mean?” I ask, still focusing on the clock on the oven.

      “Did you tell her you want to be her boyfriend?”

      “Mom,” I sigh, “that’s not how it works anymore. You don’t just… become boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      “No?” she cocks an eyebrow and reaches back toward the counter, snagging her bottle of Brandy. “Then why go down there and ruin her night?”

      I shove the rest of the second brownie in my mouth because I don’t know how to respond.

      “If you like her, I don’t understand why you can’t ask her to be your girlfriend.”

      At this unfortunate moment, my Dad returns from outside and it don’t matter how many snakes are tattooed up your neck or how many piercings you got in your face or otherwise when you’re forty-two and being told how to pick up females by your parents who are in their late sixties? You feel like a goddamn loser.

      “Goldie?” Dad questions as he hangs his scarf and coat on the hook near the back door.

      “Yeah,” Mom answers for me. “He went down to the dumpling place where she was on a date and dragged her outside to tell her she could do better.”

      Dad blinks at me, his weathered eyes narrowing in an effort to figure out just where the fuck he went wrong. He reaches for my Mom’s mug and takes a drink of her Brandy. “Well, even a drink of Brandy ain’t helpin’ me understand how you got to be so stupid.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” I sigh sarcastically. “Listen, I’m here to fix shit. What needs fixing? Because right now, I don’t feel like hearing this.”

      Mom folds her arms across her chest, and when Dad notices, he winces and excuses himself from the conversation by loading his mouth full of brownie.

      “That’s when you need to hear it the most. When you don’t feel like it.” Our eyes hold, and I’m genuinely scared my Mom’s gonna rip me a new one and add to the bullshit misery of this night.

      She leans forward, her gold cross necklace slipping free from beneath her blue sweater. That was Mere’s necklace, and though Mom never takes it off, I also hardly see it. But laying eyes on it now, talking about Goldie, I don’t know. I’m feelin’ shit. Like it’s a sign or something.

      Mom rests her hand over mine. “Your sister wouldn’t want you to be miserable, son.”

      I’m taken off guard by her words. She’s said as much without actually saying it but now… she’s saying it. Stripping away pretense and misdirection and just calling me on my shit.

      A knot forms in my throat at the mention of my sister, at seeing her necklace looped around Mom’s neck. “I know,” I manage to say, feeling less 6’4” and 245 lbs than I ever have.

      “That girl has been through things you can’t imagine,” Mom says, her voice low and steady. I glance over at my Dad who is nodding along with the conversation quite seriously, arms folded, head tipped down to face his snow boots.

      “She surely has,” he adds.

      I scratch my head. “She got another job, though. She just found out last week.”

      People get fired.

      My parents have lost a child.

      Why are they acting like Goldie getting fired from the Brutes is some goddamn emotional cross to bear?

      I pinch my chin and stare back at my Mom. “It’s just a job, Mom. She’s okay. She’s got shit to sort through, yeah, but we all do.”

      I think of the way Goldie’s Mom talks to her. The phone call that night when we were supposed to be celebrating her victory. All her mom did was make her feel like a speck of shit. My own Mom blinks back at me slowly, carefully, wide eyes full of love and understanding. I am lucky, and I do feel bad that Goldie doesn’t have the support she should.

      Even at my age, I need my parents. Fuck, look at us now. I came here to help them and here they are again, helping me.

      “There’s more to it than that.”

      “To what?” I scratch at the small beard taking over the lower half of my face as I think.

      “What happened with the Brutes.” Mom glances over her shoulder at Dad, and they share a private look that gets under my skin.

      “What?” I look between the two of them.

      “Do you like her, Atticus? Do you want her to be your girl?” Mom asks, her face steady and serious.

      I don’t take a second to consider her words. I know me and Goldie ain’t best fuckin’ friends, and there’s still a lot we need to learn about each other, but I want her.

      Something about her, I’m pulled toward her. I can’t explain it. Something deep inside me magnetizes, gravitates toward Goldie fuckin’ Berry.

      When I first laid eyes on her, I didn’t like her. She reminded me of the girls that Mere struggled with. Always perfect, looking down on others, judgemental, small and close-minded… and I can’t say she doesn’t have those qualities. That she can’t be a goddamn brat.

      But who the fuck am I? Mr. Goddamn perfect? I’m such a fuckin’ beaming bag of sunshine that I got the right to say I’ve earned a perfect partner?

      “I didn’t think I would, but I do. I like her a lot.”

      Mom nods as if she expected that answer. “So date her, Atticus. Make her your girlfriend.” Her face grows serious, like in a matter of seconds, I’ve become the enemy. Her eyes tighten in warning, and when I look up, I’m met with a similar expression from my Dad.

      “But if you don’t want to get serious with her, son, you hear me when I tell you, I’ll handle you myself if you hurt that sweet girl.”

      “Jesus, Mom,” I gruff, studying her for a second. But her face doesn’t grow soft, and her expression doesn’t change.

      “I’m serious,” she says, and Dad tips his head in solidarity.

      “She’s been through things that turn my stomach,” Dad says, surprising me. Because Dad never talks about the real things. Hell, we’ve only ever talked about what happened with Mere twice in seventeen years.

      I take my jaw in my hand and think hard about what I know about Goldie. Her mom’s a piece of work, and she lost her job while suffering a breakup with a douche. That’s a lot, but it doesn’t warrant their big reaction. I’m confused.

      “What happened?” I ask, feeling like I have to know now that they’ve put ideas in my head. I have to fuckin’ know.

      “Mom,” I say when she casts a hesitant glance toward my Dad. I drag my knuckles up my sternum, trying to smooth the ache from my chest.

      She clears her throat, and Dad, pushing off the counter, drops a consoling hand on Mom’s shoulder before he kicks off his boots and heads down the hall.

      Dad doesn’t wanna hear it, and that’s not a good sign. Iron gut, that’s how I’d describe my pop.

      “Promise me you won’t do anything that adds to her stress, okay?” She pats my hand soothingly. “I know your big reactions stem from what happened to your sister, that you need to protect everyone because you feel you were unable to protect her,” she says, hitting the nail on the head far more than even she knows. My eyes sting, but I clear my throat and push the emotion down. “But Goldie doesn’t need a big reaction. She needs someone to be there for her, and that’s all.” She pats my hand again. “It’s that easy.”

      “Tell me,” I say through clenched teeth.

      For the next fifteen minutes, all of my goddamn muscles flex and torque as I force myself to sit in that chair and stay fuckin’ calm. Mom talks, telling me everything that happened with Goldie and the Brutes, with Reynold fuckin’ Porter, and the way it all shook out. The way they threw her away like a piece of trash when she needed the organization the most. How they chose him over her.

      But that ain’t even what has me at the sink, splashing cool water on my face, struggling to breathe. Mom smooths her hand up my back as I cup my palms under the stream, drinking water so I don’t get fuckin’ sick.

      She said no.

      She told him no, over and over.

      And still, he didn’t listen. He took her, put his body inside of hers while she begged him to stop like she was nothing more than a vessel for him.

      I stare down into the sink basin. “I want to kill him.”

      Mom pats my back. “I know.”

      I turn the water off and pat my face on a dish towel, Mom’s hand still on my back. “But if she likes you son, and I think she does, then complicating her life will only ruin your relationship.”

      Turning my head, I rest my chin on my shoulder and stare down at my Mom. “For someone that’s been married to the same man her whole life, you sure do know a lot about fixin’ problems.”

      She smiles. “How do you think we’ve stayed married so long?”

      I can’t think back to a time where my parents didn’t get along, or where they argued more than a couple of minutes. But of course they have. Everyone does. I’m realizing now, though, that they are really a standard to look up to.

      “Ask her out if you like her, but for God’s sake, Atticus, don’t stop her from being happy unless you’re prepared to make her happy,” my Mom’s parting words haunt me as I steer my truck back toward my place in the crisp night air. Ice forms on the windshield as I make my way across town.

      I consider going by Goldie’s. My bones ache for her. All I wanna do is pull her onto me and hold her, keep my fingers dug into her so tight that no one can get to her. No one can fuckin’ hurt her or make her feel bad.

      But she ain’t a doll and she sure as fuck ain’t a damsel in distress. My Mom told me Goldie only ever told Beck what happened. She could have blown the world up by telling her story to the press. She could’ve ruined Reynold Porter after the sick fuckin’ things he did to her.

      She didn’t.

      And that simple fact does some shit to my insides that I’m having a hard time controlling.

      But I do.

      Because like always, my Mom is right. If I ain’t makin’ her mine, why am I meddling? If I can’t commit, I need to disafuckingppear.

      Committing to someone, agreeing to give a part of myself to another person knowing they can crumple it up, torch it, tear it or toss it away… I’m forty-two and fuckin’ terrified.

      I rub my chest as I put my truck into park in my driveway. Seventeen years and the pain of Mere’s loss still radiates through my heart, searing my bones, permanently affecting how my blood flows, how my brain takes on thought, how I fuckin’ live.

      Deep pain does that. It changes you. And it's a permanent change. There will never be another truly happy, carefree day without Mere around.

      If I asked Goldie to give this dirty grandpa a shot and she said no… I twist my hands around the steering wheel, the hurt I’d feel already raw and spiky at the surface.

      I’d be devastated.

      And if we got together and she got tired of me and left me.

      I’d be ruined.

      But what the fuck am I now? Griping at Miller and Delane, giving the silent treatment to Beau, and barking at my parents over the pilot light? That’s the fuckin’ highlight of a normal week?

      I let out a heavy sigh. A sigh that holds years of emotion and fear. A sigh that changes my perspective.

      The pain, I always told myself, took up everything inside me. It left no room for happiness. I couldn’t be the grieving brother and diligent son while being anything but a mechanic. I always believed there wasn’t room for more, that my grief held the majority share of me.

      But Goldie’s made a spot for herself inside me, and the more I deny it, the more tortured I become and the more time I waste. Taking a risk means losing, but what if I win?

      And fuck that. I’m not a pussy who can’t take a fuckin’ risk.

      Her nails drumming next to Meredith’s polish flit through my mind, and my collarbone and sternum seem to grow tight at the memory.

      And right there in my driveway, I make a choice.

      I’m going to make room for love alongside grief.
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        * * *

      

      “Courthouse?” I yawn, scratching the side of my face.

      “Yeah. In twenty. Is that doable?” Beau asks.

      It’s Saturday morning. It’s been over a week since I’ve seen Goldie. A long goddamn week. It could’ve even been considered a torturous week.

      When I lifted my razor to my face yesterday morning before work, ready to get rid of the chaotic stubble that had taken over my jaw like wildfire, I couldn’t fucking do it.

      I can still smell her on my face. I can still feel her splayed out over my mouth, riding and moaning.

      I now have a beard.

      I glance at the clock sitting on my nightstand. “Meet you at 8:30 at the courthouse on Saturday morning?” I repeat the details back, yawning again.

      “Yeah. Can you do it? We need a witness.”

      Sitting up, I run a curled knuckle to my eye, wiping the sleep away. “Witness,” I say, my brain a little slow, considering I woke up to this conversation without any small talk.

      “We’re getting married at the courthouse, and we need a witness,” Beau says, and I can fuckin’ hear his ear-to-ear smile through the phone.

      The side of my mouth curls, but I’d never tell him. “I’ll be there.”
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know what one wears to a courthouse marriage, but Beau gave me twenty minutes, and it took nine of those minutes to drive there. After a two-minute shower, I pulled my hair up into a wet bun, threw on a Wrench Kings t-shirt, then a long-sleeved flannel–the one with the least amount of stains and holes–some black jeans, my boots, and snagged my leather jacket.

      I don’t wear my jacket out a lot, seeing as how Beau always wears his. I ain’t trying to look like me and my best buddy are twinning because that’s some girly shit. But I know what his jacket means to him so I wear mine today, too, in an effort to be the brother that neither of us had.

      I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirrored courthouse doors as I approach. My beard is filling out, my clothes are rumpled, and when I reach for the door, I see stains of oil and grease collecting in the calluses on my hands. Dirt collects in strips beneath my nails and my boots are fuckin’ filthy. I’m wearing my good jeans, and yet, they’re torn at both knees and frayed at the hem.

      Never felt an ounce of insecurity about myself in my life. I am who I am, and I firmly believe that what the outside looks like has no bearing on someone’s insides. I learned it the hard way; losing Mere.

      When my eyes lock on Goldie, and I see she’s wearing a floor length satin skirt, a deep slit exposing the flesh of one of her trim thighs, a white fitted top tracing the curves of her small breasts, her silky hair in a neat, styled bun on top of her head… It's the first time I feel underwhelmed with myself.

      But when she discovers me approaching, her eyes eating up every fuckin’ inch of me, that insecurity fades away. I recognize the look in her eye because it’s the same in mine. Raw desire. Pure want. Unexplainable pull. She shares those things with me, I can fuckin’ feel it.

      “Thank you for coming, Atticus, I’m sorry it was such short notice,” Beck beams, pulling me down for a hug. She’s on her toes, wearing a white silk gown. It ain’t fancy, just a white dress, but she looks incredible. It's the smile she’s wearing, not the dress, that tells me today is the best goddamn day of her life.

      It makes me look over at Goldie as I hug Beck. Her cheeks flush as she smiles at me, turning her focus to Beau rather quickly.

      “Sure,” she says, finishing a conversation I walked up to and missed. “Give me the rings and I’ll wait here.”

      Beau kisses Goldie’s cheek, and Beck loops her arm through his. “Be back!” she chirps, and then they’re walking off, joining a line of about ten people.

      Goldie turns to me, wearing traces of her smile. “They’re getting the permit. Then we just wait for the courthouse appointment.” Her eyes go to the watch on her wrist. “Twenty minutes.”

      I grunt and let my eyes fall down the front of her blouse. “You look…” the word hot is on my tongue, but it feels underwhelming for what looking at Goldie does to me. “Fuckin’ gorgeous,” I say finally, still not sure those words are right. And then her hotness gives me a wild idea I can’t ignore.

      “Can I talk to you privately?” I whisper to her as she stashes a maroon jewelry box into the purse hanging from her shoulder. She looks up at me, a ripple of confusion on her brow.

      “Where?” She looks around the bustling courthouse.

      I glance down the long corridor and spot a sign pointed around the corner. Bathrooms. “Down there, around the corner, where it’s quiet.”

      She grins at me, and I hate myself. I dragged her out of a perfectly good date, ate her out against my truck, then left. She deserves so much fuckin’ more. “Sure,” she agrees, and I feel guilty because after what I pulled, she should be angry with me. But she’s not, and it sends me further down the rabbit hole with dizzying force.

      We reach the end of the hall, and her features are so soft in the partial shadows. Her plump lips pert and eyes focused with determination. My heart cranks beneath my ribs, and my fingers drum against my palms as the corners of my vision gets weird.

      God damnit.

      I grab her wrist and yank her inside the bathroom, locking the door behind us. With her back to the door, I use my forearms to cage her in, even though I’m the one acting like an animal.

      That’s who I am around her. A man who has been reduced to his most primal form; everything between my legs pulses and grows hard for her, and everything in my torso connects to her. My dislike for words and humans is met by her ability to talk to anyone, making all situations completely fuckin’ easy. Where she flourishes in the knowledge of business and her ability to navigate people, my strengths lie in my capable hands and ability to fix virtually anything. I cannot believe I’m fuckin’ thinkin’ like this, but… she does feel like the other part I’ve been waiting for, the person to level me out and make me whole.

      God damnit.

      “What’re you doing?” Her breath is warm and sweet against my mouth, face turned up to mine. Her lids are heavy, and my eyes drop to her chest, eating up every inch of velvety cleavage she has on display. She’s got those palmfuls in some sort of push-up bra thing, and I just want to rip it off her and suck on her little tits until I cum.

      “You’re worth more than what you give yourself,” I rasp, my voice shaking with emotion. I’m fuckin’ emotional? What the fuck? I clear my throat and force a robust tone. “You deserve better.”

      Her bottom lip trembles a bit, and I don’t know if it’s my proximity or my words, but she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls my mouth down to hers. Our kiss is short, but it awakens every part of me.

      I want to tell her right then that she should be mine. That I would never let anyone hurt her, that I would hold her and care for her and call her on her shit but build her up, too. That I could be the voice of inner strength, that I can be the man she needs, even if she doesn’t even know she needs it.

      But someone pounds on the door and our mouths come apart.

      “Hey, I gotta take a leak!” An angry-sounding man calls. Our eyes linger, she swallows, and I place my thumb on her throat to feel her pulse. It’s frantic and racing.

      Just like mine.

      Twisting the lock, we step out, and an angry man in a cheap suit is standing at the threshold. He looks between us and rolls his eyes before shoving inside. Goldie giggles as we turn the corner, but before we can finish our talk or do anything–Beck’s there.

      She holds up a piece of paper, her eyes clearly wet. “It’s done! Now let’s go make it official with witnesses and a judge.” Looping her arm through Goldie’s, they walk off, and I just watch them in some sort of trance.

      Beau finds me a minute later, and the whole thing is over an hour after that. Beau and Beck are married and for the first time in my life… I want that.

      I want that core happiness that makes even the bad days good. That kind of happiness that only comes from being a half to a whole.

      But Goldie, after what she’s been through, deserves more than being dragged outside in the snow and eaten to oblivion.

      I never thought I needed to change myself. My Mom and Dad love me. I’m a fuckin’ stellar mechanic and the boys at the shop trust me implicitly.

      But Mere taught me this; just because you’re good in one area of your life don’t mean you don’t have room to make improvements in others. And hiding from that need to change doesn’t end well for anyone.

      After we leave the courthouse, Beck and Beau are headed to their cabin to celebrate. Goldie takes off, saying she’s got things to do before her first day of work next week. And when I leave, I make an important stop before I head home.

      On my back, grass wetting my flannel and jeans, I stare up into the gauzy sky of clouds as I talk to my kid sister.

      “I wish I could’ve been there for you more,” I admit, a tear sliding down my face into my hair. I don’t have to wipe it away because it’s just me and a few hundred other people beneath the soil.

      “The hard part is knowing that failing you won’t be my last failure.” I remember her laugh as another tear falls. Her laugh was like mine, really, only more feminine and lighter. It was the best fuckin’ noise. We used to love laughing about nothing. “If I’m gonna live, I’m bound to fail. And stayin’ in my safe place avoiding failure and pain… it ain’t livin’.” I pause, considering how easily my truth comes to me now that I’ve got my sights on someone. “I’ll never forgive myself for failing you. But I can’t punish myself anymore.”

      Then I just lie there and think about my sister, how good she was at cooking, the way she smiled when she was embarrassed, how she stacked her books top to bottom instead of side to side. Hell I can still remember the way the very last batch of cookies she ever made smelled. Sweet, warm, and perfect. Just like her.

      I try to imagine what she’d say if she were here.

      “It’s been almost twenty years, sure took you long enough to figure stuff out, loser.” She’d always call me a loser, and I’d call her things like dork and tag-along. But we loved each other and even though I’ll always hold onto the idea that I could’ve done more, I never torture myself by wondering if she knew how I felt.

      I know she knew I loved her. And I’d like to believe she still knows, wherever she is, if anywhere.

      “I love you too, but being obsessed with your dead sister is getting old, just like you, so move on already.” I smile at the thought of her saying those things to me. I laugh out loud when I realize she probably would. Then I cry because she can’t say those things. She can’t say anything because she’s gone.

      And after a cathartic and probably pathetic five minutes, I sit up off the cemetery lawn a new man.
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        I owe myself time and truth. But also a little bit of dick, too

      

      

      Life is weird.

      One day I’m moving here looking like I’m allergic to bees, and the next, I’m getting dressed for my first day at a new job and swapping texts with a burly, filthy man whose dick I’m sure could work as a third leg and who could give a fuck less about baseball.

      The times they are a changin’, and I hope it's all for the good.

      After our kiss in the courthouse, Atticus and I started texting regularly.

      I didn’t know what was happening between us. It felt a lot like, “I like you, but I don’t know how to like a girl because I’m an angry grandpa,” and while his passion and persistence are often misguided (sorry, Kurt), still, he is passionate and persistent.

      When he texted me Saturday evening, I realized that grouchy, long-haired, stained hands and grunt-speaking Atticus… likes me. Until then, I really just thought it was a physical thing. Even pulling me from the restaurant. Even at the courthouse. I still couldn’t believe he wanted more than fucking.

      Being liked by a man like him kind of feels like a fever dream.

      I’ve never been with a man like Atticus, a man who eats my ass while I’m naked in front of a window, a man who proves his worth with his mouth instead of filling me with meaningless words. I’m waiting for the morning when I sit up in bed and realize he’s alive and real, that the thing between us isn’t just a fantasy of mine.

      My phone chirps from the kitchen table, and I finish tucking in my blouse before reaching for it.

      Atticus: You have more than coffee?

      I smirk at his question because he remembers everything I’ve ever said to him. Seriously.

      I text back.

      Goldie: Didn’t even have time for coffee. First day jitters–I spent most of my time in front of the mirror, sucking it in from all angles.

      Wow. That was an unabashed and utterly cringey truth, wasn’t it? Why am I telling the man I have a serious crush on that I stood in front of a mirror for an hour? I send another text, but as I do, his three dots dance.

      Goldie: But I did put a packet of oatmeal in the microwave a minute ago. Don’t know if I’ll have time to eat it anymore

      Atticus: Starting a new job on an empty stomach ain’t right

      Smirking, I’m on the cusp of witty text banter when the message disappears, the phone screen filling with my mother’s name. And her photo.

      If my stomach wasn’t upset before… “Hi, Mom,” I say around the sigh, desperate to flee from my insides. Sliding a Tupperware with salad into my lunch bag, I hold my empty bottle under the sink as it fills with water. “On my way out the door to my first day at Gonzo Auto, don’t have a lot of time. What’s up?”

      She never calls this early. Usually, she’s still sleeping off the Gin at this hour. I swear she’s got some fucking sixth sense, always acutely aware of when I don’t need her bullshit and that’s when she pounces.

      “Oh,” she says, making sure I feel her disappointment with just one word. “So you’re taking that job, then?”

      “Mom,” I sigh, unable to keep it at bay. The microwave dings, and the packet of oatmeal I’d thrown in there a moment ago is done. I pad down the hall, and step in front of the floor length mirror one more time, hating how my face rests in a scowl when I talk to her.

      “Goldie,” she says with a matching sigh.

      I press my hand to my flat lower belly. It feels swollen. I suck my cheeks between my teeth and tilt my chin up, feeling like the woman in the mirror is a puffier, sadder version of what I feel like.

      “I am giving this job a try. I have to move on.”

      “Who says?” She sips something, and I doubt it’s coffee. “Oh, Goldie, you know I’m on your side. But I won’t lie to you just because you’re my daughter.” I roll my eyes. Has the woman ever told the truth? After all, isn’t this entire phone call based on the premise of care when in reality, it’s self-serving to preserve this bullshit image she’s been carving for both of us for years?

      “You won’t find a better gig than the Brutes, not with your degree.”

      When I toyed with the idea of not finishing my degree, all I heard was how I’d never have the career of my dreams without one. Once I finished my degree, the conversation changed to how limited my choices would be because of said degree choice.

      I can never win.

      Fuck, I don’t even want to “win” because that’s a stressful state to be in–always vying for the number one spot of everything. I just want to be respected.

      Respect is easy to give, and yet sometimes I think my Mom believes she’d die if she had to give it.

      “I have to go, Mom,” I say, hating that I can physically see my energy shift. In the mirror, my shoulders sag, and the perfect pencil skirt, blouse, and vest combo that I felt so goddamn good in just a few minutes ago now looks and feels… off. Too tight, itchy, suffocating.

      “Oh okay, already no time for me,” she says, and I swear to whoever is up there, it takes all of my strength not to say anything back to that. I don’t keep quiet for her–I do it for me. Because fighting with her before my first day is only going to hurt me.

      “I’ll call you later, Mom,” I tell her, and then, without waiting for a passive-aggressive goodbye, I simply end the call.

      It’s too late, though. Her energy worms its way through my existence, making me feel so… “fuck!” I shout, pressing my wrists to my temples as I squeeze my eyes closed.

      I’m so tired of this loop I’m in. Up and down, all the fucking time. Tears blur my vision, but I swipe beneath my eyes quickly so I don’t mess up my makeup. It’s my first day of work, not my first day of fucking kindergarten. I have no business standing around crying like a baby.

      I open and close the microwave door to get it to shut up and leave the oatmeal inside to die a slow death. But in truth, it’s oatmeal. It’s not like I’m walking away from a chocolate croissant.

      With my lunch bag full and zipped and my purse over my shoulder, I pull my hair back into a neat, low ponytail, roll on some red lipstick, and leave. In the fifteen seconds it takes for me to get down the narrow apartment stairs, I convince myself it’s going to be a good day.

      The first day of a new Goldie.

      I’m going to forget about Reynold, the Brutes, my mother, and every single other thing in my life. I’m going to make this job my bitch, rise to the top, and thrive.

      Who knows? Maybe HR is a better fit for me. As I push open the door to enter the hall to the deli, I’m giving myself a mental pat on the back for being so open to this job when a few weeks ago, I really did think I was too good.

      I’m not, though. And that thinking over the years has gotten me to this place that I believe and hope is my rock bottom.

      I’m not too good for this job. I’m not too good for anything or anyone. We’re all just people trying to find who and what we love and live. The longer I act like her, the longer my life looks like hers.

      These revolutionary thoughts have me feeling more ready for therapy than ever—realizing I’m fucking my own story up isn’t as hard as I thought it would be. It’s empowering, in a sense, because happiness and the life I really want are all within my grasp. It’s up to me.

      Pushing open the back door that leads into the small private alley parking behind Delilah’s, I stop in my tracks.

      Atticus is leaning up against his truck, a large white cup of coffee resting on the hood next to him. His hair is down but mostly covered with a black beanie. He’s wearing dirty jeans and boots, his upper half covered in… the hoodie. The one I slept in that night in the cabin.

      My heart pounds hard, making my queasy stomach feel light on its toes. I swallow.

      “Atticus,” I say to him, just feet apart, as snow drifts slowly down between us.

      He nods toward the cup of coffee. “I figured you’d need it for your first day.”

      Stepping closer, I eye the cup, turning my head slightly to read the printed label. He got my fancy coffee drink.

      “I thought you don’t like all that fluffy shit from Starbucks?” I tease, fairly certain that those would be the exact words he would use to describe coffeehouse drinks.

      He doesn’t miss a beat when he answers. “But you do.”

      He doesn’t say it, but he follows those three words with four more. And I like you.

      “Were you outside this whole time? While we were texting?” I ask, unable to hide my lopsided grin. I like this gesture. I don’t care about the coffee. I care that he came here just… to see me before my big day. It’s… fuck. It’s incredibly sweet.

      I didn’t know I like sweet guys, and I’m a little confused because… Atticus is sweet?

      “Sit in my car with me for a second,” I tell him, even though it’s a question, I don’t give him the opportunity to say no.

      Next to his truck, I unlock my car and we climb inside, me behind the steering wheel and Atticus in the passenger seat, his knees stuffed against the dash. He’s so big, my tiny little car almost doesn’t fit him.

      I twist in my seat, so many things I want to say but I really have no idea where to start. I glance at my watch and see that I have forty minutes to get to the dealership, which is only fifteen minutes from here. I like to get there early so I know I won’t be late.

      “How’d you know I’d leave early?” I ask him, as he catches me checking the time.

      He shrugs, his eyebrows lifting underneath the beanie as he speaks. “You seem like the type of person who gets places early.”

      I snort. “I am.”

      The edge of his lips turn up for a second. “See?”

      Smiling, our eyes hold together and I feel the sudden urge to dump my emotions on him.

      “Thanks for the coffee. It was thoughtful.” I reach for the cupholder where he’s placed it and lift it to my lips, blowing through the little oval mouth hole before I drink. “My Mom just called me and tried to make me feel bad about taking this job and not trying to go back to the Brutes.” I never knew I wanted to share how frustrated and upset my Mom make me feel until this moment. Getting it off my chest doesn’t change my Mom, but saying it aloud makes me realize that I’ve been giving her too much access to my emotions.

      I laugh a little as I think about what I just said.

      “What?” Atticus asks, brows cinched, forehead creased.

      “I’m thirty-seven and just now realizing that you really do create your own happiness.”

      He narrows his eyes, and the air between us pops, thick and dense with powerful, unspoken emotion. “I’m a grandpa, and I’m just now seein’ that, too.”

      I smile and drop my hand to his thigh. His warm, thick, solid, vast thigh. I’ve yet to masturbate to the image of a thigh, but Atticus might break my streak.

      “Every time I’m with you, I feel more like myself than I ever have,” I admit, my eyes focused on my own fingertips splayed across his dirty jeans. “I can’t believe I just said that out loud,” I add bashfully. The rawness of my words sears my cheeks, but then his hand comes down over mine, and I feel… safe.

      “Same,” he says gruffly. I raise my eyes to his and find them dark and stormy, so much like the weather around us.

      I don’t know what to say because my stomach is a mess, and I’m on the cusp of my first day, and I don’t know if I should fill the extra space in my brain with potential complications. Even with him.

      “Thank you for the coffee,” I tell him, suddenly feeling self-conscious that I invited him into my car. He curls his fingers around mine, and the car gets smaller. Significantly.

      “You look nice,” he says with his signature rough timbre. There’s a pulsing in my ears and beneath my pencil skirt, too.

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s gonna be a good first day,” he says, his eyes still holding mine. I don’t think I’ve ever had a man say something for me while looking me in the eyes. And heat sears my cheeks at the realization that this is a very real, genuine moment. My spine wiggles. Thank god I’m sitting down.

      Something comes over me–another mini epiphany.

      Our timing may not be right, but there’s an undeniable spark between us, each smile and grunt fueling that twinkle. It’s growing, and right now, I don’t know if I can fit it in. As much as I want this man to lay me down, spread me open and ride me into oblivion, I want to be a better me. And I don’t know how to make room for it all.

      But in the cab of my car, as our breath hangs between us, my entire nervous system on high alert, we can have each other. We can take a bite of what we want.

      “Will you be my good luck charm?” I ask, a little surprised by my own sultry tone. When I think back on time with Reynold—the voices I made during sex, the things I said, what I wore, and how I laughed when I knew he was watching—fake. And what for? I lost myself in ways that make my stomach turn. And in return, he took more from me than I wanted to give.

      I owe myself time and truth.

      But also a little bit of dick, too.

      His eyes bore into me, and my body reacts, my panties absorbing a rush of arousal. “How?”

      The way his pupils expand as his eyes journey the length of my lips as my tongue wets them—I want my bite of cake, damnit.

      “I always do best when I’m feeling confident.”

      The rock in his throat bobs as his knees spread open on a groan, one hitting the door, the other connecting with the center console. He grunts and all I can think about is the contour of his cock in his sweats the night at the cabin.

      “What’re you getting at, Goldie girl?”

      A hot shiver wraps my core at his affectionate nickname. I don’t want to be a mom, but being in this small space with this big man—I have images of him pumping deep inside me, filling me with his cum as he treats me like his personal fucktoy, sucking my tits and making my toes curl. Jesus Christ. My pulse rockets.

      “You make me feel good. But I think making you feel good would make me feel even better,” I say, speaking slowly as I wait for my embarrassment to hit. As I wait to feel ashamed of nearly flat out asking “can I suck your cock”, I watch his face.

      He doesn’t look shocked. He doesn’t look angry. A growl rolls through his chest and it’s then I know–I’m not going to feel embarrassed or cringed or any of that. I’m not going to have time.

      I’m going to be busy sucking cock.

      My heart jumps when he leans back, using his feet to lengthen his spine along the tiny passenger seat. His fingers go to his fly and while his eyes never leave me, mine seem to tumble down his evolving beard, along the hoodie that makes me wet, and down to this groin where his thick, work-laden fingers work his pants.

      “You ok?” he asks wryly, stopping when his pants are open and his zipper is down, but I still haven’t seen anything but black nylon fabric.

      I look up at him. He nods to me and I look down to see my hand grabbing my chest. My mouth is open, too. Closing my mouth, I smile, and tell the damn truth.

      “I have a sneaking suspicion I’m going to fall in love with your penis.”

      He drops his elbows to his lap and his frame sags a little. Turning his head, he growls, “penis is not a word that makes me hard.”

      “But it is a penis,” I argue, my eyes going back to his hands. Rolling my hand forward, I urge him on. “Enough semantics. Penis. Cock,” I lick my lips and lean over the console, taking a short kiss from his big, soft lips. “Raging fucking erection,” I lean back to my side and drop my eyes to the black nylon again. Feels like I’m waiting for the Magic 8 Ball to tell me my fortune. “Whatever you wanna call it, I’m good with it. But do not pick a fight with me. We don’t have time.” I snap at him. “Get it out, Atti.”

      “Jesus,” he gruffs. “Real romantic.”

      My eyes flick up to him. “I’m sucking you off in my car to feel like a badass at work. Were we going for romance?”

      He glares at me, his lips twisting. Reaching into his boxer briefs, I watch his large hand move around in there for a minute, and just when I’m going to accuse him of playing with himself, he takes it out.

      I draw my legs together in reaction, but my duplicitous pussy still floods with warmth, begging to be paid attention to by the behemoth in the other seat.

      I open my mouth, and my hand resting on my heart slides to my lap. I can’t take my eyes off it. I want to say something, but all my wit and flirtation are also currently slacked-jawed staring at Atticus’s penis.

      He’s right.

      That’s not a penis.

      That’s… “That’s gonna break my jaw,” I say, staring at the dark slit on the head, watching it open slightly as he strokes his foreskin downward, pulling the crown a little as he does. God, there isn’t a single part of it that isn’t huge. Even the slit is wider than most, like when he comes, it’s with the force of a water hose.

      My belly flutters, but my belly is a dumb bitch because the flutter is excitement. Yearning. Hunger. She doesn’t know she’d get rearranged by that thing in a hot second.

      But… I don’t blame her. Because even though I know for a fact that cock is going to make me burn and scream, I also know that cock is going to make me burn and scream.

      Atticus surprises me, which should no longer surprise me because all he does is show me unexpected sides to himself and reaches out. He links our hands together by the fingers—swoon—and brings them to his lap. Turning our hands inside out, he carefully places my palm around his hot, hard cock, then closes it by wrapping his palm over mine.

      “You don’t have to take it all. Not right here. Not today.” He moves my hand and then releases it, leaving me stroking the first few wide, veiny inches. “But,” he groans, getting comfortable as he leans back. “One day, you’ll take every inch down your throat, and you’ll wish there was more.”

      I find myself stroking a little faster, leaning toward him over the console.

      “You’ll take it in that tight little asshole of yours, too, Goldie girl,” he rasps, making my asshole clench in happy anticipation. The idea of that thing going up there? Fuck no. But the way my entire lower half seizes and wetness trickles past my lips into my panties… Fuck yes.

      “But right now, show me what those pretty lips look like sucking the tip.” When he raises his arm and drops a hand to the side of my face, fingers weaving through the sides of my hair, I dive into his lap.

      The corners of my jaw burn as I open wide to lave the underside of his cock with my tongue. I’ll suck his head like he wants, but I need this monster. I need to explore it just a little.

      “Baby,” he groans, filtering his fingers through the crown of my hair possessively, ruining my styled hair. Thank god I opted for a low ponytail; those are easy to redo. “I’ll let you treat me like a popsicle whenever you want, but I need to get inside your mouth.”

      I grip his thigh with one hand and continue pumping the base of him with my other. With my lips spread over the crown, I say, “why? Are you and your mammoth cock gonna cum for me?”

      He growls with irritation and hunger, and his nostrils flare when I peer up at him. With my hair wrapped around his knuckles, he pushes me back down on him, and I gladly open wide.

      His head is broad and salty, and I’ve never been so wet giving head… and all I’ve done is suck the head. He doesn’t push me; rather, the weight of his large hand merely rests on my head, letting me know he’s watching. Sucking in through my nose, I sink down another inch, finding the corners of my jaw aching from being spread this wide for so long.

      And it’s only been a minute.

      I pop off, pepper his glistening head with kisses, and slide him into my mouth again.

      “Yeah,” he groans, his grip tightening, sending a sharp jolt of pain down my neck. The strain of his tug only aches for a second before a delicious, warm pleasure spreads through me. Every way this man touches me has me ready to explode. “I fuckin’ am,” he grits.

      He is? He is what? I’ve been obsessing over him so much that I forgot what I asked. Oh… he’s going to cum fast.

      Moving my hand from his thigh, I reach between my legs and struggle to move my panties aside. If anyone came out of Delilah's, they’d see me leaning over the center console, ass practically up, sucking a cock the size of my forearm, fingering myself.

      I don’t even care. Literally. As a person who has cared so goddamn much about what other people thought of me for so long and ended up depressed as fuck, I don’t care.

      Using the tip of my tongue, I trace the hard underside of his crown, gushing as his shaft grows rock-hard beneath my palm. He was already so hard, I can’t fucking believe he’s getting harder. How?

      “Put your mouth on it, baby, fu-uck,” he growls, and as soon as I sink his fat head onto my tongue and seal my lips around him, he cums.

      My fingers curl into my clit with a sudden throb as I explode, the thick, warm streams of cum flooding my mouth sending me over the edge. The way he groans so quietly and subtle, how his fingers hold my head like I’m his prized possession, how his hips lift with each hot ribbon of his orgasm—it’s all so fucking sexy. My pussy spasms as I hold my fingers over my clit, cumming right along with him.

      Thank the porn god in heaven because this time… I don’t do the thing. The messy orgasm thing that I’m not sure I can even say to myself yet.

      I want to be proud, and think it’s sexy. But the part of me raised by Constance Berry is still crawling around on the floor somewhere inside me, and I’m trying to find her and kill her. Until then, I cringe a little.

      But I ride my fingers as I let this huge, handsome, filthy, erotic man get high off my throat and fill my belly with his cum. And there’s so much of it, too. My swallows seem bottomless until finally, he relaxes his grip on me, and sinks back into the seat a little. I pop off him and lower back down to my seat as I take my hand out of my panties and begin straightening my skirt.

      I fold down the mirror as I retie my pony, smoothing the flyaways before turning to face him.

      He’s already put himself away, and he’s watching me looking drunk and dazed. It makes me smile. I can affect this wall of man, and I don’t know if it’s that I made him cum or if it’s more, but either way, I feel like I could make HR my fucking bitch right about now.

      Seriously.

      “Fuck. I think that did give you confidence,” he comments as he watches me reapply lipstick and pull on my seatbelt.

      I smile at him as I take a pull from the coffee cup sitting in the console. “It really did.”

      He clears his throat and reaches for the door, popping it open but only a little. “You know, I didn’t come here for that, but I like seeing you this way.” He nods to me. “Happy.”

      “Can you believe you make me happy?” I wink, teasing.

      He pulls his beanie down over his eyebrows and throws a boot into the snow. “No,” he admits, and I know he’s telling the truth.

      My smile falls. “Well, you do. As weird as that sounds.”

      He gets out, shaking the car. Before he closes the door, he leans in, his face expressionless as always. “Ditto. And uh, knock ‘em dead or whatever the fuck.” He slams the door, gets into his truck, and glares at me. A minute passes, and I get a text.

      Atticus: Go. You only have twenty-three minutes. I’m making sure you get there safely

      Goldie: I drove safely for twenty-one years before I met you

      Atticus: Shut up and drive

      Goldie: Yes, sir

      Goldie: But I’m only agreeing because I’m terrified your monster will choke me if I don’t

      Atticus: Good girl. Now go.

      I smile as I tuck my phone away, taking a sip from my coffee but never once looking out the passenger window to eye him one last time. I drive to work, lock my car, and head into the building without turning around to see if he’s still there.

      I want to. Every single part of me wants to know. Wants to see him. I can still taste him, feel his massive cock throbbing and pulsing on my tongue.

      But I only have room for a bite right now. I can’t be greedy.
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      atticus 

      
        
        I’m ready to be free

      

      

      “Welp, I was hoping to get it done today. You know, I’m heading out of state tomorrow,” the man says to Delane, scratching the back of his head with a trucker hat pinched in his hand. He slides it back down and rests his arm on the counter, leaning in. “What do you think, sweetheart, can we get it in today?”

      I’d come out of the garage to the main office to put my iPad on the charger. I had no intentions of setting anyone straight or even saying a single word. And yet in the fifteen seconds I’ve overhead this man talking to our front desk girl, Delane, I wanna fuckin’ choke him out.

      The thing is, in the weeks since finding out what happened to Goldie, all men annoy me. Well, Beau and Miller are good guys, and my pop, too. But every fuckin’ dude that walks in to Wrench Kings puts me on high alert. I may have known Reynold Porter was no fuckin’ good guy, but I didn’t think he was a real bad guy. A selfish shit? Yes. An arrogant prick? Fuckin’ absolutely. A teen trapped in a man’s body? Check. But a rapist? You really never know a monster until it’s too late.

      And with every man that strolls in dangling keys from his index finger, chuckling with Delane, checking out pamphlets and fishing his stupid hand around in the complimentary candy bowl, I think, are you good or are you bad?

      Fuck. It’s been exhausting. I can’t get it off my mind.

      This is how women must feel all the fuckin’ time. Worried and questioning, or at the very least, on alert everywhere they go.

      The only thing keeping me grounded is her.

      We’ve been… fuck, I don’t know. Getting to know each other? Talking? In a situationship privately?

      Whatever we’re doing, I don’t want to quit.

      Walking up to the counter, I drop my hand over the Plexiglass rather heavily, startling trucker cap and his urgent truck needs. “She said not today. You’re either okay with it not bein’ today, or you’re goin’ somewhere else, but either way, that needs to happen now.”

      He nods a little, eyes wide. “Okay, alright, I was just checking. You know, sometimes there’s wiggle room.”

      “There ain’t no wiggle room here.”

      I look down at Delane, who is, as usual, unimpressed with my mood swings. “I’m good, Atti; you can go back out there.”

      Nodding, I head out to the garage and tuck myself into a workbench with my back to the space. I open my phone and scroll through my messages with Goldie. I smirk a little at the sheer volume.

      Weeks.

      We have been texting daily for weeks.

      Only texting. I mean, some phone calls but no FaceTimes and no meeting up. That morning in her car before her first day of work was the last time we kissed. Touched. Been that close, physically.

      And I’m good with it.

      Goldie started seeing a therapist here in Oakcreek. She’s working through some shit, she says, and I know just what she’s working through. Reynold goddamn motherfucking Porter and his trauma. My jaw tightens, and my fists clench at just the thought of his name.

      But as someone working through their own shit, I think she’s doing the right thing. When she asked if we could just be text friends for a while, I easily agreed. Because the thing I’ve come to realize is that… I want Goldie. But I want her to be right with herself, or she’ll blame me forever.

      And I think we got that, her and me; forever.

      I reread these at night when I’m in bed, and moments like this, where I’m all fired up and itching to protect… I read them and feel stable.

      I can’t undo what happened to Meredith, and it ain’t my job to protect all women in her honor. I have to find the balance.

      I begin rereading a conversation from a few weeks back.

      Goldie: Most embarrassing thing, go

      Goldie: I’ll tell you mine

      Atticus: I don’t get embarrassed

      Goldie: Psh. Everyone gets embarrassed

      Atticus: You gotta care what people think to get embarrassed

      Goldie: And you’ve never cared what people think, huh? Not even once?

      Atticus: I haven’t for a long time

      Atticus: What’s yours?

      Goldie: Well, now I feel judged by simply having one

      Goldie: Wait, no I don’t.

      Goldie: You’re inhuman

      Goldie: Everyone cares what people think about them

      Atticus: I don’t

      Atticus: Now tell me

      Goldie: Okay, this is going to sound really dumb to you, but… when I was in high school, I wore a brand new pair of jeans to school. I was so stoked to wear them, as you know, I love clothes.

      Atticus: I am aware

      Goldie: So anyway, you know how jeans usually have that clear sticker running down the leg? The one that says the size of the jeans a million times? Well I left that on and didn’t realize it.

      Goldie: I had Spanish class with this awful, awful girl. She was the principal's daughter but she was one of those really toxic girls that pretended to be sweet, you know what I mean?

      Atticus: Yes

      Goldie: Okay so anyway, she saw the sticker before me and she turned around and asked me in front of everyone, what size jeans do you wear? And this is high school, okay? A place where sneezing too loudly made you insecure. So being asked to tell my size in front of people was mortifying. So I lied. I said I was a size smaller than I really was.

      Goldie: Which is so stupid because looking back, I was a perfectly fine size. I didn’t need to lie to be smaller. But I did. And everyone knew because of the sticker. When I got home that night and realized it was on, I was mortified. But it was too late. She’d already spread this rumor about me lying about my size

      Atticus: What a cunt

      Goldie: Total

      Goldie: Okay, saddest moment

      Atticus: Waking up alone this morning after dreaming you were here

      Goldie: How do you do that?

      Goldie: How do you turn me on with just a text which includes no naughty language or photos?

      Atticus: You’ve met the monster now you’re hooked

      Goldie: What about the man bun he’s attached to?

      Atticus: You tell me

      Goldie: I like him, too

      Goldie: A lot

      “Cat videos?” Miller asks, sidling up next to me so quickly that I almost drop my phone. Locking the screen, I shove it in my pocket with a dissatisfied grunt.

      “No.”

      He takes the world’s fuckin’ loudest bite into his sandwich, and my skin crawls with irritation. It’s not Miller. It’s me.

      “Cat videos always make me smile like that, too.”

      I didn’t think I was smiling.

      Goldie working through her shit has me working through mine. Paired with the desire to murder Reynold Porter, I’m also battling myself. Trying hard to let go of the past so I can move forward. I got a fuckin’ reason to do it now.

      But that battle has me extra spicy, and I can’t help it.

      I think that’s maybe why people ask to be alone to clear their head; having to deal with the world while trying to get yours on its axis is… annoying.

      Sliding away from the desk, I’m about to pull on my hoodie and beanie and head out when Miller stops me. Dragging a paper napkin across his mouth, he holds up a finger.

      “Atticus, can I ask you something?”

      I stop, roll my eyes, then turn to face him. “What’s up?” I just want to go. Get out of here and see her.

      “Do you think I’m a good mechanic?” He rustles the napkin before setting it down, shoving his hands in his pockets as he squares off, emboldening himself for what will be a truthful response.

      My brows pinch a little at his demeanor because I will give him the truth, and we both know it. But why is he assuming the truth ain’t gonna be good?

      “What’re you, year five?” I ask, scratching along the small beard on my jaw. I tug my beanie down over my hair, which is also getting long, past my shoulders.

      He shrugs. “About.”

      I step toward him, and when I drop a hand to the top of his shoulder, he stares at it like he’s just been knighted or some shit.

      “You are a far better mechanic in your fifth year than I was.”

      He looks back at me, blinking in what can only be described as utter fucking confusion. “What?”

      My eyes hold his, and my tone doesn’t waver. “You’re a great mechanic in the shop, but you’re good in there, too. And I never had that,” I say, pointing to the front office and showroom. “Don’t let someone make you doubt yourself,” I say, finding my fingers curled into him as I impart some of the most important words I never got to say to my sister. “You get that? You’re good as you. Don’t let anyone talk you into bein’ a mild version of someone else.” I tip my head forward. “Even for pussy.”

      His cheeks flare as I drop my hand away and feed my arms into my hoodie, one at a time.

      “Thanks,” he says, sounding embarrassed. But I didn’t lie to Goldie. I don’t get embarrassed. It ain’t often I’m asked point blank what I think about someone, so it ain’t often I’m spilling my guts. But I’m not scared to do it.

      “I’m headin’ out. See you tomorrow, man,” I raise an arm up over my head, not bothering to turn around.

      “Later, Atticus,” he calls after me, sounding dazed. His girlfriend dumped him a few months ago. She told him he’d never be able to give her the lifestyle she wanted as a mechanic. I told him she’s a fuckin’ bitch. If you care about someone and love them, it shouldn’t matter what problems they have or their weaknesses.

      She was a snake, and I’m glad she dumped him.

      But he’s been moping and dragging around ever since. The poor kid will figure out that this chick leaving him was a gift.

      The same way Beck’s unwillingness to rely on Beau initially brought Goldie and me together. We showed up at her house after a weekend where she ghosted Beau, and she and Goldie were there.

      If that hadn’t have happened, we would have surely met by now. I’d like to think. But who fuckin’ knows, really.

      When I get in my truck, I head straight to the market near Gull Road. After picking through their outdoor bins, I choose a bunch of wildflowers wrapped in Kraft paper, pay the woman, and head toward the cemetery.

      A few cars are parked along the curb, and I see in the distance a fresh burial has taken place recently. The canopy is still hovering over, casting darkness onto an already dark moment. Two people remain in chairs in front of the mound of dirt, solemnly staring at it in silence.

      My chest tightens and I can taste sickness at the back of my throat. I puked when I learned about Mere. Everywhere. I cried and I puked, and I know just how those two people staring at the dirt feel.

      But I’m here for Mere, so I edge around the other plots until I’m at hers and lie flat on my back after putting her flowers in the cup.

      “I’m feeling things Mere. And I think for once, I’m doing it right. I’m being honest with her, and she’s fixing her shit, and… we’re getting good so we can be good together.” I smile up at the darkening sky, relieved it ain’t snowin’.

      “Part of me getting good is wrapping my head around it all, finally.” I swallow hard around the knot of emotion and heat clogging my throat. That knot has been there for years, but surfaces with a vengeance as I talk to my little sister.

      “I want to tell them the truth, Mere. I don’t think I can be righteous and good in one part of my life and hold onto this truth in another.” I worry at the inside of my cheek, biting the softness until I taste copper.

      “Don’t hate me if I tell them, okay?” I ask. Then I lie there, on my back, staring up at the darkening sky, wondering if Mere had told me what was going on at school—really told me in no uncertain terms—what would I have done? Not as me now with the beauty of hindsight but me then. Young, inexperienced, nothing bad will happen to me.

      The truth ain’t easy, but here it is: I don’t fuckin’ know. And I’ll never know.

      And the other truth? Mere made a choice, and no matter how hard I punish myself, it doesn’t change the outcome. And if our roles were reversed, the idea of Mere not thriving because of my absence kills me.

      When I finally peel myself from the cold, hard Earth, there’s not much light left. I’m not in a big hurry to get to my empty house, and Mom and Dad aren’t home tonight. So I sit in my truck at the cemetery and reread some text messages between Goldie and me from a week ago. I stop mid-conversation, finding my chest tingling as a private smile takes over.

      Goldie: Oh, that would be your favorite TV show! Total guy show

      Atticus: Not true. Home Improvement is classic family TV.

      Atticus: Plus, the rivalry with Tim and Bob Vila? Funny as fuck

      Goldie: OMG, I forgot about that.

      Goldie: OK, that was pretty funny

      Atticus: I know Tim Taylor is no Betty White but he was still pretty good

      Goldie: Rose Nylund, that was her character’s name

      I smirk to myself because my Mom fuckin’ loves The Golden Girls. And I fuckin’ love Goldie’s reaction to me telling her that. My stomach twists a bit in anticipation, knowing what’s coming in the convo.

      Atticus: I actually knew that. I just couldn’t remember

      Goldie: You knew Betty White’s character's name on The Golden Girls?

      Goldie: You haven’t lied to me yet. Don’t start now.

      Goldie: You know I want the monster even if you’re an idiot about the best show ever

      Atticus: I know because Edie Winters is a fan and has been for years

      Goldie: Atticus

      Atticus: Goldie

      Goldie: If you’re joking or teasing me and your mom doesn’t actually like the show, I’m telling you to come clean now because this will be a cruel joke if it’s not true.

      Atticus: I ain’t lyin’. She loves that shit. Been watching it on reruns for years.

      Goldie: Seriously?

      Atticus: I ain’t lyin’

      Goldie: I know this may be weird to say, but I loved your mom before, and I really love her now

      Atticus: It is weird but weirdly, she’d probably say the same about you

      Atticus: She asks about you, you know

      Goldie: Does she?

      Atticus: Dad, too

      Goldie: I know that we’re not actively seeing each other right now but would it be okay if I got your mom’s number?

      Atticus: Damn

      Atticus: Delane’s told me about books she’s read where the girl leaves her man for his dad, but his mom? I never heard of that

      Goldie: HAR HAR Grandpa

      Goldie: I connected with your mom, and I just… I’d love to have a friendship with her.

      Goldie: If that’s too weird, tell me.

      Goldie: Wait, what am I saying? Of course, you’d tell me.

      Atticus: [CONTACT: EDIE WINTERS]

      Atticus: I was teasin’ you. Call her; she’d love that.

      Goldie: You don’t think she would think it’s weird? You know, since you and I aren’t like… officially anything

      Atticus: Nah, she’d love it.

      Goldie: Thank you, Atticus. For letting me have time, for sharing your mom, and for understanding me.

      I tuck my phone away as I read that message, feeling high off how good I feel about Goldie. Starting up my truck, I smile as I recall my Mom calling me the day Goldie called her. She was so fucking happy. Being someone’s second mom has always been my Mom’s role.

      The thing is, though, Goldie needs someone as much as Mom does. And I feel happy to have connected the two of them.

      My smile slides away as I pull off the curb, headed home. If I wanna be right for her, it’s time I let a ten-year-old secret free.
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        But I deserve that fucking letter, damn it

      

      

      This is the first time there’s been another patient at Dr. Longo’s. I’ve been seeing him for four weeks, twice a week, and never before has another person been waiting.

      I stare at him, trying to work out what’s wrong with him. He looks back at me, and I think he’s likely doing the same thing.

      Holding out one arm, he taps the inside of his forearm, which is covered in a flannel. Oakcreek loves flannel, apparently, but he doesn't look bad in it. Hell, he kind of reminds me of Atticus, with greasy hair and black jeans weathered from work.

      “Recovering from self-harm,” he says quietly before resting his arm on the armrest. “I saw your wheels turning.” He smiles softly, and I do, too.

      “Guilty. I know it’s messed up, but you–”

      “Look so normal,” he finishes, and I nod. “You too, though, right?”

      I nod. “I guess so.” Then I realize I haven’t told him my thing. But what is my thing? It feels as if my things are varied and many, but wanting to answer him easily, I make it simple. And it’s then I realize… It is simple.

      “I’m recovering from emotional trauma.” Whether it’s Constance or Reynold, a sandwich or a bagel, emotional trauma is the best blanket definition. And not a single ounce of me wanes from my words, I don’t cringe, and I certainly don’t feel embarrassed.

      He nods his head as if what I’ve just said is as basic as the weather.

      “Maverick,” he says with a smile. “My name is Maverick Wilde.”

      “Goldie,” I return his smile. “Goldie Berry.”

      His forehead fills with strain. “Berry. I don’t remember that name. You’re not from here, are you?”

      I snort. “Man, this is a small town.”

      He shrugs. “You look close to my age. With one middle school and one high school, it's safe to say even if we were a few years apart; I’d remember that name.”

      I nod. “You’re right. I moved here about six months ago.”

      “Ahh,” he says with a knowing nod. The door to the office swings open, and a beautiful blonde with shoulder-length hair and perfect skin pops her head in.

      “Sorry, babe,” she smiles at Maverick, her cheeks pink. He nods my way, and she turns, surprise on her face. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know there was anyone else here. There never is.”

      “That’s what I thought when I saw him,” I say of Maverick. “I’ve never seen anyone else here.”

      She comes in the door, and when she does, I see she’s round, looking close to popping. Maverick rises and drapes his arm around her, looking down at her like she hangs the moon.

      “Goldie, this is my wife, Anna,” he announces proudly, and I jump up to shake her hand.

      “Hi, Anna,” I say.

      “Hi, Goldie. Are you new to Oakcreek?”

      I smile a little. “Yeah.

      “Where are you living?” Anna asks.

      I wrinkle my nose. “Well, for now, I have just a small space. It’s really tiny, but it works for me.”

      “Yeah?” Anna asks, batting her thick lashes. “Where?”

      “Above Delilah’s Deli, in the apartment. It’s… perfect for one.”

      Her eyes widen as she looks back up at her husband, and I find Maverick grinning.

      “What?” I ask, worried that maybe the tiny apartment is haunted or some shit.

      “Delilah is our close friend,” she says. “Her brother is married to my best friend, Dave.”

      I nod, making faceless connections in my mind. “Wow, small world.”

      “Small town,” Maverick corrects. “Well, Goldie, it was nice to meet you, and I’m positive we’ll see more of you around.”

      “Absolutely,” Anna adds, rubbing her belly.

      We say goodbye just as Dr. Longo calls me back and though I had no doubts before, now coming to therapy seems like the best choice I’ve ever made.

      If a person battling self-harm can be in a healthy relationship with a child on the way, I have hope.

      The truth is, even if I didn’t feel hope, I would still be here, putting in the work, because Atticus is worth it.
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        * * *

      

      It’s only been six sessions, but I’m already feeling much better. Leaving therapy, I have the same sense of accomplishment that I do after a hard workout or a productive day at work.

      It feels so fucking good.

      My feeling good could also be the fact that I’ve been dodging my Mom like crazy. This morning, she called me at ten past eight to see if I wanted to go to pilates with her. When I explained that I was already in the office at work, she said, “oh, you’re still doing that.”

      She never worked a day in her life, not in any real sense. She could’ve, too. I remember her telling me she graduated Summa Cume Laude. I don’t really know what happened to my Mom to make her the way she is. All I know is that I’ve been a mini version of her for far too long. And until I can properly handle her and speak to her in an effective way, I’m low-key ghosting.

      Ghosting your own mother feels… wrong. But whenever I feel guilty silencing her call or shooting her back a two-word “just busy” text, I hear her saying, “oh, you’re still doing that” over and over, and don’t break.

      It’s Thursday evening, work was amazing today, and therapy was equally as amazing. Dr. Longo and I are discussing narcissistic behavior, and while at one point I was comparing everything he said to my mother, I found myself holding Reynold next to those definitions, shocked by how identical they were to him.

      Stopping off at the store, I grab a handbasket and slide my arm through, making my way through the produce. I grab a head of romaine and some other fixings for a nice salad. I’m on my way to the meat counter to pick a nice salmon filet when I hear my name being called.

      “Goldie!”

      I already talked to Beck today, and she and Beau are busy with Jett cutting teeth, the soft opening of her studio, and building their relationship. Plus, Beck wouldn’t shout to me. She’d probably text me and say, “look behind you, bitch.”

      Turning around, my stomach goes inside out when I see someone I’d completely forgotten about.

      In her long sleeved Brutes t-shirt, Sabrina Aimes abandons her cart and approaches me, arms wide for a hug.

      Fuck.

      Who wants to hug anymore, anyway?

      Shit. I guess I did when I knew her. I fall into her hug and return it, and when she pulls apart, she’s beaming like she’s truly happy to see me, and that’s… surprising.

      “Goldie! I honestly didn’t know if I’d ever see you again,” she says, her hand staying affectionately on my arm like she doesn’t want to let go.

      I’m further surprised because Sabrina worked for me in PR, and because we never seemed to form any sort of friendship outside of work, I always figured she disliked me.

      “You’re in Oakcreek,” I say stupidly because, obviously. But I’m just so… taken aback.

      “You, too,” she says, still smiling. She takes one more step toward me, and I swear she’s close enough that I can feel her breath on me. “I wanted to reach out, but I didn’t have your number; we never swapped.”

      “Are you… still with the Brutes?” I ask nervously because once I was out of there, I never looked back. Never sent a peaceful goodbye to the people who worked for me or anything. I should have. They worked hard for me. It was unprofessional of me not to say… something, at least.

      Her face twists up with discomfort, and she bites her bottom lip. “I’m… yeah, I’m with them. I’m, well, I’m in your old role.”

      “Oh,” I say, veering back from her as I try to balance my reaction. I have no entitlement to anger–she had no part in me leaving or what happened. I lick my lips and put on my Goldie smile. The one I have to force. The same one that’s been shelved for… a handful of weeks. It feels uncomfortable to slip into, like wearing the shoe that gave you the blister the very next day.

      “Goldie, I wanted to tell you I was taking that role; I didn’t want you ever to find out second-hand but believe me, please, when I tell you I had no way of contacting you.”

      My mind starts rolling through a list of ways she would have contacted me, but I stop myself. She is saying she would have and her face and body language confirms. I am not Connie. I will not gaslight myself into another narrative where Sabrina is the enemy.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t reach out. It all happened so fast, and it was… sour,” I say slowly, choosing my words carefully so I don’t inadvertently trigger myself. “I really do feel bad about it, Sabrina. Like shit,” I whisper, my chest lightning with the admission.

      Her smile melts a little. “It’s okay.” She hesitates to say more, and I can sense she doesn’t want to part ways just yet–her grip around my arm increases, and my heart rate skyrockets.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, her bottom lip wobbling. What does she know? Does she know?

      At the base of my throat, my pulse throbs. My temples ache. My palms sweat. I swallow hard. “For… for what?” I manage, my smile feeling a bit lopsided as I struggle to keep my composure. My heart is beating so fast that I’m on the brink of dizziness.

      Her mouth opens and moves, but she never speaks. I feel sick, and I know for certain there will be no salmon. There will be no salad. I just want to get out of here.

      “Just… whatever happened with him,” she says, dropping her tone to near silence.

      “Who is him?” I need her to acknowledge him to me. I need to know that they know I exist. That he didn’t have it all erased; every connection I made, each relationship I had, all that I accomplished.

      Her eyes hold mine, and she speaks up with confidence when she answers. “Reynold Porter.”

      “Reynold Porter,” my voice box repeats. It's not me. It’s not me at all that’s repeating his name. It’s like a toxin purging itself from my body as I repeat it a few more times. I’m thankful for Sabrina because she holds my eyes with hers, unwavering, unwilling to make me feel worse in what she clearly knows to be a horrendous situation.

      “Thank you,” I say to her, and if she doesn't know why, she doesn’t tell me.

      “Here,” she says, finally breaking away from my gaze to dig through her purse. She produces a phone and passes it to me. “Put in your number. We’re going to be friends, Goldie.”

      I feel foolish that my eyes grow warm, but I’m just so raw at this moment that I don’t spend the energy wiping the tears when they fall. I let them roll, cathartic and indulgent at the same time. I could have reached out to her, and I don’t want to be that person anymore, the one that waits for everything to come to her out of some distorted sense of self-worth.

      She pulls me into a hug, holding me tight as she says, “I’m so sorry, Goldie.”

      Sabrina never disliked me. We weren’t friends because I never allowed it.

      “Me too, and I will definitely text you,” I tell her as we pull apart, and I enter my information into her phone.

      We’re about to go our own ways when it occurs to me I still haven’t gotten anyone at the Brutes to make contact with Gonzo Family Auto. When I went back to finish paperwork, I told Ms. Laws exactly what had happened to me. It was right after my first session with Dr. Longo, and I just felt like rather than struggling with it, to be honest.

      She was kind and never mentioned it again.

      But I deserve that fucking letter, damn it. I worked for years for it. I want it.

      “Hey,” I say as she turns back around to face me. “Can I ask you for something?”
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        * * *

      

      Despite the fact that Sabrina is going to give me a letter so I can add it to my own file at Gonzo Auto, I leave the grocery store empty-handed. She knows what happened or some twisted version of it.

      My name has been in the same sentence with that fucking word. That four-letter disgusting, vile, defiling, humanity-stealing word.

      People know. They’ve pictured me.

      My face screws up in my hands as I sob in the driver’s seat of my car. The street lamp above me flickers and burns out, leaving me in the dark. I cry, and my chest shakes so hard I think my car may rock.

      I know it wasn’t my fault. And I know it’s nothing to be ashamed of, and I’m not.

      I just wish that it didn’t happen. Because I’m tired of wishing it didn’t. I want to just… be free of it. Cut the ties keeping me tethered to this big, unspeakable, massive weight anchored to my soul.

      Dr. Longo is helping. This is just a trigger to my trauma. This will happen.

      I repeat those things to myself as I take deep breaths. One after the other, I fill my lungs full of air and exhale until I feel calm enough to drive. Before I start the car, my phone rings. I scramble to answer and smile immediately when I see it’s Edie.

      I love Edie; I really honestly do.

      “Hi, Edie,” I say, running my hand under my nose for good measure.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks immediately, sensing the change in my voice. “You sound upset.”

      “I ran into someone from the Brutes. I don’t even know what she’s doing here in Oakcreek; I didn’t even ask,” I take a breath. “She worked for me. I never said goodbye to anyone, you know?”

      Edie pauses. “Come to our house for dinner tonight. Come over here right now,” she insists, and tears wet my cheeks as I smile. She brings light to the dark parking lot.

      “Edie, I can’t. Atticus and I aren’t—”

      She doesn’t let me explain that we’re trying to kind of figure things out for a bit without physical contact. Because the truth is, I cannot be around her son without wanting to tear his clothes off and hump his brains out.

      “You’re my friend, aren’t you?” she asks.

      “Yes, Edie, I’m your friend,” I grin at her tactic.

      “Well, I’m allowed to have friends over. Harry said it was okay.”

      I snort at that. The entire Winters family makes me happy. “Well, if you’re sure. And if he’s not there.”

      “Nonsense, he won’t be here. Or if he does, he’ll be in and out. No time for sizzling eye contact,” she reassures teasingly, and my cheeks burn.

      “Edie!”

      “Alright, come over. You and I are makin’ lasagna.”

      My mouth waters, my stomach growls, and the feeling of sickness and despair is gone.

      And I don't know if it’s from Edie’s warm heart, the idea of homemade lasagna, or the slim chance I’m going to feast my eyes on Atticus soon, but I feel… weightless for the first time ever. And it feels so good.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I get to Edie’s place, Atti isn’t there. Because if he were, that would give me the opportunity to bail and completely bypass a night full of female blue balls. Blue clit? Is that a thing?

      If so, I have it.

      Because Atticus decided to show up when I was knuckles deep in lasagna noodles, putting in work on the layers as Edie directed me.

      I couldn’t run.

      And now he’s standing in the doorway, his arm propped above his head on the frame as he leans forward for the last forty minutes. Just talking to his Mom about everything. This is their typical catch-up. He tells her about his week, going into some detail about his chest workout and hitting a bench press goal. And all the while, she follows along, not just listening but understanding and recognizing achieved goals. And my stomach clenches in happiness, seizes in raw jealousy, and tumbles… from puppy love. I’m so envious of them and so happy for them too.

      And my romantic side is a welcome distraction considering my vagina is completely misbehaving. I’m clenching and releasing, teasing myself with pulsing, orgasmic sensations that tiptoe the line of pleasure without ever quite getting there.

      Essentially, I’m edging myself, and I’m going utterly fucking mad.

      I’m in the midst of my erotic Kegels when Edie kicks me under the table. But there’s no tablecloth or covering, so Atti’s eyes flick down, and his lips twitch with a smirk before easily going back to stoic. My stomach clenches, but this time, it’s from overwhelming like.

      I just like him so much.

      He’s texted me every fucking day and night and left me things on my porch and car, and always, always respected that I needed time. We agreed without even having any weird conversations. It’s like we both just knew what we needed and started giving it. Maybe it’s our age; we’re too worn out and tired to fuck around. We need truth and a path to walk, and we’re doing it now.

      I hope.

      There’s a part of me scared to even try.

      But I know I have to because life without love is just a tragedy.

      Finally, after what feels like forever, their conversation breaks when Edie gets up to use the restroom. I have a sneaking suspicion she invited Atticus, but I’m glad she did. We want to take our time, but seeing him is soothing to my soul.

      Doesn’t soothe the frantic ache in my pussy, and the deep throb in my belly. All of me wants him on top of me, inside me, all fucking over me. His sweat, spit, and cum. I want all of it. My mouth goes dry.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      I can’t believe it, but he smiles, and all of my existence tingles; I swear to God it does. “Can we step out front and talk?” he asks, his deep voice wavering a little like maybe he’s not sure I’ll say yes.

      “Yes,” I answer, rising from the table, counting seconds so as not to seem too eager.

      He opens the door for me once we’re there, and we stand on the porch under the single-bulb light. It’s very bright. His eyes shine, and the way his beard has filled out makes me start up with my erotic Kegels.

      “Should I go?” I ask because he just stands there staring at me like he doesn’t know I’m literally standing over here aching for him. We just… we can’t yet. “I want you, Atticus. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything,” I say, my hands shaking, losing my mind a little. It’s… overwhelming how I feel, but frustrating how I need restraint, too.

      “I just… I need some more time.” I think of how I felt just an hour ago, crying in my car. I did the right thing, talking myself down. But if I’m going to be with someone and give them myself the way Beck so freely gives herself to Beau—better than Carrie ever gave Big—I want to be free for them. Theirs for the taking. Utterly.

      I know I won’t live my life without remembering. And I’ll never shake the memory. But I can live between those times and make my life everything I want it to be. I need to get to a place where there’s more living and less remembering.

      I’m close; I can feel it with each sunrise, each glass of water, or walk through the deli. The feeling of acceptance is thick and dizzying around me, and I’m ready to reach out and claim it. Almost.

      “I know,” he answers flatly, always unaffected and sometimes frustratingly slow. I reach up and cup his face, and he pinches my hand to his shoulder, nuzzling in with a low groan. My pussy clenches and my heart contracts, and I’m a woman I didn’t believe I could be again. I really am. “Don’t leave.”

      I blink hard, fighting tears. “Do you want me to stay because…” I trail off, letting my thumb stroke across his wide bottom lip. It’s so soft, and my chest burns at the memory of his mouth on my wet pussy, licking me with precision. “You like me?” I ask, taunting and teasing but playfully. Because… we like each other. We know that.

      “Because I see how much my Mom means to you,” he says simply, like it isn’t the sweetest and most romantic thing he could have possibly said in this situation. It’s beyond him saying, “yeah, I like you; please stay.” It’s being fucking seen on an emotional level I previously felt invisible on.

      It was a great day, then a lousy evening, and now a wonderful night. After Atticus and I shared one more kiss, we went back inside. He helped his dad outside while I made lasagna with his mom. We talked and rolled pie dough while dinner baked, and then the four of us sat together and ate. Harry and Atti had their own conversation going about baseball. Atti listened as Harry talked about the Squires, the other Major League Baseball team in our state. Turns out Harry is no longer a Brutes fan.

      I tried to only listen to Edie, but knowing that Harry was previously a Brutes fan and is suddenly not, makes me emotional.

      My own mother won’t fucking take my side.

      Edie explains the process of making lasagna with uncooked noodles versus cooked; she tells me the variations in styles–using white sauce and chicken versus red sauce and ground beef, using zucchini instead of noodles or even cashew cheese as opposed to the gobs of traditional. We discuss leaveners and starters when she slices into her homemade bread, and even though I thought when I sat down at the table that I’d have a hard time not focusing on Atticus, I really don’t.

      I listen to everything Edie says, and we have a wonderful dinner. And while I pulled up with a sick stomach, I leave with a full one.

      A full heart, too.
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        My fists are aching to finish him

      

      

      After she left my parents’ house–complete with a fuckin’ grocery sack of leftover lasagna, french bread, and pie–whatever tiny thread that tied me to reality snapped.

      Watching her drive away–knowing that giving her time is absolutely the right thing to do–angered me. But not with her.

      With him.

      The reason she needs time.

      The reason she’s seeing Longo.

      The reason we can’t start shit just yet.

      I know what I’m going to do before I can even have a rational conversation with myself about it. I know because I’m in my truck, driving toward the highway, and I know what it would take to stop me.

      Calling her. If I told her what I was going to do, she’d tell me to stop, and even though I wouldn’t want to, I’d quit because I don’t want to hurt her.

      She’d only say no because she can’t take any more pain right now. I get that. I really do.

      I could call Beau because he’d surely talk me down or physically show up and restrain me–or attempt to restrain me.

      But I’m doing this.

      For her.

      The lasagna was good but my plans have me hungry. When I’m just twenty minutes outside the city, I pull up to a taco truck and park. While burning my mouth on the best fuckin’ carne asada taco known to mankind, I use my other hand to send two text messages.

      Atticus: I’m gonna be out tomorrow. Miller’s got a handle on shit out back.

      A moment later, Beau responds

      Beau: Cool. Everything ok?

      Atticus: Yep

      Once that’s pushed off my mental plate, I send the second text.

      Atticus: Thanks for saying yes to mom tonight.

      Goldie responds quickly.

      Goldie: She saved me tonight. I’m so grateful to her.

      My chest tightens.

      Atticus: How’d she save you?

      Goldie: I ran into someone who worked for me. It was triggering. I had a good cry in my car, and that’s when Edie called.

      Goldie: Is it weird to say I love your mom? Because I do

      Atticus: I’m glad she called you

      Goldie: I’m glad you were there

      Atticus: Me too

      Goldie: I want to be with you, you know that, right?

      Atticus: I won’t stop you from tellin’ me again

      Goldie: Thanks for never making me feel like the mess I am

      Goldie: And for waiting

      Atticus: Sleep good, Goldie girl.

      Atticus: My good girl

      Goldie: Goodnight, grandpa

      Goldie: Okay, I need a better pet name for you than that

      Atticus: Agreed. Goodnight.

      I take the last bite of my taco, crumple up the foil, and toss it in the trash. If I were home, I’d be having my post-pump nightly protein shake, but I’m not home.

      Not home means living.

      Using my phone, I find all the information I need. Ain’t it funny how people with the most money should have the most protection, but with a couple of Google searches, they’re as visible as us common folk.

      Not to mention, I may’ve been looking this guy up a bit here and there since Mom told me what Goldie told her.

      I didn’t have a plan then.

      This ain’t premeditated.

      But each time I swiped through pages of content with his name tied to it, I picked up one more crumb. And now I've got enough to get me where I need to be.

      Even now, with the wind whipping through the cab, knotting my hair, and making my nose cold, I still don’t have a plan. Not beyond gettin’ there.

      I don’t have any weapons, so I know I won’t do anything too stupid. Too permanent.
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        * * *

      

      Gated community. I shake my head. Self-important fuckin’ piece of shit. He’s got locked gates around himself, but he’s the goddamn predator. He should be behind bars; he’s the one that needs to be kept away from people, not the other way around.

      There’s no guard shack, but I still park my truck down the street and hop the cinderblock perimeter easily, landing in a fancy as fuck backyard. I tug my beanie down, flip the hood on my sweater up, shove my hands in my kangaroo pocket, and make a beeline for the gate.

      Keeping my head down, I exit the backyard and walk through the front lawn to get to the street. I pull out my phone and check his address again, and compare it to the street I’m currently on.

      I picked a great spot.

      He’s just one street away.

      Eleven houses, if we’re getting fuckin’ exact.

      I stay in the street, under the intermittent lights, away from home security cameras that I know are there, without looking. I count house numbers until the one from the screen on my phone is in front of my face.

      71211 Hillside Fern.

      Hillside fuckin’ Fern? Stupid street name. This entire housing development can kiss my ass, for that matter. If they’re housing this piece of shit, fuck ‘em. I spit as I pace up the bullnose-edged walkway toward his front door. Solar lights line the walk, and the overgrown island-like plants provide deep cover for them.

      Standing smack dab on his porch, I knock.

      There’s a ring doorbell, the blue circle swirling with life, but I ignore it. I don’t care if I’m on his doorbell camera. I'm virtually faceless with my beanie and hood, paired with the dim lights and the inky sky all around.

      The door swings open, and he’s so much fucking smaller in person than I’d prepared for. He’s the smallest of all men.

      I move quickly, taking just a few eager steps inside before I have him to my chest, arm wrapped around his throat as I kick the door closed. He grabs at my forearm as I walk him inside, shoving him down onto a couch as I stand over him.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” he growls as his small hands grab at his neck. I roll my eyes and spit on his carpet.

      “Stand up,” I tell him, and even though the guy’s face is twisted up in angry indifference, the fucker stands. I snort, then crash my fist into his face, right in the nose, knocking him back down to the couch.

      Blood fills his hands as he holds them under his nose, whimpering like a hurt dog. “You broke my nose.”

      “You raped Goldie Berry, took her job, and didn’t give her the severance or references she earned.” My top lip ripples with how potent my rage is, scathing and bubbling at the surface, ready to take over. “But that first one is why I’m gonna kill you.”

      His hands fly up, and all air of bravado is gone, deflated, and replaced with fear. Pure, selfish fear. Even at this moment, Reynold doesn’t care that he hurt Goldie. He cares about himself.

      “Don’t,” he breathes, his hands trembling. “You need money?” he asks, looking me up and down, trying to find some tell in my clothes that will lead him to the massive hole in my life that’s brought me to breaking and entering. Like he’s gonna solve me and this in one second. My fuckin’ hero.

      “Did you hear what I said?” I ask, rage foaming at the corners of my mouth. “You stole from her.” Lowering to a crouch, our eyes lock. I think it’s now that he realizes this is serious.

      “We were together. You can’t rape your girlfriend,” he argues. He actually fuckin’ argues, and for that, he earns himself a hand necklace.

      Guess they aren’t just for women.

      He sucks in a dramatic breath as my fingers sink deeper into his windpipe. There are gurgling noises, and I don’t know if it’s his throat closing and choking on spit or my anger boiling in my ears.

      I let him go.

      “Don’t,” he breathes, gasping. “Don’t kill me, please. We’re having a winning season.”

      I narrow my eyes. I can’t fuckin’ believe this guy.

      As much as I want to kill this fuckin’ prick, I know that ain’t good for Goldie. Plus, he owes her. A lotta shit he can’t give back, but some he can.

      “What’s the severance entitled to an employee who's been with the team for six years? Do you know?”

      He shakes his head and has an arrogance about him that surprises me. I mean, he ain’t standin’ over me.

      “Figure it out. Right this fuckin’ second, figure it out.”

      He blinks. “H-How?” Then he grows balls. His eyes start moving around over my body, clearly looking for a reason why he should obey me.

      I snap in front of his face to bring his focus back to me. “I don’t need a gun to make you do what I want.” I lean down and let him smell my breath. “You’ll do what I want because we both know I can end you with just my hands.”

      I stand back up, considering my own words. “Maybe just one hand.”

      “I, I don’t know who you are to her or–”

      “I’m her old man, that’s who.” The pride I feel saying those words makes me realize I have to tell Goldie. I can’t just agree when she says you know I like you; I gotta say the words back to her. Make sure she knows.

      He straightens on the couch, using his shirt to collect the blood still flowing from his nose. Beneath his eyes, dark begins to surface. He’s going to look like a goddamn wreck for a while. “You’re a real fuckin’ moron,” he says. “Your DNA is all over this place. You just told me how to find you. Whatever you do, you’ll be caught.”

      I laugh because he’s not understanding.

      “My DNA?” Reaching down, I grab the neck of his shirt and yank him to his feet, only to crush my fist into his cheek one more time, sending him back down to the couch with a feminine moan.

      Bet he didn’t moan like that when he forced himself on her. Bet he was all fucking man then.

      “You think I’m scared of living in a cage?” I swallow, and the house falls silent. He holds his breath. “I’ll live in a cage like an animal for the rest of my fuckin’ life if it means I got to watch all your blood drain from your body with my knife in your throat and my boot on your chest.” I smile. “I ain’t scared of prison.”

      “The cops will get you,” he argues, but there ain’t much fight in his voice.

      “You wanna make that bet? You wanna bet that the police are smarter, faster, and stronger than me?” I roll my knuckles into my palm, cracking them like normal. He watches as if it’s an intimidation tactic. Truthfully, I’ve never done this before. I’ve never beaten a man or taken revenge on anyone.

      “What do you want from me?” he asks.

      “I told you. I want Goldie to get her severance. And I want the footage. All of it.”

      “I have copies,” he says smugly as blood drips down his chin into his lap. I’m a little embarrassed for this guy. He hasn’t even tried to fight me, not really.

      “That’s great. You keep those copies of you filming someone without their permission time and time again, which is, by the way, illegal. You had,” I start counting off on my fingers all the shit I read about on Google the other night. All I gotta do is sound like I’m the authority, even if I ain’t totally got my footing here. “Intent to record, did not notify her that you had an electronic recording device, did not respect her privacy or the privacy of the intimate space and moment, and you didn’t have consent–in more ways than one.”

      “That was just the last time,” he defends, as if the fact he only did it once without her consent somehow makes him less of a villain. Changes it from a mortal sin to some palatable “oops.” No fuckin’ way.

      “You’d be going to prison; you know that, right? Ain’t no breaking and entering or punching your lights out that’s gonna be worse for me than what you already did. And have, according to you, many, many opportunities to prove you did it.”

      He swallows, dropping his forehead to his hands while he curses.

      “I want a copy. And the money she’s owed.”

      “How do I know you aren’t gonna blackmail me again? Huh?” he asks, still facing the floor. His face drips steadily, and blood collects on the wood.

      “You don’t. But you can live in anxiety and fear just like she does because of what you did to her.” I kick his foot. “Get the fuckin’ money. Right now.”

      Now he lifts his head because this part is again about him specifically. Fuckin’ prick. “I can’t get that kind of money at this hour.”

      “Nah,” I shake my head. “I don’t believe that. Get the fuck up, and let’s get your checkbook. Right now.” He doesn’t move. I scratch my jaw. “If you need a gun to your head, I can do that.” I don’t have one, but I can get one. Or just… knock him out.

      “I do feel bad about what happened, you know,” he says quietly, sifting his bloody fingers through his hair. I bet his haircut cost the same as a tune-up and oil change.

      I roll my eyes even though he ain’t lookin’. “No, you don’t. Now get the fuck up unless you want me to sleep over.” He looks up at me, his eyes wide. “We can have a slumber party if you want.” I crack my knuckles and spit on the floor, unafraid of him.

      I gotta hit him a few more times to get him as motivated as I need him, but once one of his eyes is swollen shut and his knee is looking worse for wear, he’s at his high-back leather chair in his home office, laptop open.

      I watch him make a copy of the movies for me. I don’t let myself watch them, only the download bar at the bottom of the screen. I don’t want anyone to watch them, but I want Goldie to know that she has the power to put this man behind bars if she wants it.

      I know she just wants to move on. But options are good.

      “Why the fuck did you make copies, you moron?” I ask as he pops the USB drive out of the laptop, slapping it into my open palm like the little bitch baby that he is. “It ain’t evidence to put someone else away. It’s evidence to put you away, dumbfuck.”

      He groans.

      I kick him under his desk. “Why the copies? You just stupid or what?” I know he’s stupid; I guess I’m just tryin’ to see how stupid.

      “I don’t know, okay, I guess I thought…” He won’t face me, and it’s then I realize just what’s going on here.

      I grab his neck and sink my fingertips into his pulse as he gurgles his reaction. “You were gonna release some of these if she tried to report you, weren’t you? Make her seem like she’s just some jaded ex. Except how would that have worked if she’s crying and saying no, huh?”

      He doesn’t say anything, and my fists are aching to finish him.

      I slide the USB into my pocket and grab his checkbook. Throwing it down onto the desk in front of him, I growl, “now write the check.”

      I don’t know how he comes to the figure. Maybe he tries to decide what’s enough to buy her off and not too much, not enough to make her feel like he’s actually sorry. I look down at the check where he’s written: “Goldie” in the “to” field and “750,000” in the “amount” field.

      “Rip it up,” I say, because he wants to be free, but he also wants the last underhanded burn because he’s a petty, pathetic piece of shit. I know if he’s saying $750k, then she’s entitled to more. He’s banking on me seeing lots of numbers and being shocked into satisfaction.

      Another serious miscalculation on his part.

      “Make it 1.5 million.”

      He rips up the check, saying shit under his breath. I punch him in the back of the head, making his face slam forward into his desk. He bounces a little, and blood splatters across the keyboard and checkbook.

      “Write a new one with no blood on it.”

      “Stop fucking hitting me, and there wouldn’t be blood on it!”

      “Stop raping women while you record them, then fire them, and you wouldn’t need to be treated like a human punching bag,” I deadpan, hating the truth he makes Goldie live with.

      He writes a new check and raises his hand above his head, passing the paper to me.

      I shove it in my pocket.

      “You ain’t done yet. I want a letter.”

      Then I stand over him for another five minutes while I make him hand write a letter—because handwriting analysis and all that shit can prove that he wrote this and paid her if need be—apologizing for what he did.

      At the end of it, we have an itemized list of things he has apologized for. He signs it and I take it, and then I let him stand up.

      He looks tired, and staring at him makes me wish I could do more. I don’t wanna do it, but I have to for Goldie.

      I reach out and fist his cock through his stupid fancy boy slacks. He lurches forward with a yelp, his hands immediately dropping to mine, trying to get my fist to unclench. I can literally feel this guy's soft dick fold in half under my grip.

      “Call the cops, call Goldie, do anything stupid, and I’m gonna come back and rip your dick off.” I stare him dead in the eyes and get a little spooked with myself because, fuckin’ a, I think I really would make good on that promise.

      I would. For her.

      He nods, and when I let go of him, he topples over into his stupid office chair, holding his little dick. I’ve collected everything I came for, so I drop a hand on his back, giving him a casual goodbye pat.

      “Well, Reynold, I hope I don’t have to see you again, but if we meet again, I’ll be the last thing you ever see.” I wiggle my fingers. “Bye.”

      He groans, and I can still hear him licking his wounds as I make my way out his back door, slipping into his yard until I’m hopping the barrier between the gated community and normal street. I continue jogging until I make it to my truck. My heart beats a mile a minute as I make the hour-long drive back to Oakcreek.

      I look in the rearview a few times, wondering if he’ll call. If I’ll get pulled over and end up tossed in jail before I even get a life with her. That would ruin my parents.

      But there are no lights. And there are no sirens.

      I shower when I get back to my place, and it’s nearing four-thirty in the morning when I’m getting in bed. I hold my hands out over me, my knuckles discolored from the beating. Purple and blue spread along the ridges, and my hands ache as I open and close them.

      The check and the USB sit on my nightstand next to me. I look at them. Two items. Common items that are otherwise meaningless to most.

      And those two items are the best thing that can be given to her after what she’s been through. A piece of paper and digital files. That’s what she gets after everything he stole from her.

      It’s not enough.

      But I know it’s all I can get from him.

      The rest of it, I’ll give to her.

      I’ll hold her, I’ll kiss her, I’ll fuck her, I’ll let her throw her fists into me when she’s angry and doesn’t know why; I’ll absorb her tears when she cries and I’ll sit in Longo’s parking lot waiting for her session to end. I’ll do it all for as long as it takes until she’s healed. I'll give her what she needs, what he stole, I’ll give her every goddamn thing she deserves.

      Finally, my body calms and I drift to sleep; the last thing on my mind is the image of Goldie sitting across from my Mom, laughing and smiling, that blue spot of polish silent and powerful between them.
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      goldie 

      
        
        It will always be me

      

      

      I stare down at the written reprimand, the pink color of paper telling anyone who looks into my office that someone is in trouble.

      The thing is, I combed through the employee files the weekend before I started. Brought them home with me, unpacked them all, and strategically placed them all over my apartment in the layout of the dealership. It helped me mentally remember where each name belonged around the building, helping me to associate them with their role when I hear their name.

      It helped and made the first week and a half of meeting people much easier.

      But as I look at the pink slip with Amy Morgan’s name on it, I’m also remembering what I read in her file.

      One of the things I read is that she’s been written up two times before, the last one being fairly recent.

      My gut instinct is to bring her and the employee she had an argument with in my office and talk to them both. Spin some bullshit to make the other employee see why this wasn’t a big deal and talk to Amy and get her to see why she should veer away from that behavior.

      My gut is trained to gaslight, and I want to blame years of PR work for that, but I know it’s a little bit my style, too. I’ve never been confrontational, and the desire not to give birth to a massive inability to stand up for myself and others.

      This isn’t PR. This is HR. The R means resources, not relations. As much as I can be Amy’s friend, I’m here to balance the resources at hand and keep the waters calm.

      Turning back to my open laptop, I click through the open jobs here at Gonzo Family Auto. Amy is working the front desk, helping customers and answering phones. She does that with three other women, though only two are up front and on shift at once.

      I read the complaint on the pink paper again.

      “She refuses to do things in the order of operations we were trained to do. We don’t put calls on hold until they are resolved, but last week she left twelve calls on hold while she helped people up front. And when I talked to her about it, she screamed at me. Literally screamed.”

      I snort at the fact that this woman wrote “literally” in her professional complaint but shelve the humor to reread it.

      Turning to my laptop, I scroll through the open listings again. I do have a battery of applications to get through as the dealership is growing and expanding. And lots of people want to work here. Though I knew nothing about them before moving here, I’m quickly learning this dealership is a respected and loved place in town. Around the nearby towns, too.

      I don’t want to fire Amy, and there doesn’t seem to be any steadfast rule that a certain amount of write-ups should lead to termination. And I’ve not even been here for two months.

      We can do better than a frustrated termination.

      Circling the edge of my coffee mug mindlessly, I stare out the window at the showroom full of people. Customers, salespeople, shiny vehicles and bright colors painted across windshields promising stellar deals and low costs. There is so much opportunity here and so many people to interact with and help.

      I spot Amy, grinning broadly as she talks emphatically over the reception desk, her palms down on the surface as she drives a point home. She’s bubbly and sweet, and the idea that she turned on someone and screamed at them is crazy to me. But I believe the person who filed the complaint, and that leads me to believe that Amy is passionate about the customer experience. And while working the customer service desk seems to make sense, I understand things aren’t always as they seem.

      Using the intercom on my desk phone, I call her. I do want to talk to her, but I also want to see if she’ll answer. After all, this is the exact situation that got me staring at a pink slip.

      She glances at the phone but doesn’t look over to my office like she knows it’s someone important, but she can’t spare a moment until she’s done with her customer. And that kind of focus is amazing. If most people stayed on task like that, businesses would thrive.

      It just happens to be that her current position needs a multi-faceted focus. A moment later, she and the customer shake hands, and I quickly call again to nab her while she isn’t busy.

      “Hey Amy, can you come into my office for a few minutes?” I ask. Now she looks over to my window, and I lift my hand to acknowledge her looking. Looking away would imply something bad is about to go on in here. And I don’t think that’s true.

      “Sure,” she says quietly before ignoring the glances of a few folks around her, rising and beelining for my office. Once inside, she keeps her hand on the doorknob. “Open or closed?”

      “Closed,” I reply, and her face falls just a little, but she catches it before there’s a crash. “Have a seat,” I wave my hand over my desk, and a memory washes through me of them doing this to me. Only this time, far less worse transgressions have occurred, and the outcome is far more reasonable.

      Amy crosses her legs at the ankle, resting her hands on one knee. “So I’m fired?” she asks, her red hair shining in the fluorescent office light. She’s gorgeous, and that beauty will serve her well if she likes my proposition.

      “No, you’re not,” I say with a smile. Her shoulders soften with relief.

      “I read your file. And the complaints made against you.” Turning the key to my desk drawer, I slide open the drawer and finger the tops of the files until I spot her name. With a whoosh, I pull it out and spread it open on the desk. The other two pink slips are pinned to the file, staring back at me immediately.

      Those two are similar complaints.

      I look up at her. “You don’t like to leave people hanging.”

      She raises her hands up, ready to argue. And she could need to vent a little, so I let her. “It makes no sense to have humans in front of you and ignore them to patch calls. I mean, yes, if you can answer a question on a call and hang up, and it only takes a second, that makes sense. But the percentage of calls that get patched straight to the service department?” she shakes her head. “Like, eighty percent, I’m telling you. And the rest are usually questions that take time and, sometimes, research.” She smooths her hands down through the air and puffs her cheeks in a controlled exhale. “I’m sorry, I don’t follow the way we were trained, but every person that comes in here leaves happy because they don’t wait for me to get off the phone. And honestly, it makes more sense to me.”

      Blinking, I can see her chest rising and falling like she’s exercising control, and that tells me she isn’t just heated to be right and win some petty argument but passionate about her stance.

      “I don’t disagree,” I tell her, then I spin my laptop on the desk so she can see the screen.

      “What do you think about changing job roles here at Gonzo?”

      Amy’s eyes move across the screen as she reads the sales position job posting. When she looks at me over the computer, confusion scrunches her face. “A salesperson?”

      I nod. “You’re passionate and knowledgeable,  you’re really good with customers, and you thrive when you communicate with them for longer periods of time.” I lace my fingers together and steeple them below my chin. “It makes way more sense to me. And you’ve been here three years. Do you want to stay at the desk?”

      “No,” she answers so quickly that we both giggle a little. When her smile fades, she says, “but that’s… a promotion.”

      I nod. “Yeah, it is.” I shrug my shoulders. “Just because it’s on a pink piece of paper doesn’t mean it’s bad. It just means we need to address it.”

      She reaches out and lets her fingers move around the edges of her personnel folder. “I thought I was going to get fired.”

      “I don’t think either of us wants that,” I say, turning the computer to face me again. “And I know this is a big thing to consider because your schedule would change a lot. You’d be here on weekends a ton; that’s something to think about.”

      She shakes her head staunchly. “No, I don’t mind. I mean, it’s worth it. I want to be here. I think I would like sales.”

      A warm, fuzzy feeling trickles through my veins, and I think it’s pride. I think I’m actually seriously very proud of helping Amy, and I’m also proud of her for not cowering to rules made years ago and following her heart.

      “If you know, we can start the paperwork next week. I have to get some interviews lined up.” I tap the stack of papers on my desk. “These were for sales, but now I need to find desk candidates instead.”

      She smiles, and it wobbles a little. “Thank you,” she says, controlling her voice to sound less emotional than she really is.

      We share a handshake and a few more detailed words about what will happen going forward, and when Amy goes back to her desk, I sit at mine, feeling… so fucking good.

      There’s a knock on my office door, jolting me from my bubble of happiness.

      “Ms. Berry?” a courier stands at the door in all brown, calling my name.

      I nod and wave him in. He carries a white folder with him, and I can see it’s one I’ve got to sign for. The man hands me his digital pen and device; I sign, he scans, and then I analyze this white folder and where it came from.

      The return address is the same as my address, which means whoever sent this… didn’t want to be tracked? Why else? Grabbing my letter opener off my desk, I slide through the tape and reach inside, pulling out a few folded documents.

      Opening them up, a check slides out and crashes into my lap. I lift it up, and my mouth falls open. It takes me several long moments of staring blindly at the check before returning to the letter.

      I read it.

      I read it again.

      And then I shut my office door—still holding the check—and call Beck.

      “Hey,” she says, a loud bang sounding off behind her in the background.

      “Bad time?” I ask, really hoping she doesn’t say yes because what in the actual hell is going on right now?

      “No, Beau and I are just cleaning up the kiln,” she says, breathless, and I wonder if that’s what they’re doing or— “no, you can’t use that in it, no chemicals!” she calls to her husband before returning to our conversation. “How are you? To what do I owe the pleasure of a mid-workday call?”

      “One point five million dollars and a letter from Reynold Porter.”

      Beck’s end goes silent for a second, then, “what the fuck?”

      “Exactly what I’m saying.”

      “Details,” she says, and I can tell she’s going somewhere private because the noise around her slowly falls away.

      “I just got certified mail at the dealership–”

      “How does he know you even work there?” she asks, posing a question that hadn’t even occurred to me yet.

      “I don’t know; I hadn’t thought of that yet.” I reroute back to the story. “Anyway, inside was a letter and a check.”  I peer into the envelope again and mention the last thing he sent. “And a USB drive.”

      Immediately, she knows the contents of the drive without needing me to elaborate.

      “What’s the letter say?” she asks eagerly.

      “Goldie,” I read, the moment somewhat surreal. I never expected an apology. “I’m sorry. Attached is your severance and the USB to the movies I took without your permission, awareness, or consent. If you ever want to work for the Brutes again, I will not prevent you from doing so. I’m sorry for everything. -Reynold.”

      “Wow,” Beck sighs. “That’s… a pretty shitty apology.”

      “There is no apologizing for what he did to me,” I say frankly. “There’s nothing he can say that makes anything better in the slightest.”

      Beck makes a pensive noise. “Do you feel any different? You know, with the apology, the money….” she lowers her voice, “the footage.”

      I stare at the check. “I know I'm entitled to it, and I know it’s mine. But somehow, taking it seems like I’m giving him something, you know?”

      “No!” Beck shouts. “Take that money! Even if you don’t spend it on yourself, that is your money, Goldie. Do not let him take it from you twice.”

      I nod, chewing my lip as I stare at the check. “I just wonder…. Why now?”

      “Mmm,” Beck makes a noise. “I… don’t know.”

      She puts her hand over her phone, but it isn’t a corded house phone in ‘92, and I can still hear what she’s saying. Also, I’m fairly certain she has me on speaker. “No, you don’t know!” she whisper-hisses to Beau, who is murmuring something in the background.

      Something that sounds a lot like Atticus.

      “Beck,” I snap, realizing I’m now standing up. My body is full of energy, and I’m pacing the small length of my office, despite the fact that everyone on the showroom floor can see me.

      “That’s great, Goldie. It's great that fuckface finally gave you back something after everything he took.”

      Fuckface. Man, Beck must be happy for me if she’s using real curse words and not baby-safe jackhole and doofus shit. But wait— “hey, what is Beau saying?”

      My body is telling me there’s something on her end of the line that would help align what’s going on today. And Beau said Atticus. I fucking heard him.

      “Oh, it’s nothing. He’s just interrupting me,” she snaps, but more toward him than myself.

      I don’t know if I buy it, but she sells it pretty hard so I leave it there.

      “That’s crazy, though. I mean… he found you.” The way she says it this time is… less shocked and, therefore, less convincing.

      “Knock, knock,” Carter, the top salesman, smiles from the doorway, where he’s pushed his face inside the small crack he’s created.

      I want to scream; you either knock and wait or you don’t, but you don’t come inside and say knock, knock. But I don’t. Because that would be taking out my confusion and frustration on Carter–that is a Constance Berry trait.

      Smiling, I hold up a single finger and then turn my back to him, stealing a last moment of privacy. “Hey, I gotta go.”

      “Go! Work! I’m happy you got that letter today, though. I really am.”

      “Me too,” I whisper, glancing to my side at the check and letter on my desk. The USB is there, too, but if I look at it for more than a second, my stomach turns. Ending the call, I gather the items, shove them back into the certified envelope, and put them in my locking drawer, twisting the key with resolve.

      I don’t know what to make of it, but I don’t need to worry about that anymore. I have safety, a new job, a new place, Dr. Longo, Beck and Beau, and… Atticus. And his family. I have a support system now. I may not know how to use it efficiently yet, but I’ll learn.

      Thirty-seven is not too old to learn how to be a better human.
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        * * *

      

      I stay later than normal unintentionally. Carter came in with a barrage of questions regarding the open position, and when I notified him that Amy would be filling said position, he needed a moment to calibrate.

      Carter’s a good guy; I think he just needed to adjust his expectations.

      We could all do that from time to time. It doesn’t mean we failed; it just means the original goal is allowed to shift and evolve without having some deeper meaning.

      I thought I’d be a top name with the Brutes forever. And now that idea is repulsive. That organization is repulsive. Being a valued person versus a top name is more fulfilling, yet I’d never considered it before.

      Slinging my laptop bag over my shoulder, I grab my purse and then close the door behind me. I wave goodbye to the cleaning crew. A few salesmen are still here, working on paperwork, and the service guys are still here, too. I wave goodbye to all of them and make my way outside, where the air has a bite and the sky is already dampening with night.

      Turning the corner of the building to the employee parking spots, I’m jolted to a stop when I see Atticus’s truck next to mine, his big frame propped up against it. His arms are folded over his chest and his hair is up in a messy bun—unrelated, messy buns make me wet. He leans with swoon, wearing a black and gray flannel over a different black hoodie, his legs crossed at the ankle, and boots coated in snow. The tip of his nose is red, and the hoop piercing shines beneath the tall parking lot light. He looks like a bad boy, smells like an orgasm, and when he wraps his arms around me as my bags crash to the ground, he feels like home.

      In his embrace, I begin to panic. My body tightens, my heart races, and my head jerks up, desperate to see his face. To look into his eyes.

      “I don’t want to not know if I have this every day,” I tell him in a rush, a sting blooming behind my eyes. The cold air nips my face, but he claims my jaw in his hand in an aggressively tender way only Atticus can do.

      “Speak English,” he growls down at me as the rough skin of his thumb drags along my bottom lip. My belly shudders at the electric touch.

      “I started to feel panicked in your arms because of how good I feel in them,” I start, trying to talk through my thoughts so he knows everything.

      I used to be a person who shaped her feelings, shaved off any bits that could be perceived as unsavory, and filled them in with bullshit to make them more appetizing to whomever I delivered them to.

      Not anymore.

      “English,” he growls again, this time slipping his thumb into my mouth. His finger is bitter and perfect. I seal my lips around it and let my eyes close, my lower half clenching at the memory of sucking his cock.

      Opening my eyes, I smile at him, and I love that he doesn’t return the smile. He glares down, plus a single wink.

      “I’m ready for us.”

      His groan is so deep-rooted that I feel it in his belly as he brings our bodies together in an intense, fusing hug. I inhale his scent and bask in the feeling of pure adoration and safety.

      Atti likes me for me, and he doesn’t mind watching me work through my shit. And that is… invaluable to me. I break our hug and link our fingers, bringing his hand to my lips. I kiss his knuckles, and that’s when I notice… they’re black and blue, swollen and scratched, and…

      I look up at him, a twisted knot of confusion in my throat. “Was it you?” I ask, suddenly aware of exactly why Reynold Porter had a change of heart.

      He grunts and wraps his palm around my throat, dragging my face to his. My pussy seizes at the aggressive, uniquely Atticus gesture. I place my hand over his, both of us grabbing my throat. His lips brush mine, and our foreheads come together.

      “You’re mine now, Goldie. That means every wrong in your life is mine to right.” Our mouths come together in a heated, tongue-heavy kiss, and I don’t know if he initiated it or if I did, but I moan into his spread mouth as my body softens against his.

      “It was you,” I say, trying to calibrate as he releases me.

      “It will always be me.”

      With a step backward, I put a bit of needed space between us. It’s romantic, yes, but my logical brain is screaming why didn’t you tell me? I have to know. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      His brows come together for just a moment before stoic Atti comes back. “You woulda said no.”

      “No,” I shake my head. “Not why didn’t you ask me for permission. Why didn’t you tell me you did that? That you went and saw the one man I never want to see again?”

      I take another step back, because I need more space. “If I wouldn’t have asked just now, would you have told me?” My eyes warm with frustration. “Would you have told me? Or did you think you could decide for me?”

      He levels a hand between us. “Hold up.”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t ask you to do it, and I couldn’t have stopped you, that much I know. But you could have told me.” I press my fingers to my temples in an attempt to make sense of all the racing thoughts. Beck seemed… “Even Beck and Beau knew. They knew my story before I did, Atticus, because you didn’t tell me.”

      “I didn’t tell them,” he defends.

      “But they knew. Whether they put it together on their own or not, they had the pieces to do it. Our friends knew you went to Reynold before me. Don’t you see a problem with that? And then having all this shit sent to my work…” My eyes get a little fuzzy as I pull my coat tightly around myself. “You didn’t think about what me receiving all of that at work would be like, did you?”

      His head falls forward as he drags an inked hand through his beard. With a sigh, he finds my gaze. “I shoulda told you. And I shouldn’t have sent it to your work. You’re right. I didn’t think. I’m sorry Goldie. I thought it’d be easier for you to get it at work instead of your house. I thought.. Hell, I guess I just thought if you got it at work, you wouldn’t break down.”

      “I broke down in the grocery store parking lot, Atticus. It happens to me, I don’t get to choose where I am when it does.”

      He takes my hand, and I let him. “I’m sorry. I fucked up by not tellin’ you and by sending it here. I know that. I promise I won’t keep anything from you ever again. You have my word.”

      I stare into his eyes at the dark calm hiding there. The anger rolling through my blood dwindles as his thumb strokes the top of my hand. “I’m sorry, I only meant to make your life better, not to upset you.”

      I believe him. Taking a breath, I close the distance between us and let him bring me to his body in a hug. “Thank you for apologizing.”

      His voice rumbles through me when he asks, “did it upset you? The delivery?”

      I nod honestly. “A little but now I can get closure because now… it’s over.”

      He kisses the top of my head. “Are we okay? That’s all I care about.”

      He apologized and I accepted it. In his arms, I feel his love. I know he meant well. I know he will always do what’s best for me.

      I know he’s right; it will always be him.

    

  







            twenty

          

        

      

    

    




      atticus

      
        
        You know why

      

      

      “Get in the truck. Let’s go for a ride,” I tell her, because now that we’re a couple and we got through that Reynold shit, it’s time I share, too.

      The idea of sharing is so foreign to me. I keep my shit locked down. No one can ever hurt you or use it against you that way. But Goldie’s been such an open book for the first time and in front of me. Vulnerable ain’t a word I often use in my life, but that’s what she’s been, so I gotta be… vulnerable, too.

      I turn the key to the ignition to flood the cab with some heat, and I stare out the windshield as I start talking because I’m not quite sure what path I’m taking here. As long as I get to the end, I guess it don’t matter.

      “I hated you when I first saw you,” I admit, my voice raspy and raw.

      “What the fuck?” she asks, with a laugh that tells me even though I’m being truthful, she knows it’s no longer my truth.

      “I had a sister.” The air dies a little between us as all playfulness drains from the cab. “She was younger. An oops baby, my Mom called her.” I take a minute to steady myself as the sea of emotion rises in me.

      Goldie links our hands, and the world rights itself enough to forge ahead.

      “She was bullied by the popular girls. She was different, always was. She loved painting her nails every day and reading sci-fi and fantasy books. She loved cassettes and records and… in general; she was just a very cool person with an old soul and huge heart.”

      Her thumb strokes mindlessly against my wrist, comforting me in the most subtle way that I appreciate more than she knows.

      “But high school girls are mean as shit. And if you don’t look a certain way and like everything that the mainstream likes, you’re done for.” I run my fingers through my beard, remembering Mere’s excitement at snagging the original Heart record at a yard sale one day.

      Now I have to face her because this is the hard part. This is the truth.

      “You reminded me of the girls that hurt her. They were a lot like you.” Goldie’s face falls a little, but she maintains her composure as she listens, so I tighten my grip on her hand, giving it a kiss before I continue.

      Kissing hands. Who am I?

      A man who caught some serious fuckin’ feelings.

      “Pretty, thin, had money, and were… superficial.” My lips twitch at the corner on that last word because I know she’s working on not being that way, and I want to recognize that. “I know you aren’t those things, and I know you’re working through shit, but when I first met you, I saw someone that looked a lot like the enemy.”

      Her thumb strokes the top of my hand, and my veins buzz.

      “I told her, once you’re out of high school, none of this shit matters, you know? You can wear whatever the fuck you want, listen to whatever the fuck you want, and live however you want to live because adults don’t bully other adults. I mean, they usually don’t.”

      I take a breath, despising my parting advice with my sister just as much today as I did after the accident. “When she came to me with worries and shit, I’d always just tell her; this is high school. It sucks for everyone. Just make it to graduation and you’ll be fine.”

      I’m surprised and angry when my eyes sting, but I ignore it, hoping the tears never fall. I face Goldie, and her eyes are wide, focused and full of compassion.

      “I mean, who fuckin’ tells someone who’s being bullied to soldier on and then ignore them?” A treasonous tear breaks free, and Goldie swipes it away quickly without taking her eyes from mine.

      “She stepped in front of a car, on purpose, out on Gull Road. There’s a curve there by an overlook. It’s a blind curve, and people usually take it pretty quick. She knew what she wanted to do, and she timed it just right and she did it.”

      “Oh, Atticus,” Goldie’s words float over me, the softness of them wearing down the spike of pressure inside me. It’s so hard to talk about her. Even still.  “Oh god,” Goldie begins to sob as she processes my words but doesn’t release my hand to wipe away tears or snot. She just becomes a mess right in front of me, and my heart throbs much harder in response.

      “Atticus, oh my god.” Tears stream easily as she adds, “oh no, Edie, Harry… oh god, Atticus, baby, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” she sobs. Leaning over the console, she wraps her arms around my neck and peppers wet kisses along my jaw and cheek, finally sealing our mouths together.

      Our kiss is salty with tears and slick with snot, and I don’t fuckin’ care. We kiss so goddamn hard that this moment, as sad and fuckin’ hard as it is, will be the moment that goes down in history as “when I knew.”

      We break apart, and she slides down into her seat, keeping our hands linked.

      “I spent the last seventeen years of my life punishing myself. I couldn’t protect her how I should’ve, and because of that, I believed that I didn’t deserve a happiness she could never experience.”

      “You thought because she wasn’t here, you shouldn’t live either,” she says softly as if she understands completely.

      I nod. “My parents don’t know she did it on purpose. There was a note; the sheriff found it and handed it to me personally. Wouldn’t change the outcome of nothin’ and would only hurt my parents more, so I decided to keep it to myself. Sheriff didn’t tell a soul, either. Mom and Dad think she just got hit. Think it was an accident.”

      “Oh god, Atti, what a weight to bear,” she says knowingly as if she feels the heft of truth as much as I do.

      “I’m tellin’ you this because it’s a big part of who I am.” Snow begins to collect on the windshield as evening takes over the day, a new storm starting. “I promised myself I’d be miserable to pay homage to her and what she didn’t get to have. What I didn’t help her have,” I say, being more honest in this moment than ever before. “I can’t do that anymore. And it’s okay for me not to want to do it anymore, either.”

      “How long has it been?”

      “Seventeen years,” I answer, knowing we’re on the edge of Mere’s D-day anniversary.

      She drags our linked hands into her lap, her thumb stroking my hand in a way that sets the world on its axis, no matter the pain in my heart at revisiting this.

      “And you’re ready now,” she says, drawing out the words to give us both time, I think. Time to really digest the big thing happening between us. We were maybe a couple before, with or without a fucking title, but now we’re bonded. We’ve woven our hearts together through sharing darkness and pain, and those bonds hold. They hold forever, and our eye contact sizzles, telling me she knows it as well as I do.

      “I am,” I admit.

      “Why?” she asks, her question a whisper. She ain’t searching for compliments the way she maybe once would have. Instead, I can see her heart needs this as much as mine does.

      “You know why,” I say, my face remaining impassive as I toss her a single wink.

      “Why?” She asks again, unwavering. I twist the heater down, bringing the cab to a comfortable silence.

      “Because I love you.”

      “Yeah?” she asks, hope bubbling in that single word as her eyes fill with a happy warmth. Happiness that she got from me, and after all the pain I’ve thought I caused my sister, and every second of anguish Goldie has been through, those tears beggin’ to fall make me so goddamn happy.

      “Yeah,” I add, “and I want to take you to meet her.” I swallow hard around the lump in my throat. “To meet Meredith, my sister.”
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        * * *

      

      The cemetery is somehow more beautiful when it snows; I’ve always felt that. Having Goldie here changes things, too. I almost feel… excited to walk her to Mere’s spot and let her see the beautiful headstone that Mom, Dad, and I picked out together.

      And now that she knows what happened, I feel free to share the good things. To remember Mere more than I have in the last seventeen years, to no longer feel like remembering her has to equate to missing her and hating me.

      I can honor her without punishing myself.

      We lie on our backs in the snow, slowly getting soaked but not caring. I talk to Meredith freely, like I do when I visit, and Goldie holds my hand the whole time.

      I tell her that she’d like Goldie, that Mom and Dad love her, and that I wish they could meet. I tell Goldie about Mere–what she looked like, her favorite sweater that had pink hearts woven into the white fabric and how dingy it always looked because she never wanted to part with it long enough to wash it, the way she loved anime and manga comics and how she never once used a curse word to my parents or me.

      When we’re too wet and too cold to go on, I lift Goldie from the grass, and she crouches in front of the headstone, running her fingers along the engraved name.

      “I need to get you home and dry and warmed up,” I tell her as she rises. She nods, and we walk hand in hand in what feels like the most peace either of us has ever had.

      The drive is quiet but not uncomfortable. Goldie starts peeling off her coat and scarf, and by the time I park behind Delilah’s, I’m still wet but no longer freezing.

      With the truck still running, she turns to me in the cab, draping her hand along my forearm.

      “Wait,” she says. “How long have you known about the Brutes and what happened with Reynold?”
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        The only thing better than being the King is being his Queen

      

      

      I know Beck didn’t tell him. I know Beau didn’t tell him, even if Beck told Beau which I don’t think she did. I know Beau and Atti are close but he would know it’s not his place.

      I don’t know why I stupidly didn’t consider this before, but… Edie. I spilled my guts to Edie, and honestly, even though she told Atticus, I would do it again. Because every conversation with her has left me feeling better. And the truth is, I was going to tell Atticus. Eventually.

      Another truth? I’m kind of glad I don’t have to tell him; I’m kind of relieved he knows. And maybe I should feel betrayed by Edie, but I don’t. I do not believe she told my story to Atticus because she wanted to but rather because she felt he needed to know—for me. It was to serve my best interests.

      “My mom told me a few weeks back,” he answers, “and I’ve been stewing on it since.”

      “I couldn’t bring myself to tell you. I’m sorry,” I whisper, and his hand curls around mine so tight I squeak a little. But he doesn’t relent.

      “Don’t you dare say sorry. You have nothing to apologize for.” His voice is so tender when he quietly adds, “and we talk about it when you’re ready and only then, if you ever are.”

      I heard what he said, but it sounded a lot like, “that’s right, baby girl, keep your hands on my shoulders while you bounce on my cock and fill yourself with my cum.” Gulp.

      “And… he’s fine. A little bruised. But–”

      I don’t let him finish. “I don’t care. I don’t need to know. I just want to let you know that I appreciate what you did for me. No one’s ever—”

      “From now on, someone will. Every fuckin’ thing, every goddamn time. A dirty look, a fender bender, someone not talkin’ to you right—I’m there, or I’m on my goddamn way.”

      I’m melting from his words, everything between my thighs wet and swollen, aching for his touch. Throbbing for it, really. But I need to say things. I want to say them before we go further.

      “I’m in therapy for things with my mother and what happened with Reynold. I’m seeing Dr. Longo here in town.”

      His impassive face brings me relief and confidence because there are times when you don’t want a reaction, and this is one of them. “Good,” he dips his head. “That’s good.” He scratches his new beard. “I knew you were going, but thank you for telling me exactly why.”

      “You’re welcome,” I say breathily, feeling light-headed by this honest and open communication. It feels so fucking good to just be real.

      I smile at him. “I’m working with Dr. Longo to take your advice.”

      He cocks a brow.

      “Be real. I’m trying to just… be a more honest person, with myself mostly.”

      “You’re a good person, baby. I was a prick to you when we met, and you still talked to me. You still gave me time. My Mom even had my ass for being salty with you,” he says vehemently.

      “I’m just… I’m trying to work through stuff and be a better person.”

      He nods. “I imagine what happened in the city will take some time.”

      “It will, but it’s not just that. Reynold did ugly things,” I say, mentioning the situation explicitly for the first time. “But he isn’t the reason why I am who I am. I have work to do on myself, and Dr. Longo is helping. And I guess I’m just asking you to be there for me and with me while I do.”

      “We’re together no matter what. And…” he searches my eyes with his. “No one is a finished piece. We’re all a work in progress.” He nods up to the apartment. “Let’s get up there and get you warmed up.”

      Once we’re upstairs and the door is locked behind us, Atticus and I become drunk with lust and more, pawing all over each other until we’re completely naked. His mouth stays on mine, tonguing me in ways I’ve never been kissed as he walks us backward to my bathroom.

      Inside the shower stall, I feel like a Barbie doll because of how big he is. As steam fills the space around us, I smooth my hands over the lumps of muscle on his torso, discovering his full pecs and shaped abdomen. There’s ink everywhere, intricate designs depicting scenes of fantasy and pain, all of his tattoos clearly telling a story.

      He takes my breath away; he really does. I look up at him, blinking through the splatters of water that his body doesn’t block.

      I open my mouth to compliment his physique, to tell him I’m in awe of every curvature and dip, each molecule of ink and art–but he doesn’t let me.

      “Nope,” he shakes his head, giving me a little wink as his large hands come to rest on my hips. The water is hot, but his touch is fire. “Don’t be saying heartfelt shit in here. I’m too big to fuck around in the shower. I want you in bed.”

      Giggling, I reach around him and take the soap, running it between my palms. Suds form through my fingers, and when I put the bar back, I wiggle my brows at him. “How about I wash the giant down there for ya?” I wiggle my soapy fingers in front of him, and the side of his mouth arches.

      Wrapping each hand around his cock, I twist and pump in slow, dizzying strokes. He groans, and the noise hardens my nipples. Looking down, I continue working him, but the sight slows me. “God, I can’t even, Atticus. Your dick is just…” I look up, and now he’s fully grinning.

      “What is it? Let me hear you say it,” he goads with a delicious grin I’ve never seen before. “The hottest thing, next to watching your pussy gush all over me, is listening to those sweet lips sing the monster’s praise.”

      I tip my head toward the shower door. “Get out.”

      His chuckle is hearty, and I’m almost rendered immobile as he brings a large hand to his sternum, resting it there as he laughs.

      “I’m serious. Get out. I just need to wash and get out of here. If we can’t mess around in the shower, then get out because you’re torturing me.”

      The smile melts from his lips as he leans forward and takes my mouth in a short, teasing kiss. His hand glides toward my belly, his thumb connecting with my navel. His lips brush mine as he says, “nothing is more agonizing than having this sweet pussy and tight ass so close without being inside.”

      “Atticus!” I push against him with a laugh, my hair a wet, unwashed mess. “Get out; I’m serious!”

      “Let go of my cock, and I will.”

      I look down at my hands, still holding a portion of him, then I whimper. “This is torture. I want to let go, but I really don’t.”

      He rolls one of my nipples between his thumb and forefinger, sending a jolt of pleasure through my breast. “Let go of my cock, Goldie girl.”

      I release him and rock to my toes, finding his mouth through the heated downpour. Our kiss promises so much that I rush through washing my hair, skip conditioning and get out after all my below-the-belt bits have been thoroughly washed.

      I find Atticus sitting on the edge of my bed, what looks like a hand towel wrapped around his waist, and I’m playing it fast and loose with the word “wrapped” because the round, pink head of his cock hangs between his legs, and I can see his balls, too. Then again, he’s so goddamn big everywhere; I’m not surprised a towel couldn’t keep him stashed away.

      He’s thumbing through his phone, but when my towel hits the floor with a wet thud, he literally tosses his phone onto the chair across the room and opens his towel to me.

      “Come over here,” he commands, and I do. Closing the distance, I notice the curtains are spread open, like the first time we were in this room together weeks ago. The lights are off, and the bed is pulled back from the window just slightly. Maybe a few feet actually, the more I think about it.

      I throw one leg over his and get comfortable straddling his lap. Wrapping my wet hair around his fist, he tugs my head back and bites into my neck, lapping at his own teeth marks after. My hands stay perched on his shoulders as he devours me, and I can’t help but moan.

      I’m so turned on by him in total that I already feel like once he starts touching me, I’ll combust.

      “I’m gonna fuck you in front of that window,” he says as he carves a path of eager kisses down my sternum, diverting away to suck the peaked tip of my breast into his mouth. He bites hard, then more gently, and sucks a little, too, all of it driving me absolutely wild.

      “Then do it,” I pant, feeling my arousal thicken between my swollen lips.

      “Do you like your tits sucked, Goldie?” he asks, his beard dragging across my soft flesh as he latches onto my other breast. He sucks me into his mouth again, alternating soft and hard bites to my tip.

      I moan the word yes as he reaches down, adjusting his cock so it rests on my thigh. The feeling of that absolute monster cock weighing against me does nothing to keep my explosion at bay.

      He stands effortlessly and without a noise, wrapping my legs around his waist. His erection is hot and heavy against my belly as he walks us to the window. Lowering me, he grabs the chair from the corner of the room, getting rid of his phone as he does. He takes a seat facing the window and looks up at me. His dark hair drips onto his broad shoulders, sending rivulets of water down his torqued chest, making me die a little from how much I want him.

      Then it kind of hits me, like an actual slap in the face.

      “You’re mine,” I whisper because I almost can't believe it.

      “I am yours,” he says, and while our verbal Valentine wavers between us, he motions for me to spin and face the window. Without question, I do. He produces a condom and rolls it on, nearly incinerating me as he spits onto his cock, lubing up for me.

      “Are there people down there?” he asks as he reaches up, guiding my hands to the window by my wrists. Like before, I keep my hands splayed across the glass. I peer down to Downtown Oakcreek. Because the snow has let up some, and there hasn’t been a bad storm in a few weeks, people are out and about, despite the fact it’s already nearly eight at night.

      “Yes,” I breathe as he manipulates my body into position. Leaning forward with my hands on the window, Atticus has one hand on my hip as he positions his sheathed cock at my opening.

      “This is the best position; you can take as much of it as you want, whatever doesn’t hurt,” he says, and even though I have no clue if he’ll even fit all the way inside of me, my dreams are ambitious.

      Once the head has spread me, and we’ve taken a few seconds for me to adjust, I lean back, searching for more length as my fingers streak down the window.

      With each added inch, my abdomen grows fuller and fuller, my clit tightening with pressure. I groan, I drop my head back, and I even let go of the window with one hand so I can reach down and feel his balls, full and hot. Every part of this man makes me want to wear an apron, bake pies and wait by the door at 5:30. I could easily live a life meant to service him and only him.

      But this isn’t 1950, and I have a job I love. So instead of becoming a Stepford Wife, I’ll be my own version and shower him with affection and adoration at every free moment.

      Atticus will never wonder whether or not I adore him. Ever.

      I lower myself, and he puts a hand on the small of my back, the other still clutching my hip. He’s big and tough, but his actions aren’t abrasive or forced. He’s strong and stoic but at the same time, intentionally tender. I brace myself with both hands on the glass as he presses my back, making me rise off him a bit, slowly. He fucks me expertly in a way that keeps me fed but starved, too. God, I knew he would fuck like this, and this is just the first time. Our first position. The fact that my horizon is loaded with hot, heavy, exhibitionist, animalistic sex with Atticus has me shuddering down on his length, and my breath caught in my chest.

      Then he puts pressure on my back again, making me sink back down.

      “There you go,” he groans, his voice so rich and deep that the walls rattle with his sexy words. “Fuck it like that, baby.”

      Confident from how he touches me, how he slowly feeds the beast to me in manageable inches makes me unravel. My thighs burn as I ride his lap, slow and steady. “Atticus,” I moan because I don’t know what else to say. All I can do is moan and cry, chant his name and sing his praises.

      I’m nearly at the edge of ultimate orgasmic oblivion. My thighs start to tire, and my pussy milks him, tightening around him with each roll of my hips. My eyes flutter open, and I see an assortment of people down below, all busy with their evening entertainment. But one couple sharing a cup of something on a bench across the street–they see us. Well, me. And somehow… that thought is electrifying.

      Then he drives his thumb into my ass, shocking me enough to back me off my immediate need to cum. “Ohmygod,” I rush out, slowing my movements. The feeling of his fat cock thrumming inside me is so fucking sexy that it immediately brings me to the edge again. He wiggles his thumb.

      “Just wait ‘til the monster’s nice and snug in here,” he warns, lifting his hips from the chair to give me more cock in my pussy. God, it feels so good. Even his thumb working my ass open feels good, and I can’t even believe it.

      His words act like a vibrator to my cunt, kicking me off the edge to the point of no return. Sinking down to get more of him in me, my cunt begins its orgasmic spasming, and I moan out the arrival of the best orgasm ever.

      “Atticus, ohmygod, I’m cumming, I’m cumming,” I rasp, my eyes fighting their hold on the spectators down below. But it feels so good as he gives more of his thumb to my asshole, and my eyes fall shut as I spasm around him, cumming so hard the edges of my vision blur.

      He groans, he curses, and I hear him fight his own orgasm as I ride mine out. When I’m completely spent, he lifts me off him like a doll and commands me to fall to my knees.

      When he stands over me, rips the condom off, his hand against the window to brace himself, and my belly flutters with excitement.

      “Fuck, look up; look at me when I cum on your face,” he growls. I stare into his eyes; the peripheral sight of his arm moving madly as he jerks his cock has me reaching between my legs to touch myself.

      His eyes follow but come back to mine. “Fuck, look at you being greedy for more.” He knocks my arm away. “That’s my pussy now, baby. You get it? That means you need to cum; see me.”

      I nod, and his eyes squeeze shut; the sound of his balls slapping his thigh as he jerks makes my mouth wet. “Fuck, fuck,” he groans, and I look straight into the eye of the monster as his hand slows, the first of his orgasm shooting across my lips, into my open mouth. He growls his approval at the sight, resuming his stroking as the second, third, and fourth ribbons of thick, hot cum paint my body. My tongue is full, my lips are coated, and my chest is drenched.

      When he’s emptied himself, a twitch travels up his spine and his body shakes a little. As he’s catching his breath, the feel of his warm cum on my skin gives me confidence and a rush of horniness, so I lean forward and suck his bulbous head into my mouth.

      I loved his cum before, but somehow now I love it even more. Maybe it’s what’s transpired between us since. Maybe I’m just falling into a complete obsession with this man in totality, but either way, I can’t help but whimper with delight as I suckle his cockhead.

      He lets me, and he smooths hair from my face with his thick fingers, touching me in a way so tender that I know it will only be in the bedroom. And that’s okay. Because outside of this room, I love how we work. How real it is.

      And this side of him is just for me.

      He walks away only to return a moment later, my towel in hand. Slowly, as if he’s creating a work of art, he wipes his orgasm off my face, making sure to get it all carefully. Extending a hand to me, I take it, and when I’m standing, I’m met with his lips. A slow, melodic kiss that feels like the cherry on top of this night.

      We look down at the couple together. I don't know how much they can see, but it’s clear from their frozen state that they can indeed see something.

      “You like watching, but you like being watched more?” I ask him, remembering what he told me weeks back. He lifts me over his shoulder as I squeal, then tosses me onto the center of my bed.

      “I like both, yeah. But right now, I wanna make that tight little cunt of yours squirt all over my face.”

      I cup my hands to my cheeks, unable to shake the embarrassment. “Atticus, don’t say that. That makes me so embarrassed!”

      Crawling onto the bed, scaling over me like a dirty mountain climber, he holds my eyes with his. “You’re mine, and I’m yours. There ain’t no place for embarrassment. Just us.”

      I nod, and when he starts licking my clit and moving his fingers in and out of my already open and eager pussy, I lose the ability to be embarrassed. In fact, I lose the ability to do anything but moan incoherently like a lovesick fool. God, everything about him is so familiar in a way I can’t place like I haven’t met this comfort or love before, but I’ve been waiting for it, and finally, I’ve found it.

      Then I’m lost.

      Lost to soft flicks of the tip of his tongue, to the way his burly hands keep me spread open even when my thighs want to pull together from the intensity, to the way his fingers move in and out of my pussy while one stays buried deep in my tight hole, to the way he groans noises of arousal and approval into my cunt, to the way his inky gaze finds mine over the plane of my naked body every few moments, to… all of him.

      Then my spine goes concave against the mattress, and my toes curl as I clutch the sheet and tip my head back.

      “I’m cumming; I’m cumming,” I chant as he moves the fat, broad part of his tongue against my clit fast, in a mind-blowing motion.

      And it happens. Like it only ever has with him… fuck, like it probably only ever will.

      The scratch of his beard on my pussy and ass has me reeling as my orgasm sears every nerve ending inside of me. “Yes, yes, yes,” I moan as my fingertips dust the glistening, ropy tops of his shoulders before finding his hair, wrapping my knuckles in it and tugging.

      He’s over me in a minute, the heat from his massive body radiating down on me. Our bodies are sticky with sweat when he seals his torso to mine, taking my mouth and filling it with my own flavor. His tongue twists around mine, tickles the roof of my mouth, and leaves me panting when he holds back.

      “I don’t taste bad,” I whisper up at him with a smile, loving how my orgasm shines on his full lips. I cup his face, and he turns his head into my hand only slightly. To the common eye, he didn’t move. But to someone who knows how subtle Atticus’s affection can look, I can see it. I can feel him against my palm. My finger smooths over the metal hoop in his nostril, and I bite my bottom lip as he gives me a tiny, perfect, beautiful smile.

      “You’re fuckin’ tellin’ me.” His cock is sticky and heavy against my groin and lower belly, still aroused and thriving. “I wanna drink you down every day, Goldie.”

      “Likewise.”

      Then we do the most sickening thing in the world. We make out. The feeling of his cock rubbing against my bare skin, leaving precum on my belly as our mouths put our jaws to the test, opening and closing against one another for so long. My nipples rub against his chest, getting hard and irritated, and my pussy grows damp, preparing for more.

      But when our kiss finally breaks, he sits up and takes me with him.

      “I don’t skip meals. Let’s eat.”

      I grin, ready to make a joke, but he stops me by placing my hand at the base of his fucking impressive cock. Seriously, they should make movies and write books about his cock alone.

      “There, you horn dog. You can feel dessert while you watch me make dinner,” he teases in his dry, deadpan tone that I actually find supremely sexy.

      Atticus brings me peace and comfort with his demeanor, and I think when someone brings you all the pieces you didn’t even know you were missing, you’re supposed to hang onto them.
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        * * *

      

      I wrap my arms around his waist and press my cheek to his carved back. His skin is warm, and his body is hard, but he softens as my hug intensifies.

      Resting one hand on mine linked at his waist, he uses the other to continue mixing the food simmering in the pan.

      Atticus made fried rice.

      From scratch.

      In my tiny kitchen with like one kitchen tool and a handful of ingredients and spices.

      I’m impressed.

      And more so, I’m hungry.

      “Hey, I’m having lunch with my Mom tomorrow on my lunch break,” I start, loving how his hand strokes mine as he listens. He doesn’t call a lot of attention to the subtle ways he takes care of me. I feel cherished in a way no one has ever made me feel.

      “Is that right,” he says, the sound of the wooden spoon scraping the bottom of the pan making my stomach growl.

      “Yeah, it’s her birthday. Or, for her birthday. But anyway, I’m just popping out on lunch break. She’s made it this huge deal that she’s driving here to see me on her birthday, and I’m not even taking the day off, but…”

      “You don’t want to take the day off of a job you like to be with someone who makes you feel bad,” Atticus finishes my sentence, and I hold him a bit tighter.

      “Pretty much,” I deadpan, wondering how long it takes people to turn into their significant others. I’ve heard that happens, and truthfully, I could use a less chipper smile and more deadpan on my end. It’d probably do me good. “But I wanted to know if you would come to lunch with me?” I swallow hard.

      He told me he loved me. I didn’t say it back right then because I didn’t want him to think I was just saying it back for the sake of it. I know how I feel, though.

      I’m just not ready to say it yet. It doesn’t mean it’s not in my heart.

      And pussy.

      “I want you to meet my Mom,” I add hastily, so he knows it’s not an afterthought or even a second-hand invitation. I do want them to meet. And in truth, I know I finally have an ally. And until I’m strong on my feet mentally, I think an ally would serve me well.

      And that’s what I’m about these days. Things that serve me.

      I nuzzle close to him, feeling safe. “You have wonderful parents. I am almost embarrassed for you to meet my Mom,” I admit, the humiliation of Constance Berry making my face hot. He twists under my arms to face me after sliding the pan off the burner.

      There’s no soft tip of my chin with Atticus. With both hands, he grabs me. Not hard but not gentle either. His thumbs press hard against my cheekbones as his fingers wrap around the back of my neck.

      “There’s no room for embarrassment. I told you that.” He brings his mouth to mine, whispering his affection. “You’re so goddamn perfect; nothin’ could stop me now. Not even her.” He seals those words into me with his mouth, and greedily, I eat them up. When he releases me, I miss his harsh grip and tender words. But he turns back to the stove, plating up the rice. I hold out my hand for a plate, and he rolls his eyes, nodding me toward the table.

      I sit, scowling at him for not letting me take my own damn plate.

      “I’m bringin’ it to you, baby. That’s how it works with me.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “So you’re gonna roll your eyes at me and then feed me every single night, huh?”

      “I’ll stop rolling my eyes when you realize who I am.” He sets the plates down and then comes from behind, his meaty fingers grazing my thighs as he slowly spreads a napkin across my lap. I swallow hard at his body heat and intensity looming over me. My cunt pulses and my belly aches.

      “You’re someone besides Atticus?” I ask, affectionate teasing in my low tone.

      He takes his seat across from me. From the food, steam rises off our plates, and he swats through it. “I’m the King. And the only thing better than being the King is being his Queen.”

      Then he grins.

      A real, genuine, broad grin that makes my heart nearly leap from my chest. My ears burn with how wide my smile is.

      “I like the sound of that,” I say, and then he slides a fork my way, nodding to the plate. “I want you to eat.”

      “King’s orders?” I wink.

      He winks back, and my insides melt. “King’s orders.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, I offer Atti a glass of wine. It sounds good, and I’m in the mood. He agrees, and now we’re finishing the bottle. I’m enjoying a light buzz and an ethereal high that can only be love when Atticus rises and goes to the fridge, eager for a glass of water.

      He yanks the door open and groans a little.

      “What?” I ask, wondering how my fridge contents could possibly annoy him. I know I have La Croix in there.

      “You buy that fancy bubble water shit?” he complains, the roughness of his voice making my body tingle a little. Even when he’s being a grouch, I want to fuck him.

      “Don’t be a hater,” I say flippantly, pushing my empty plate to the center of the table.

      “All you have are canned girly waters and a cucumber.” He shuts the fridge and lowers himself under the faucet of the kitchen sink, knocking the handle up to drink. Normally I’d shriek at how gross that is—because sink water is not good water—but my mind (and lady bits) are hung up on something else.

      I swallow hard. His Adam’s apple disappears repeatedly as he glugglugglugs water from the tap. When he turns it off, he stands up, wiping his mouth with his wrist as he stares at me.

      My heart is flying. “Get the cucumber.”

      My ears are pounding as quickly as my nerves are soaring. I’ve never been this bold with any partner. I’ve never wanted to try new things. But anything feels possible with Atticus because I trust him.

      And I know he likes to try new things. I know he’s far wilder than me. And I don’t feel like I’m giving this to him; I feel like I’m evolving into who I’m meant to be because of him.

      His gaze is dark and impassive as he hooks a hand through the fridge door. Reaching in, he swipes the cucumber and stretches out  his hand to me, offering me the vegetable.

      I take it. He wets his lips. “What are you gonna do?”

      I grin, knowing just where to start. “Let you watch.”

      His groan puts bumps of excitement along my skin. “Goldie girl,” he groans, and I like that name. It makes me feel both special and young, and yes, that’s probably something Dr. Longo could help with. But I love it because he assigned it to me.

      “Don’t worry; after I make myself cum, I’ll give you control of the cucumber.”

      His eyes widen a little before his face cinches tight, lines of strain running up his neck. “Is that right?” he asks, barely opening his mouth as his eyes drop to the veggie I’m currently stroking with one hand and gripping with the other.

      “Yeah,” I say, “that’s right.” I peel off my shirt, which is actually an old t-shirt I’ve had since high school that I love sleeping in that’s too ratty to be seen by anyone else, until now.

      Letting him see me in my ratty clothes is a big deal for a reformed shallow person. Seriously.

      He growls something fierce as I step out of my panties. It really is a growl, too, because he’s the animal keeping the monster on its leash. Only animals and monsters make noises like that.

      “Get on the table,” he commands, stroking his palm along his length over his boxer briefs. His clothes were still damp from the snow, so we put them in the dryer while he cooked. He’s still in just underwear, and my underwear are wet, not from the snow.

      I get onto the table he cleared and cleaned and spread my legs wide. I give him the view of a lifetime. I know he likes me, loves me even. But there’s still a part of me that wants to look down and make sure I don’t need to suck in or angle my legs a certain way. Point my toes, even. Do something to make sure I look better. That I look so good I impress him.

      I don’t want to make room for insecurities when I’m in bed with him. Even if the bed is a kitchen table.

      I take a deep breath to calm my thoughts.

      Swallowing, I drag the cucumber to my clit and lower it, letting the heaviness bring me delicious pressure. And I don’t look down to analyze my body and its imperfections. Instead, I tease us both.

      He rubs his palm across his groin again, and that thing is awake and well under there. The bulge makes me glad I had this idea.

      Go me.

      “Dirty talk me,” he gruffs, surprising me. And even though I didn’t expect him to want dirty talk, I’m glad that he asked for what he clearly wants. And I’m happy to serve it up for him.

      I roll my lips together, moving the cucumber over my clit in long, slow passes. My eyes hold his, watching his gaze bounce from my breasts to my cunt to my eyes. He’s starved and insane but holding it together. And that energy makes me feel like a million goddamn  dollars.

      “I can’t wait until I can ride every inch of your cock without needing a break,” I rasp, sliding the end of the vegetable to my swollen opening. I’m so wet it’s disturbing. And it’s not like I’m dying to fuck this cuke, but performing for him makes me feel… powerful. Captivating a man like him… it’s insane to say it replaces something I lost, but it definitely helps.

      “I can’t wait until I sink down, down, down,” I drag out, pushing the cucumber slowly inside me. He reaches into his briefs and pulls out his cock and his massive, swollen balls. God, his balls are big. Full and a good shape, too. They just… go so well with him. Even his balls make my pussy quiver.

      I have it bad.

      “Down,” I continue, “until my clit is rubbing against your groin.” I shimmy my hips a little as I push the cucumber all but a few inches where I’m gripping. His fist jerks up his length, and he’s rougher with himself than I am when I touch him. I like to see how he touches himself. I like to envision him under a thin sheet, a sheen of sweat on his skin, my name on his lips as he strokes, strokes, strokes…

      “Fu-uck,” he growls, eyes glued to my pussy where I’m currently slowly fucking myself with the cucumber, my clit throbbing. He smooths his palm over his head, angry and red, then uses the precum to stroke his shaft. His pumps gain momentum, and the strain in his neck intensifies. He’s a man biding his time, struggling for composure.

      My clit aches unbearably, so I reach down and give her the rubbing she needs as I fuck myself with my other hand; the cucumber starting to feel really fucking good. His eyes searing my cunt and his fist abusing his cock make me feel really good, too.

      “And I’d ride you, and my belly would burn from how full it is, and my pussy would ache from how you’d stretch me, but I’d cum so hard, I’d cum so hard on your cock, Atticus,” I moan, not even concocting a scene anymore but really just speaking from my own fantasies.

      With a feral groan, he brings his hands up, linking his fingers behind his head. The generous size of his biceps flexing as his cock bobs in front of him, heavy and glistening—I move my hips forward against the woodgrain, getting the cuke as far inside myself as possible.

      “I’m close,” I breathe, my lids growing heavy at the sight of him having to physically remove his hands to keep control. “Finish me,” I say, my tongue dragging seductively along my bottom lip.

      Stepping forward, he takes a stance between my spread legs, our eyes idling together with intensity, and he knocks my hand away, taking control of the cucumber.

      Looping his other hand around my back, he pulls me up, and I rest my hands on his shoulders, something I’m growing to be obsessed with. My fair skin contrasts with his tanned, inked skin, slightly weathered by the few years he has on me—and it melts me. His cock lies impatiently against my thigh, the veins climbing up the shaft swollen and angry. The head drips precum, smearing against my skin, and the glistening sight of him wanting me drives me toward insanity.

      My head falls back as he fucks me with the cucumber, twisting it as he pulls it out, giving my entire lower half a soul-scorching squeeze. “Watch,” he growls, “watch and touch your clit,” he adds.

      The ends of my drying hair tickle my nipples as I tip my head forward, focusing on the way my pink lips seal around the green veggie. Then I look at his cock, and notice the stream of opaque cream sliding down the shaft, blending into the pebbled skin of his full sac.

      Never before has the sight of a weeping cock made me feral. But right now, all I can think is, mine.

      Atticus is literally holding onto the edge with a death grip, leaking from pleasing me.

      “Atti,” I moan; the sight of the monster weeping for me is too much. “Fuck, Atti, I’m gonna cum,” I grind out, pushing my hips toward the veggie, toward him, toward ultimate release.

      The hand at my lower back slides up, his fingers tangling in my hair as he holds me there, keeping me, watching as I cum. My eyes go between his erection and his hand fucking me, and then my hips stop, and his hand does, too.

      Liquid surges out of me, and he yanks the cucumber out, knocking my fingers from my clit. With the pad of his thumb, he strums my clit in fast, short strokes as my orgasm surges from me in sharp, quick gushes.

      “There you go, baby,” he coaxes, working my clit like it’s just the two of them. He touches me better than I touch myself. “Give it all up, cum for me,” he continues, and I hold his shoulders and stare at the movie between our legs, almost unbelieving it's me that’s soaking this table, me with the tattooed hand on my cunt, me that has the world’s biggest dick dripping cum down my thigh.

      When every single molecule of orgasm has left my body, my thighs begin to tremble. He grabs my throat with the same hand he touched my pussy with and brings my mouth to his. Our kiss is hot and frantic, and in it, I feel his need to lose control. His need to cum.

      I reach down and wrap my hand around his length, but he growls his refusal. He reaches for the cucumber and brings it between our faces.

      “Don’t think you’re off the hook yet,” he says, eyeing the slick vegetable. Sliding a hand to each end of it, I watch him with my hands braced on the table.

      The corner of his lips turn up in a tiny grin as his eyes come to mine. Then snap, the cucumber is broken in two. My pulse goes frantic.

      “Lie back,” he says, and with zero questions, I lie on my back in the wet mess I made. And I don’t even fucking care.

      Who am I?

      He presses his hand to my lower belly, and I fight to keep my eyes open.

      “Look at me,” he growls, and before my eyes find his, they go to his dripping, angry cock, which rests on the tabletop. The dark slit at the peak puckers as a drop of creamy milk escapes, rolling down the valley of veins along his shaft.

      His eyes tell a story of a man on the brink, and after a moment of our gazes staying connected, I feel pressure between my legs… everywhere.

      Pushing to my elbows, I look down to find him working one piece of the cucumber back into my cunt. He groans as he reaches for the second piece, taking a moment to compose himself before bringing it to my ass.

      “Open,” he commands, and I don’t know how one opens their ass, but I’m not about to ask. Instead, I lie back a little and relax. He spits into his palm, stroking his cock. With a wink, he spits again, this time directly over the cuke as he strokes both halves.

      “This tight little hole makes me wanna explode; you know that, Goldie girl?” he rasps the words as the cuke half fills my ass, one wide, slow inch at a time.

      “I’m so full.”

      His leaden eyes glow as he gives me a slow, sexy grin. “Not yet.” He jerks his head. “Get on the floor, on your hands and knees.”

      He moves down the hall, and I watch his fine ass disappear, and I climb off the slippery table carefully. When he returns, he lays a towel across the floor. “For comfort,” he says with a wink.

      I take my position, and he disappears down the hall again, this time returning with my tall mirror. Positioning it against the wall directly behind me, he gets on his knees in front of me, taking my head in his hands.

      “I’m gonna look at you being stuffed full while you suck my cock and fill your belly with my cum,” he growls, and before he can even shove me down against his groin, I align my lips with his tip and suck him in.

      I don’t know if it’s the pounding in my groin telling me another orgasm is near or if it’s the sexiness of him staring at me—spread and filled—while I move my tongue up the underside of his cock. Whatever it is, I’ve never felt more on fire and alive.

      Moans slip out around his cock as I work to suck him, taking moments to gather my breath as I lick the steadily streaming precum oozing from the tip.

      With one hand, I reach up and fill my palm with heavy, hot balls, and god, are they both of those things. Weighty, full, and so warm when I squeeze them, a rush of arousal surges around the cucumber at just the touch.

      My body, on a whole other level than what my brain tells me I want, wants Atticus. Needs him. Throbs to be fucked by him. I tremble at the thought of watching his thick cum ooze out of me.

      I suck more of him, bringing his head to the back of my throat with a wet gag.

      He moans my name as his fingers dig deep into my scalp.

      “You ready, baby?” he tugs me against him with gentle force, and my jaw burns with how full my mouth is. “Fuck, I can’t last. I’m gonna cum,” he growls, he moans, and he hisses. And then I choke as the first rope of cum splashes against the back of my throat.

      Swallowing, I keep him deep as he cums in orgasmic waves, flooding my throat and belly with what feels like an abundance of release. And when he starts to twitch and soften on my tongue, I let his cock fall out of my mouth. Catching my breath, he loops his hands under my arms and lifts me to face him, both of us on our knees. Eyes locked to mine, he reaches around and hollows my ass, setting the cucumber between us. Again, he reaches and empties my pussy, this time bringing the half cuke to his lips.

      With his other hand, he grabs the other half. He grins at me, and my belly flutters. My belly full of his cum flutters, I should say, and the thought makes me a little deliciously dizzy.

      And then he bites into one half and then the other.

      I cup a hand to my mouth. “That was in my butt,” I bemoan with a giggle. Around a bite of cucumber, Atti says, “that’s why I wanted to eat it.”

      Then we laugh. We laugh as he literally eats both halves of the cucumber. And then he sits me on the towel on the kitchen countertop while his heavy, soft cock swings around as he sanitizes my kitchen table, then the floor.

      Seriously.

      He gets my mop out–one I haven’t even used yet–and mops up our mess after already carefully cleaning the table and then sanitizing it. Watching him do these things while completely nude and soft is so private and vulnerable; I’ve never felt more connected to someone.

      And he just ate a cucumber that came out of my ass.

      But this. This feels like love.

      And that’s why I love him, too. Because he makes me feel his love.

      Then he scoops me off the counter and carries me to bed, where he pulls me onto his chest and strokes my hair as he tells me to relax and go to sleep.

      And I fall asleep, sated, happy, and full.

      For the first time ever.
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      atticus

      
        
        I want to give her everything she needs

      

      

      We had a little Home Alone moment this morning. Jumping out of bed, our sleep-heavy eyes glaring at each other from over the mattress. “We slept in,” Goldie squealed, cupping her hands to her cheeks.

      For the next thirty minutes, I assisted her in getting ready. Since I’m a mechanic, I can go into the shop smelling like I ate pussy all night, but Goldie wears fancy clothes and is, in general, a hot piece of ass.

      That takes more than a shower and a cup of coffee, so I’m told.

      I made her coffee and some oatmeal for breakfast then packed her some snacks for the day–leftover fried rice with a cup of mixed fruit and a yogurt I grabbed from Delilah’s downstairs while Goldie was showering.

      I started my truck and let it warm up, scraped the ice off the windshield, and got her computer bag ready. When she shuffled down the hall with her hair pulled into a sexy bun at the base of her skull, her body poured into a very tight black dress with a boss babe little blazer over the top—I grabbed my cock.

      She rolled her eyes, but she liked it because her cheeks told me so. After putting on some gold hoops and nude pumps (not “skin-colored high heels” as I so stupidly identified them), I helped her into the truck, and now, I’m driving my girlfriend to work.

      After our first time fucking. But more significant than the fucking, I think, was the rest of our time together last night.

      I told her about Mere. I took her to meet Mere. And she told me about what therapy meant and invited me to meet her mom. And she slept so soundly against me, I don’t know how she slept before, but I don’t see how it could’ve been better than that.

      She didn’t even move, and neither did I.

      “Meet me here at noon, and we’ll go to the restaurant together?” she says, rolling on lipstick in the flip-down mirror from the passenger seat. We’re parked next to her little car, just like we were last night, and the clock tells us we still have a cozy five minutes together.

      “Sounds good,” I gruff, secretly hypnotized by the red bleeding onto her lips from the tube. I want that red ringing my cock, that much I know.

      She flips the mirror closed and twists in her seat to pay me attention. “Without the risk of getting the Atticus Winters eye roll, I want to say something. And trust me, I’m kinda cringey about saying this, too, but in an effort to be more genuine and truthful, I’m gonna say it.”

      “Say it,” I deadpan, though my stomach churns like if what she’s about to say ain’t good; he’s hitting eject on the coffee and oatmeal.

      “The time we spent together yesterday and last night were better than any good times I’ve had with any other boyfriends combined. And I honestly have never felt this immediately, innately connected to someone before. Not like this.” She smiles, nerves making the corners of her lips falter a little. “I hope you feel that way, too.”

      I want to remind her that I’ve already told her what’s in my heart. I may not be a goddamn chatterbox otherwise, but I’ve said the shit that needs to be said. But I study her beautiful face, taking in how she gnaws at the corner of her mouth and licks her lips, then pushes a finger up through her lashes. She’s… unsure. Everything about her body language and expression scream that she’s unsure.

      While I know I’ve told her, it’s clear she needs validation and reassurance, at least for a while. And that’s why she’s mine because I want to give her everything she needs.

      “I love you,” I say, holding her eyes with mine. “But it’s time.”

      We look at the clock together, and it is indeed time for her to go in. We share a kiss, one that leaves me rattled and grinnin’ in the privacy of my truck as I drive toward Wrench Kings for work.
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        * * *

      

      Miller says good morning, and I say it back.

      Beau brings me coffee out back, and I say, “thanks, man.”

      Delane calls me up front to explain a repair to a grouchy customer, and I don’t lose my cool. And around ten ‘til noon, I head up front to use the fancy bathroom to wash the oil from my face with the better disposable hand towels.

      That’s when the three of them stop me.

      “Wait,” Delane says, a pinch of concern running in a vertical line between her brows. “I think you have a brain tumor.”

      I stare at her.

      “Or, like, maybe you’re breathing in exhaust out there,” Beau says with a quirk to his lips. Now I know they’re goading me.

      Miller, ever the optimist and eternal ray of fuckin’ sunshine, refuses to tease me. Instead (and this is worse), he drops his arm around my back, bringing our sides together. “It feels good, doesn’t it? Being kind?”

      I shove him away and shake my arm as if to get the “nice” cooties off me.

      “You’re being so nice today,” Delane says, pinching my side as she walks past me to her desk. “We’re just wondering why.”

      “I’m not,” Beau says, “because I know it’s not a why. It’s a who.”

      “Ahh,” Delane grins broadly, and nerves flare in my stomach because I don’t have time for this. I’m supposed to be meeting Goldie in ten so I can meet her mom.

      “I don’t got time for this shit. I’m going to lunch.”

      “Going to lunch,” Delane emphasizes. “You usually stay here. So who are you going to meet?”

      “Goldie,” Beau, the fuckin’ big mouth, announces. But you know what? Goldie’s mine now. They’re gonna know her and know her well.

      I stare at Delane, then Miller, and bring my focus back to Beau as I shove my wallet in my back pocket. “We’re together now, so get over it.”

      Delane’s jaw drops, and their high school gossip begins as I trudge into the bathroom and close the door.

      In my reflection, I see what I always see. Uncombed and tangled hair pulled into a bun to keep it off my face. Unshaved for a while, I now have a decent beard with messy edges and uneven growth. My button-up khaki work shirt with my name stitched in cursive over the breast is the nicest thing I have on, and even then, it’s stained with oil and work. My jeans, dark and dusty from spending the morning on my side under a Cadillac, look awful. But they look better than my boots, which kinda look like they’ve been swinging over a telephone wire in the sun for some time.

      I drag a cool cloth over my face, getting rid of the sweat and grease. I finger-comb loose hairs into my bun. Good enough. Goldie ain’t expecting to fuck me and then have Tom fuckin’ Cruise show up at her mom’s lunch.

      She knows who I am, and I am enough.

      I ignore the gossip as I push out of the bathroom and snatch my keys and phone from the counter, getting into my truck in a rush. The town is busy during lunch, but I cruise backstreets to get me there with a few minutes to spare.

      Waiting outside, leaning up against my pickup, my heart flickers when Goldie pushes out of the glass-doored building. She’s so goddamn beautiful.

      I’m off the truck and pulling her into a hug the moment she’s close enough. She sighs against my chest, and I’ve never felt better.

      “Hey baby,” I kiss the top of her head, and she smells even better than she did this morning.

      “Hey,” she says, peeling us apart. “You ready?”

      Her face is controlled, her words a higher pitch–just slightly–than normal. I think this is… nervous Goldie. And something tells me this anxiety-laced side of her is because of Constance Berry.

      I open her door for her, and she slides into the passenger seat with a nervous smile. I reach out and wrap my hand around her throat, and her body softens to my dominant grip on her. I swear my assertion over her body and mind calms her down. “It’s gonna be good, Goldie girl, alright?” Ducking into the truck, I give her a slow, wet kiss which makes her moan and sift her lean fingers through my messy beard.

      I let go of her neck, and she smiles lazily back at me as if I’ve broken down at least one layer of tension inside her.

      “The day after,” she blurts out as we head toward the restaurant. “After Reynold raped me, I went to lunch with my Mom and… I couldn’t tell her. She wouldn’t allow it, she didn’t want to hear it. And I’ve been mad at her since.”

      I don’t ask how she wasn’t allowed because something tells me, Goldie’s mom does a good job at making people feel bad when they shouldn’t. “You have every right to feel that way, baby,” I tell her, because it’s the truth. I drop a hand to her knee and knead her nerves as we drive. “She ain’t gonna hurt you today, alright? It’s going to be okay.”

      She’s silent but gives me a nod. We make the short drive to the restaurant, where we take a seat at a patio table. There are heating lamps and a covered pergola, making the outdoor eating experience a lot like inside. But with fresh air.

      Somethin’ tells me we’re gonna need it.

      I ask her about her day as we wait for her mom to arrive, and I can feel distraction and nerves running through her. Beneath the table, her knee bounces, and on top, she wraps a straw wrapper around her finger repeatedly. When the back door opens, we stand and turn to see Goldie’s mom.

      She doesn’t look menacing, and her appearance surely doesn’t match the person I’ve built in my head after listening to Goldie talk about her.

      But looks are always unreliable.

      I reach out a hand to her after she delivers the most perfunctory hug I’ve ever seen between a mother and daughter.

      “I’m Atticus,” I say, and I don’t smile because… I don’t smile. I ain’t changin’ myself for her. I ain’t gonna be phony just because she’s Goldie’s mom. I wouldn’t expect Goldie to be fake to my parents about anything, either. Hell, she hasn't. She was more real with my Mom than she was with me initially.

      “Mom,” Goldie says, her voice brimming with faux sunshine. “This is my boyfriend, Atticus.”

      “Boyfriend,” Constance repeats, pulling her hands from mine like I burned her. Okay, that’s fuckin’ rude, but whatever. She blinks up at me a few times before not hiding the fact that she’s sizing me up. Her nose wrinkles as she glares at my boots, and I swear to god she winces away from me a little when her eyes get to the oil ingrained in the knees of my jeans. “And what do you do?” she asks, wiping her hand on her thigh. Wiping her fucking hand like I’m so filthy her skin has been marred by me.

      This fuckin’ lady.

      “He’s a mechanic at Wrench Kings.” Goldie’s smile is moderately terrifying. Wide and all teeth and her eyes–when she’s got that fuckin’ psycho jester smile, her eyes don’t budge. She looks like a crazy wax version of my beautiful girlfriend. “He trained the owner of the franchise, actually.”

      Well damn. I didn’t know she knew that about me.

      “I see,” she says with this air of judgment that really makes me want to laugh because, come on. How do people like this seriously believe their opinion matters? What does she tell herself that she’s done or accomplished that gives her even an ounce of goddamn right to judge me?

      I pull her chair out and watch her take a seat, keeping her arms off the armrests until she’s snug at the table. I’m pretty sure she was afraid my dirty hands would rub against her white down coat and leave a mark.

      Goldie’s smile remains unwavering, and I knock my knee to hers below the table. Her eyes flick to me for a moment, and I give her a subtle nod of assurance as her mom peruses the menu.

      “What’s good here at the…” Constance closes the menu and looks suspiciously at the restaurant’s name. “Oakcreek Cafe,” she reads as if she has to admit her favorite TV show is Maury or that she shops at Walmart. This is one of the nicest places in Oakcreek, and yeah, I may be from here, but still, it’s nice.

      And it don’t deserve the judgment of a person who thinks gaslighting their daughter into being with a rapist is a good idea. That’s for fuckin’ sure.

      I bite my tongue and stare blankly at a menu I don’t need to look at. I know what I’m ordering. Same thing I get every time I come here.

      “I’m getting the curry noodles,” Goldie beams as she announces her order like that’s a thing. Uh, normally I just order, and I don’t get all fuckin’ Red Bull meets beauty queen when I do it. I lean in, speaking low and private when I ask, “you ok?”

      She smiles harder, and I recess back into my chair as she sips from her water, her leg still moving up and down with nerves.

      Constance closes her menu and faces Goldie. “Did you not see the microgreens salad?” She inspects her watch. “It’s past noon. Noodles won’t be digested by bedtime.”

      “I saw it, but–”

      I know I’m supposed to be good. Play nice and all that. But I don’t fuckin’ like anything about this lady. The fact that she gave birth to Goldie has me controlling my anger, but because I love Goldie, I also ain’t gonna sit here and let her talk shit, either. Not to my girl.

      “She likes curry noodles. She wants the curry noodles. If she wanted the microgreen salad, she’d have said she was gonna order the microgreen salad.”

      “Well, she can eat all the noodles she wants. She’ll be the one facing the scale in the morning,” Constance says smugly as a waiter delivers water to our table.

      “I don’t like radicchio,” Goldie argues, defending her choice to eat whatever she wants. I slice my hand through the air over her folded napkin.

      “Don’t. Don’t justify why you want what you want. You’re hungry. You chose your food. That’s that.” I grip her throat the way we both like and seal my lips to hers. The kiss is broken short because she pulls away, her cheeks red, and takes a sip of water.

      Okay, that… didn’t feel fuckin’ great, but again, I know Constance has a weird hold over her. I sip my water and let my focus move to the asshole in question.

      “And what might you be ordering, Atlas?”

      I snort. “Atticus. And I’m getting the Pickle Party.”

      I shoot Goldie a wink, and she softens a little, but still, she’s off. I don’t like this version of Goldie, and not because there are parts of her I don’t like. I love all of Goldie, but this ain’t my Goldie. This is Constance’s Goldie, and she’s not even real.

      “Pickle party,” Constance repeats. “I must see this.” She flicks open her menu and drags a mauve-painted nail down the lamination until she spots it. Her nose wrinkles, and her face sours. “Oh my.”

      “What’s in it?” Goldie asks because she and I have never come here together. Not yet. But it’s what I always get. This place didn’t exist when Mere was alive, but she loved pickling things. Her affinity for baking and cooking bled to canning and jarring, and in that process, she learned how to make some amazing pickled onions, carrots, and… well, pickles.

      “Pickled okra, pickled chimichurri, pickle chips, and sauerkraut on a meat patty,” Constance reads aloud. “I’m not a fan of pickled or preserved anything.”

      I shrug. “My kid sister used to enjoy making pickled onions, and this burger reminds me of her,” I admit, and why the fuck am I wasting such a personal admission on Constance fuckin’ Berry? But when Goldie’s hand spreads over my thigh beneath the table, I know why; it’s for her. This whole lunch is for her. I just need to rise the fuck above.

      “Oh, how interesting. She must have quite the breath,” Constance gives a little, sadistic type of laugh that injects itself straight into my veins, flooding me with immediate rage.

      This fuckin’ lady sucks. There are no ifs, ands, or buts about it.

      “She’s dead,” I say, hating how cold the words come out, but Jesus, Constance Berry is not meant for easily triggered people. Because in under three minutes, I’m fuckin’ triggered.

      But Goldie’s hand tightens around my thigh as she slides it down toward my knee, massaging me affectionately.

      “Mom, that was rude,” she says, and I’m surprised because I didn’t expect her to say anything. Equally, I wouldn’t have been mad at her for not. But she did.

      The waiter approaches, and instead of diffusing the tension at our table, he increases it when he sees me.

      “Atti, yo, remember me? I apprenticed at the Kings for a year a few years back.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Oh yeah.” I look at his name tag. “Carlos, what’s up?”

      He shrugs, focusing only on me as we catch up. I mean, I don’t want to catch up, but he’s doing it. “Been working here since they opened a few years back. Still trying to find what’s right for me, but I don’t know. I thought I’d know, but nothing has felt like the thing,” he says, and his tone tells me he’s looking to me for advice.

      “You’ll know it when you find it. If you don’t feel like you’ve found it, it’s ‘cause you haven’t,” I tell him, and that’s the truth. I’ll never forget my first engine rebuild with my Dad in the garage of their place. Something inside me went off like a rocket, and I knew.

      “I hope I find my thing, man,” Carlos says ruefully as he takes his pad and pen from the pocket on his apron. “Alright, what’re we having?” he asks with a smile.

      Constance, who I glance at to order first because old ladies first and whatnot, is legit glaring at Carlos when she says, “I’ll have the micro greens salad,” she says with arrogance. How can a salad be ordered with arrogance? I don’t know, but it fuckin’ can. “Extra Kohlrabi if possible.” She smiles and hands him the menu. “The chef will know what that means.”

      Carlos eyes me, but I give him a stoic expression. He clears his throat when taking the menu from Constance. “I know what Kohlrabi is. And it’s mixed with red cabbage, red Russian kale, and broccoli, so we can’t add extra.”

      Refusing to acknowledge that she was just a massive bitch to this kid, Constance gives what I’m learning to be her signature nose wrinkle. “Just… ask.”

      He smiles, and I can feel the tightness of his jaw as he maintains it. I know, kid, I know.

      When he disappears, the real fun begins.

      “So your end goal is mechanic, then?”

      I take a sip of my water to cool my anger. Goldie keeps her hand on my knee, but I notice now her leg is no longer bouncing. “Well, Constance, I’m good at what I do, and I love doin’ it, so no, I’m not shootin’ to be a stockbroker in my late forties.”

      She studies her cuticles. “Stocks are a good place to be.”

      I lean over the table and coax her closer with my finger. “I’ll let you in on a secret. Stockbrokers drive to work, either in their car or on a train or in a taxi.” I drive my thumb into my chest. “I fix those things.” I lean back. “If that ain’t job security, I don’t know what is.”

      “Don’t they have robots that repair vehicles now? Robots that do your job? Hmm?”

      “Mom–”

      I lift my hand and keep my focus on Constance. People like this want to rattle you. She knows what she’s doing.  Yeah, she probably believes all the shit she’s hawking, but she knows she’s trying to get a reaction from me. To prove to Goldie I ain’t the guy.

      Fuck that.

      I’m the guy, goddamn it.

      “I think they got robots that can do anything. Hell, they got tiny computers that can do the job of a stockbroker, too. They learn about a stock and use everything they know about other stocks to decide if you should buy, sell, or trade. And computers know more than stock brokers, so… I guess if I get replaced, the stockbrokers will have been replaced long before me since their job is easier to compute.”

      I will not be fucked with by some pseudo-intellectual white-collar elitist with shit parenting skills and even shittier human skills.

      She lost this round, so she sips her drink and turns her focus to Goldie.

      “And how is human resources treating you?” she asks, saying those two words like she’s saying how’s hooking the streets or how is it turning tricks. I ain’t a big PDA guy because that shit is dumb as fuck, but I drop my hand to my leg and link my fingers together with Goldie’s. Because Goldie’s been battling this bitch alone her whole life.

      Before she can respond, Constance adds, “you must miss public relations. That’s where the excitement is. That’s where your skills really get put to use.”

      Goldie smooths her other hand down the condensation on her glass, wetting the tablecloth. “I like my new job,” she says, staring at the shifting ice.

      “And there’s just no give on going back to the Brutes? Reynold must miss you,” Constance prods.

      “She ain’t goin’ back there.” I don’t want that name over this table.

      Constance fluffs her dark hair, which is styled a lot like Kitty Foreman, and I’m not sure that’s a good thing. “So that’s what’s happening. You’re letting your boyfriend dictate your life choices.”

      “While I could go back to the Brutes,” Goldie starts, the control in her tone awe-inspiring. Because I’m about ready to grab my girl and leave. What the fuck, man? How does a mother treat their child this way? I don’t care if Goldie’s nearing forty; this is fucked. I don’t let her finish her sentence.

      “She’s not going back to the Brutes because they disrespected her, and some mistakes cannot be forgiven,” I say briskly as Carlos reappears with our food.

      I can’t help but wonder if Carlos didn’t sense we needed this lunch to end quickly, too.

      After depositing our food on the table, Goldie clears her throat and something about the way she does it gets the hairs on the back of my neck standin’ up. Her voice is low and controlled, a mix of fuckin’ terrifying and, if I’m being honest, sexy, when she practically growls, “Reynold Porter raped me and had me excommunicated from the Brute family and franchise. Do you understand that? Do you understand that going back there means going back to the company that tossed me out like trash and supported a rapist?”

      Constance doesn’t flinch. At all. She picks up her fork, pushing greens around with the tines when she focuses right on Goldie’s eyes and says, “don’t be ridiculous. He was your boyfriend. That’s not rape.”

      Well, fuck. I wanted to get through this without any bullshit, because I don’t wanna add to Goldie’s stress. But it ain’t even up to me anymore.

      I find her leg under the table and squeeze it. She falls silent but I take over, because that’s how a team works. “If Goldie takes this knife here,” I start, reaching for the center of the table where a metal cup holds two sharp knives and two extra forks. “And if she stabs you right through the hand,” I say, nodding my head toward Constance’s hand wrapped around her water glass. She glances at her hand too and I don’t miss the nervousness that flashes across her face. “Would it be okay that she stabbed you because you’re family?”

      “That’s silly,” Constance says.

      “No, it ain’t. You’re silly for having a child here on this planet that you intentionally treat like shit. If anything or anyone is silly, it’s you.” I lean back as Goldie feeds her fingers through mine and brings them to the top of the table. “No always means no, now let’s get boxes to go, baby,” I say, turning to see Goldie, tears streaming down her face. “I ain’t sharing a table with her. Not anymore.”

      I drop cash on the table, and I don’t wait for boxes. I carry our plates to the serving station where Carlos is talking up a waitress. He boxes it up, we shake hands, and not more than two minutes after handing Constance a dose of reality she’s needed for too long, we’re walking through the parking lot, leaving.

      In the cab of my truck, I ask Goldie how she’s doing. I drive her back to work as she pretends she’s okay, but I grab her hand and tug it to my lap as I drive.

      “Talk to me,” I finally say.

      When her bottom lip quivers and I swear, I can feel my heart turn to broken shards, never to fit together easily again. I hate hurting her. But this is love. Telling people their shit when they need to hear it. Even if lunch went off the rails, we gotta be honest. She taught me that.

      “Okay, I’ll start. I think some part of you had a problem bein’ with me in front of your mom today. And that’s not because of who I am but who you are. You’re used to feelin’ like you gotta make her happy.” I force my tongue across my bottom lip so my mouth doesn’t seal shut. Even if it’s the truth, purging the words is painful. “You don’t deserve to feel bad when you’re actually happy. You know that, right?”

      She stays silent, looking lost and hurt, and confused.

      “I love you. But I won’t make room for shame and guilt for our entire lives…” I shove my hand through my hair and let a chestful of frustration out. “And more than that? You need to be good to yourself. Because until that happens, no one else can.”

      When she swipes at her cheeks with her wrists, tipping her chin up, I nearly fuckin’ puke. I love her more than I should. I love her dangerously. The wicked type of love that fucks up your logic and makes you mad. I’d do anything for her.

      “Atticus,” she says, but then she doesn’t move, and neither do I. It’s silent for what’s probably only a few seconds but feels like a goddamn lifetime. She blinks slowly, and I swallow dryly.

      “I’m not ashamed of you, I love you.” Sobs wrack her chest, and my mind goes a little fuzzy, desperate to tune out her deep cry. “I’m just not used to the person I’m becoming, and today I felt trapped between two worlds!” Nothing is gentle anymore. Her sobs have turned to pants, and her eyes are wide with palpable anger. I don’t think it’s for me, but I’ll absorb it. I’d rather her get this poison out than keep it trapped inside.

      “I understand.”

      Our eyes idle together in silence as barbed wire claws its way up my spine, making my skin slick with nervous sweat. “You may not be confident in who you’re becoming but you know who you wanna be. In those two worlds, you know which one has people who will go to the ends of the earth to support you and which will keep you trapped in the past.” I wipe her tears. “I am so proud of you for standing up to her today, about Reynold.”

      The anger slides off her face, and for a moment, I see vulnerability. A few seconds where she realizes I’m not in this to fight, and I don’t dream of disturbing her life. I just want her in her best fuckin’ form.

      I grab her by the chin and yank her toward me. “I fuckin’ love you.” I seal her lips to mine, kissing her before I continue.

      “I’m gonna say things right now because that’s who I am.” She doesn’t flinch, so I go for it. “Your mom is a bitch, Goldie, and you gotta get away from that shit. She poisons your head. You like your new job, and she has you feelin’ bad about it, I can tell.” I’m not even gonna touch that she tried to gaslight her daughter into believing she wasn’t actually raped. “And you wanted the curry noodles; she didn’t want you to eat.”

      “That happens a lot. I lose my appetite often,” she says, voice low and her gaze focused on her hands in her lap.

      “What’s that mean?” I ask, a flurry of comments about food and eating rushing back to me in pieces.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.” Glancing at her watch, she gives me a sad smile. “No time anyway; I gotta get back.”

      I lean across the cab and give her a kiss meant to show her I love her, to tell her it’s okay, and to prove I’m on her side. She smiles when we pull apart, opening the door but lingering in the cab for one more second.

      “You’re right about my Mom. I’m not far enough into therapy yet to know how to categorize how I feel or to have had a better handle on that lunch. Thank you for standing up for me and getting us out of there. I love you so much for that. It was just… a lot in my head today.”

      I grunt. I spoke my peace, and she understood. “Have a good afternoon. Call me when you’re off.”

      She smiles. “I will.”

      I’m still learnin’ what she needs and how she needs it. Right now is a time for me to learn a little about her. How she processes.

      Before she can get inside, I hop out of the truck and deliver her a kiss and a hug, and I get the feelin’ she’s fighting back tears, but she never breaks. Not in front of me, at least. If she’s gonna, I wish it would be with me. But I let her go, and she goes inside.

      Back at Wrench Kings, I’m feeling sour.

      The rest of the day goes by pretty fast, though, because Miller and I are wrist-deep in a spark plug replacement followed by an ignition coil repair, which ultimately leads to an ignition coil replacement.

      I haven’t received so much as a text from Goldie this afternoon, and I chalk it up to her being busy at work. When I’m getting back in my truck, my Mom calls.

      “Done at the shop?” She greets me when I answer.

      “Yup. What’s up?”

      “There’s a clog in the dishwasher line. The internal garbage disposal is clogged.”

      I scratch the back of my head. “I told Dad he has to rinse the plates better if he’s gonna use the dishwasher.”

      Mom sighs a year’s worth of pent-up sighs. “I know, Atticus, I’ve been telling him the same thing for forty years. Can you come look at it?”

      I turn the key in the ignition. “Yeah, I’ll be there in ten. Leaving Kings now.”

      “Okay,” she says, “see you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “I told you last time I took this fuckin’ thing apart!” I shout at my Dad, who only partially deserves it. Mostly I’m angry at Goldie’s mom, and I’m takin’ it out on my Dad because that's what people do. Misdirect their anger and hurt to people they care about because they don’t know how to handle it.

      “I didn’t put celery or carrots down there!” Dad defends, though by the way the motor ain’t even running when I flip the switch; I don’t buy it.

      I’ve been on my side under the sink for an hour already, and— “sweet potato,” I grunt as my fingers connect with a chunk of slimy orange peel. “That’s worse than carrots and celery combined.”

      “Well,” Dad harrumphs, “you didn’t say anything about sweet potato!”

      After I get out from under the sink, I wash my hands and face him. “How about this? All fresh food goes in the garbage. Think of the garbage disposal in the dishwasher as broken. Expect it to do nothing.”

      He waves a hand down, his expression unimpressed—which is how he usually looks after I save his ass and hand him a lecture. “Fine, fine.”

      Mom hands me a small mug with an inch of Brandy in it. “You’re cross today.”

      Tired and sore—because six feet four inches doesn’t belong under a sink for more than a few minutes—I collapse into a kitchen chair and divulge it all.

      “I met Goldie’s mom today at lunch.”

      Mom’s lips twitch with discomfort. “How was it?” she asks kindly, though I know Goldie talks to my Mom. I know they even talk on the phone sometimes. Chances are, Mom knows all about Constance Berry.

      “Awful. She ragged on me, ragged on Oakcreek, ragged on the waiter… but the worst was how she talked to Goldie.”

      “Not good?” Mom questions with no real suspense on her face. She’s being diplomatic, and even though Goldie isn’t here, I love her for respecting Goldie that way.

      “Her mom makes comments about everything, and I can’t be upset about her talking about the Brutes because she didn’t know what happened until today. But…” I shake my head. “She gets in Goldie’s head. Today, Goldie wanted curry noodles, and Constance shit-talked her, and then Goldie hardly ate a fuckin’ bite.” My body buzzes with anxiety. I hate that someone has power over her like that. Enough mind games to make her not fuckin’ eat.

      Mom sips her Brandy and finds my eyes over the mug as I drink, too.

      “You should talk to her about that. Be there for her. Encourage her to share.”

      I finish my Brandy as irritation climbs my spine. “You’re talkin’ like once again you know more about my girl than me,” I grit out, now feelin’ all sorts of irritated. But I can’t be. Because the fact that Goldie found safety and solace in my Mom… that does shit to my heart. And while I wish it were me, I know it’s gonna be soon. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why don’t you tell me?” I balk, the urgency to know whatever it is running through me like lava.

      “I thought she would or that she already had told you,” Mom says calmly, not a single wrinkle in her forehead.

      “Is it a bad sign she hasn’t?” I ask, wishing there was more Brandy left in the mug.

      Mom shakes her head, and I know when Mom’s lying, and she isn’t. Her face never shifts, and her eyes don’t leave mine. “No.” She pats my hand over the table. “When did you tell her about Meredith?”

      The mention of her folds my heart in half. “Just last night.”

      “Then,” Mom bargains.

      She’s right. I don’t need to be worried; I just need to be better for her.

      “I’m gonna go,” I tell my Mom. I shout goodbye to my Dad, and he gets off the hook without a secondary lecture about the garbage disposal.

      “Keep loving her, son; that’s what she really needs,” Mom says as we part.

      I don’t tell her that I do love Goldie. Guess I don’t have to. It’s clear she knows. She smooths her fingers over the bruises running across my knuckles. “I saw on the news that Reynold Porter is taking leave for six weeks.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Is that right?”

      She doesn’t smile, but she pulls me down for a kiss on the cheek. “I love your heart, son.”
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      Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my ever-loving god.

      “I called him three times, and he’s not picking up. And I sent him a cute text and… I don’t even think he’s read it!” I shout through my phone, pacing my tiny kitchen. The floor sticks to my barefoot a little with each step. The Lysol is sticky.

      My floor was Lysoled by my boyfriend.

      Who I had hot freaky sex with last night.

      “Hold on; I’m putting on socks,” I moan to Beck as I pad down the hallway and start digging through my top drawer.

      Beck laughs. “Honestly, Goldie, I think you’re freaking out and overreacting.”

      “Tell me how you really feel,” I deadpan, sitting down on the edge of the bed to pull on socks with little black cats wearing witch hats on them.

      “This is a time when now that you’re in therapy and I can totally get away with saying this–”

      “Nice.”

      “Right? Anyway, this is a time when you are like Connie. You get all twitchy and high-strung and, like, project all these fake worries onto people, villainizing them in the process.”

      “I didn’t villainize Atticus. I wouldn’t–”

      “I know. I’m just saying. You’re in the twitchy phase, and I’m trying to back you out before you go too far.”

      I groan and fall back onto my bed, tossing my forearm over my eyes. “Ugh, I think you’re right. That’s the worst part. I’m drama, and you’re right!”

      Beck laughs and then laughs some more, so I, of course, start to giggle, too.

      “Seriously, though. He told you he loves you.”

      Yep. I told Beck.

      “And… I mean… he’s Atticus. He wouldn’t say that, defend you against the evil witch at lunch and then abandon you because you didn’t stand up to Connie on his behalf.” A door closes in the background, and Beau shouts, “hey, Goldie” as Beck’s focus returns to me. “He’s a big boy.”

      “Amen,” I whisper.

      “As I was saying, I'm sure he doesn’t need or expect you to stand up for him. I mean, you said yourself he gave her some back pretty good, right?”

      I nod, now back to sitting up and biting my nail. “Yeah, I mean, he did, but I don’t know if I spoke up for him enough. It’s a blur. The whole time I just kept thinking, I hate you, I hate you, I hate you.”

      Beck’s tone is soft. “You know, it doesn’t make you a bad person not to need or want a close relationship with your mom.”

      I sniffle, my eyes burning. “You don’t think so, huh?”

      “That,” Beck says, her tone sharp. That’s a real friend. Yelling at you when you’re crying, because you’re being a total baby. “That need for approval. You know she’s a bitch, Goldie. And you know that’s never gonna change. She’s damaging and toxic, and no one can validate your need to separate from her if you can’t.”

      “I know,” I whisper because in my sessions with Dr. Longo, I’ve been learning about my insecurities around decision-making. Confidence-based decision-making is rooted in a healthy childhood where a multitude of opportunities have been given during growth so children grow up comfortable with critical thinking and, by default, decision-making.

      Constance ran my life like she was my rude, pessimistic personal assistant.

      “You okay?” Beck asks, her voice now full of concern. “I am trying to help you, but I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I know,” I whisper again, and the other line beeps.

      “I gotta go,” I say, pulling my phone from my face to read Atticus’s name across the screen. “It’s him.”

      “Good luck. And hey, he’s okay. Alright? You two are going to be fine.”

      “Thanks. Call you later.”

      Then, I click over.

      “Hey,” his gruff voice vibrates through the line.

      “Hey,” I say, pulling my knees to my chest and pinching the phone to my ear with my shoulder. “I want to see you tonight. Do you want to see me?”

      “Yes.” We’re both quiet, and my heart flutters at what it could mean. I get to see him. Beck’s right. It will be okay. “I’m coming over now.”

      “Hey, why… why didn’t you answer my calls earlier?” I ask, feeling pleased with myself for asking, for having the courage to find out rather than sit and assume and build a story based on my own frantic, insecure narrative. I want to know, and it’s a harmless question that people in a relationship are entitled to ask. I set my shoulders back and prepare for an argument.

      “Oh shit, sorry, baby,” he says, groaning. “I was under my Dad’s sink all night. He clogged their dishwasher garbage disposal with sweet potato, and I had to completely take apart the line. My phone was in my jacket, and my jacket was probably on the couch.”

      My eyes water. Tears spill over. I laugh. The laugh becomes a little hysterical.

      “You ok?” he asks, sounding… concerned.

      “I thought you were going to dump me because of lunch. That you were ignoring me.”

      He growls. “I thought we got square in the truck after all that.” Another deep breath. “I’m gonna have to swat that ass of yours for thinking I could ignore you. If you don’t know you’re mine, there won’t be a question after tonight.”

      “You stood up for me and I just sat there, dazed—”

      “You’re used to trash, but I already told ya, I’m the King.”

      I laugh, and tears of relief and happiness run down my cheeks. Crying from… happiness? That’s a fuckin’ thing? And doing it without a purple and pink screaming newborn on my chest or a man on a knee at my feet? A normal life moment warranting crying from happiness?

      Never. Fucking. Before.

      But now I’m with Atticus.

      “See you soon,” he offers darkly.

      And then I have ten minutes to get ready for him.
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        * * *

      

      Seeing his boots lined up by my door gives me a little thrill. I watch as he shrugs off his leather jacket, peeling his arms out of his flannel beneath, too. Once he’s in jeans, socks, and his Wrench Kings button-up, his hair a damp-looking mess on the top of his head, I melt into him.

      He wouldn’t come over if he were mad, and I don’t want to make leaps about how people feel. And he told me we’re good—he just wanted me to understand that I have people in my corner now.

      My fingers don’t connect when my arms are wrapped around his waist, but it feels so good to hold him. He’s warm, and the smell of concrete and sweat is soothing to my anxious nerves.

      He drops a kiss on the top of my head and pulls back, tugging on the string of my robe. It doesn’t open because it’s knotted, but I definitely spent the last ten minutes lotioning and preparing. Under this robe is a good time, but right now, we have to talk.

      God, adulting is hard.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “I’m so sorry about lunch today.”

      His eyes trickle over the satin robe where my nipple is puckered beneath. Reaching out with his thumb and forefinger, he pinches it hard. The base of my spine grows warm.

      “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t stand up for you,” I rasp, the beginnings of emotion at the base of my throat, warmth forming behind my eyes. “I should have stood up for you. By not doing that, you probably think I agree with the things she said, but I don’t. I don’t, and I feel like shit for just… letting her talk shit.”

      His face is stoic as ever and gives nothing away. He pinches my other nipple, and my knees grow wobbly. “I told you, I don’t need you to stand up for me. I need you to stand up for yourself because my old lady doesn’t let anyone take her down like that.”

      He hooks a finger in the lapel and tugs the satin to rest beneath my breast. Stepping to eliminate the space between us, he slowly bends, sealing his mouth to my nipple.

      His rough, cold beard grating my soft, warm skin as my fingers feed through the back of his hair makes me shudder. He isn’t mad… I’m trying to focus on that as his lips tighten and his teeth pinch the hard tip of my breast, biting gently.

      When I moan, he pops off, and then I’m looking up at him, both of us getting a little breathless.

      “I was gonna ask you why you didn’t tell me,” he starts as he watches his hand smooth down my arm. “But I didn’t tell you about Mere til just recently. So that wouldn’t have been fair of me.”

      “Why I didn’t tell you about what?” His hand smoothing down my arm feels like a hug for my soul, and holy shit, now this man is making me a freakin’ poet.

      A wet poet.

      “Your aversion to food,” he says carefully like he’s not sure what he’s allowed to say or how to say what he wants to express, and I love that he’s handling this with gloves. I wish I didn’t need that, but I do.

      In my sessions with Dr. Longo, we’ve already spent a decent amount of time on my emotional ties to eating and my emotional triggers to food aversion. At the restaurant earlier, I missed an opportunity to eat despite the trigger, and I should have, I know.

      But I also know change isn’t instant, overnight, or easy. “I’m working on it with Dr. Longo, and today I should have eaten. I need to start retraining my brain to eat, no matter how I’m feeling.”

      “I’m glad you’re workin’ on it. But I want you to know; you can tell me shit. Anything. Even this stuff.” He steals a kiss from my lips and pinches my nipple again.

      “I was ashamed,” I admit, surprising myself with the word choice. I never say that word. The evil ‘a’ word. There’s something about feeling ashamed of your very existence and another thing to admit it.

      This time, he twists my nipple and holds it there, the sharp pain stealing my breath momentarily. “You never gotta be ashamed with me.” He holds me captive by the grip he has on my tit. “Got it?”

      I nod.

      He seals his mouth to my nipple again and gives it a rousing suck before he releases me, working the tie in my robe.

      “I hate that she talked to you that way,” I breathe as slickness burgeons between my legs.

      “Fuck her,” he says, “you know I don’t care what anyone thinks.” His mouth trails down my belly as he drops to his knees right here in the kitchen. “Just be real with me, Goldie girl. That’s all I want.”

      Then his tongue is making quick swipes through my lips, opening me up, and moving my wetness around. He groans, I moan, and a moment later, he’s on his feet, hoisting me to the countertop. He pulls his wallet out and digs around in it, finally finding a blue foil square.

      “I need to fuck you, Goldie. I need to fuck you until you feel better because I hate seeing you down. I hate seeing the way she gets in your head.”

      “You’re in my head,” I whisper, feeling drunk off of everything Atticus Winters. How could I not be?

      “Yeah?” he works his jeans with one hand, his hungry eyes not leaving mine.

      I nod. “Yeah. I was so worried you were mad; you were going to break up with me. All before…” I trail off, watching him snake his big dick from his boxer briefs, pants banded around his thighs. As soon as it’s out, my breathing hitches, and my lips tingle as saliva pools below my tongue.

      He’s mouth-watering.

      His skilled hand closes around his shaft, thumb and middle finger not reaching. The corners of my jaw burn with anticipation. I want him in my mouth, but then, my lower half buzzes as my body prepares to take him— “I want to suck you, but I want you inside me more.”

      “We got time for everything.” Tearing the foil square with his teeth, he places the condom on the head of his cock, and with one hand, rolls it down. Everything he does is intoxicating and arousing, I swear.

      “I don’t like condoms,” I whisper, not because I’ve ever had sex without them but because I want to feel every raw inch of him buried inside me.

      “That don’t go well with not wanting a kid,” he groans. Damn that detail. I’m not on the pill, either. I stopped the night… Well, I stopped taking everything after that, including multivitamins, because when you’re in survival mode, daily vitamins, birth control, and skin care aren’t a priority. “You on the pill?”

      Sadly, I shake my head.

      His eyebrow cocked is starting to turn me on. “You don’t like condoms, but you’re not on the pill,” he muses, pointing out how these things do not go together.

      I smile, feeling a little exposed but willing to go there with him. “I’ve never actually had sex without a condom. I just… didn’t want to use one with you.”

      His face remains stoic, but he lets out a long, continuous groan that tells me that was an answer he liked. Bonus points: it was the truth! I didn’t have to be any version of me but me, and he wants me. He loves me.

      God, that’s vindicating and ego-boosting all at the same time. And after Reynold and the Brutes… it’s just how I need to feel.

      “If you don’t want the monster to put a baby in you, and you’re sure, I’ll get snipped,” he says as he aligns said monster at my pussy. Just the friction of his head against me makes me moan a little.

      “You’d get a vasectomy for me?” I ask, shocked because that’s not the typical response from a man you aren’t married to. Most men direct you to get on the pill or get the shot, but Atticus is offering to handle it all. “You don’t want kids, either?”

      He shrugs. “You yourself call me grandpa,” he winks. “But the truth is, baby girl, I want you. I ain’t never been so sure. So if you don’t want to be a mom, then I’ll get it taken care of so I can enjoy that pussy bareback and so I can give my queen what she wants,” he bristles, sinking half of his fat length inside me. My body stretches like she knows it’s him and gives him as much space as she can. It burns, but it burns so good. “This monster cock, unsheathed,” he growls as he buries the rest of himself deep inside me.

      “Oh fuck,” I murmur as my body adjusts to all of him being fully seated. “Just.. just a second,” I whisper, squeezing my eyes shut, willing the burning to subside. A moment later, all burning has morphed into rolling waves of pleasure. My body throbs around him as he slowly starts to move inside of me, fucking me in long, deep strokes.

      Through the heat and sweat and moans, our eyes lock.

      He sinks inside me again, this time faster and with a bit more strength. On the next pass, with one hand on my thigh, he seals his palm around my throat. “You’re gonna stand up for yourself from now on, isn’t that right?” My air isn’t restricted, but my breathing is shallow nonetheless. I can’t believe I love him holding me this way, but holy fuck, it’s so hot.

      “Yes,” I whimper, my hands going to his wrist and forearm, holding him while he grips me.

      “Yeah, you are.” His groans and the sound of his skin whacking mine fills my small kitchen. “You’re my good fuckin’ girl, isn’t that right?”

      Atticus serving me with praise is officially the thing I never knew I always needed.

      “Right,” I breathe as his dick pushes me to the edge of orgasm in under five minutes. I always made Reynold cum so fast, and I thought it was because I was so good. But now I see it was really just he was just a selfish prick. Atticus lasting for me, to bring me to the finish line multiple times–that’s how a real man fucks.

      “You’re there, ain’t ya?” he groans, and never in my life did I think one of the words leading me to an orgasmic explosion would be ‘ain’t’ but here the fuck I am, legs wide, heart full.

      I nod, sweat glistening on both of our bare, pink bodies as he does the work, and I just sit there, clawing at his shoulders, panting, dying to cum, the entire situation an ethereal blend of dream and reality. “Yes, fuck me, fuck me, Atticus, fuck me hard,” I beg, realizing tears are now streaming down my cheeks.

      He pulls out and slides his hand to the back of my neck, fingers driving up into my hair. Pushing my head gently, he commands me to watch.

      “Watch,” he roars as he steals himself from me, leaving my vagina to make a weird, hollowing noise. He ignores it, and because of that, I have zero embarrassment. Tearing off the condom, fist choking his erection, he pumps slow and tight. When his hand works up to the head, the force brings a thick drop of precum to the slit. “See that? See how close I am to fuckin’ losin’ it,” he growls through clenched teeth.

      “The–the–the condom,” I manage to pant out as I struggle to stay on the edge, seriously concerned at this point about ruining myself. He pumps himself again, sending the bead of cream dripping down his shaft, sliding between veins of strain.

      “Until I fill your pussy and watch myself ooze out while I suck your clit, I’m gonna fill that ass. Make it mine.” The sound of spit hitting his palm has my heart palpitating. The way this man uses spit as lube drives me mad with raunchy pleasure.

      I gulp, and it earns me a wink. Our eyes connected, he slides the slick head of his bare cock to my hole, pushing in with a burst of movement. I wince and jerk back on the counter a little, but he wraps his arm around me, resting his palm on my lower back with protection and comfort.

      “There you go. Good girl.” His hips roll forward, and I slap at his shoulders, my physical reaction telling him no but my words and my heart saying yes.

      “More, more, more,” I pant as my lower half begins to relax, each inch of him burning me open, feeling contrarily and confusingly like a sedative to me. When his balls slap the edge of the counter, and he groans, the pressure in my taint blossoms into a buzzing intensity, and I swear my g-spot thrums at the fullness.

      “That’s my good girl. Opening up that tight ass for your man,” he whispers the dirtiest words I’ve ever heard—the most romantic words I’ve ever heard–and I realize his hand is tenderly cupping the back of my head.

      This sex.

      On the counter. In my ass. Me a crying, sweating mess.

      This is the equivalent of “movie missionary.” This is our romantic, soul-tying, connection-deepening lovemaking. Our version.

      I would never have envisioned the “it” sex with the love of my life being like this.

      And that makes me love it so much more.

      Him, too.

      With his hand still tenderly holding my head, his hips never stop as he brings his full lips to my nipple, sucking me into his mouth.

      It’s feral and reactionary, but it’s also so gentle and tender like his heart is directly tied to every touch, every kiss, and every lick.

      “Your little asshole is so goddamn tight; she’s choking my cock,” he groans, shaking his head, sending beads of sweat everywhere, Across my forehead, on my chest… in my mouth. I lick my lips and swallow, and even though I can’t taste much, just knowing it was there puts fire in my veins.

      “I’m cl—”

      “I’m gonna cum,” I whine, bearing down on his cock, my nails so deep in his shoulders that he has to be in pain. He has to. But he doesn’t say a word.

      His hips slap against me a few more times, rough and hard, and then he comes to an abrupt halt, all the way inside of me. He grabs my throat again, this time leaving his thumb across my chin.

      His grip is tight but tender as the heat of his cum spreads through me. His erection burns me as it flexes and erupts, filling me with his hot release. I feel full, warm, and strange and I don’t even know how I came without rubbing my clit, but… holy crap.

      “I love you,” I say on a momentous exhale as I try to catch my breath. “I love you,” I repeat again, wanting to enjoy myself saying it. “I love you,” I try a third time, and that’s the charm because he yanks me to him–by the throat–and crashes his mouth to mine. At some point, his cock slips out of me, along with a rush of cum, but he stays tucked between my legs, eating my face and whispering sweet things to me.

      “You were so good, Goldie.”

      “I love you.”

      “God, I’m addicted to your perfect little ass.”

      “That ass holds my cum so good; you’re such a good girl.”

      That last one has me molten.

      I fall asleep excited for the future.
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      atticus

      
        
        All of my favorite holes, open and on display

      

      

      Even though I got my own place, I ain’t been there since last week. Not for more than a couple of minutes, grabbing clothes and checking the mail.

      At our age, we’ve had time to ourselves. We’ve had the slow-paced ‘let’s see where it goes’ relationships. Now we’re ready to quit wastin’ time since we’ve found each other.

      That’s how I see it, at least.

      “It’s not the first time. Hell, Goldie’s been talking to my Mom on the phone a few days a week for a while now,” I tell Beau, who is trying to ruffle me up over the fact that Goldie and I are having dinner with my folks tonight–first time as an official couple.

      Doesn’t matter to me. My Mom knew Goldie was mine before we put a label on anything, so I don’t feel weird at all. Plus, that’s how it rolls with Goldie. Nothing’s weird. She’s in the middle of her journey to being the most open and genuine version of herself, and no matter how her quest is going that day, I get the real her, always.

      So do my parents. That’s why I’m not worried about dinner. After a lunch with Constance Berry that felt more like absorbing shots from a firing squad than a “meet your mom” meal, I feel like I could tackle anything.

      “That sounds fun. Dinner with your family and the person you love,” Miller shakes his head all sad and shit. I know he’s happy for me, but I know he ain’t even talkin’ about me right now. He’s talking ‘bout him.

      Years back, when Miller came here looking to apprentice, he was completely lost and on his own. He’d come from a religious compound, so he called it, and had been taught to work on trucks there. When he turned eighteen, there weren’t enough female companions in the cult, ahem, I mean, the compound, so they booted him.

      Gave him a couple hundred bucks, a map of California, and a bus ticket to leave the Pacific Northwest. Now I don’t know if he keeps in touch with anyone or not because I ain’t his personal diary, but I do know that the first few years he worked with me at Wrench Kings, he was quiet.

      Not shy quiet, either. But the kind of quiet where you’re fightin’ demons and shit.

      In the time he’s been here, I ain’t heard him reference family much. For the last two years, he’s had Thanksgiving and Christmas dinner with Beau. Before that, I’m not sure. And now that I got Goldie and I’m coming to terms with my own shit, I realize I oughta know.

      Miller may be a guy I work with, but the truth is, he’s a friend too. Maybe now’s the time I start bein’ a better friend.

      I slap him between the shoulder blades. “One day, man, one day you’ll meet a down chick with a great family, and you’ll be complaining to me about how many family parties you gotta hit up during the holidays.”

      He laughs a little, but it’s not real. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Not maybe, dude. You will.”

      He shrugs, picking invisible lint off the front of his Wrench Kings button-up before shoving a hand through his sun-kissed strawberry hair. “It will be what it will be,” he says quietly.

      I’m not lookin’ to pick a fight, but I know he’s all fucked up over the girl that dumped him a month or so ago. Not to revisit bad feelings, but I gotta make sure he knows that chick was bullshit.

      She dumped him because he was “just a mechanic,” and he knew that he would never be able to give her the lifestyle she wanted.

      Money-hungry bitch is what I called her.

      “You need confidence, my man,” I tell him, leaning over the Plexi-topped counter to force him to look at me. Darkness bands under his eyes, and I wonder how long he’s been like this. “You have to believe in everything you.”

      Delane, who I thought had her EarPods in, turns from her position behind the computer. “Believe in everything you?”

      Though sarcasm usually drips from my tone the way it does hers, I get serious because I rarely do, and that oughta tell Miller I mean it.

      “I said what I said,” I say, glaring at Delane, who’s more focused on Miller now that I really am paying attention.

      “You have to know you’re a fuckin’ bomb mechanic, and that is a stellar, stand-up career. Can’t make you believe that if you don’t. And just because some chick who likes fancy purses and designer shoes thinks it’s below her station doesn’t mean it is. It means her priorities are all outta fuckin’ whack, man. And anyway,” I say, discovering I’m more passionate about this rant than I realized, “you don’t wanna be with someone who makes you feel bad. You wanna be with someone who brings out all the good shit in you that doesn’t get a chance to surface normally. You wanna be with someone who looks at you like the world ain’t a place to be if you ain’t in it. And no one who tells you that you ain’t good enough is that person. So yeah, believe in yourself. Any chick would be lucky to have you.”

      Delane’s lips curl down in surprise. “Wow, that was… actually really accurate and very nice.”

      I bow. “Thank you. I am a human under the grease.”

      Yes, I know I’m greasy. I just don’t fuckin’ care. And I don’t have to. Because the most beautiful fuckin’ woman in the world loves me, grease and all. Miller needs to get himself a Goldie.

      I look at my watch. “Well… later.”

      Delane snorts. “A huge speech and then ‘later.’ The old Atti’s in there.”

      “I’m not a new Atticus,” I argue. “I’m just… a better Atticus.”

      Delane rolls her eyes. “That’s so corny.”

      I shrug. “I love corn.” Then I leave, hoping Delane has a talk with Miller about life. Younger than both Miller and Beau, Delane has a real view of life that often makes me feel young at forty-two. She’s been through some shit, and she’s strong as hell for it.

      Miller could learn a thing or two from her.
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        * * *

      

      I picked Goldie up at her place above the deli, and even though I thought the smell of sourdough baguette was hot, she had a different opinion.

      One, I got to hear about the entire drive to my folks.

      “It’s like pot. Seriously. The smell just stays in my hair, and I walk around all day dreaming of a baguette. It’s… seriously brutal.”

      I eye her across the dark cab, one hand on the steering wheel, the other right where it needs to be–draped over her leg, pushing up her skirt as I stroke the soft inside of her inner thigh.

      Never expected to learn shit about myself at forty-two, going on forty-three. And now that I’m all… in love… I’m wondering why I’m not on cloud nine.

      I mean, I am, but I don’t know. I let go of the wheel as I shift into park, feeding my fingers through my beard in thought.

      “Hey,” Goldie says softly, closing her legs so that her thigh brushes the back of my hand. My gaze goes to her. She’s fuckin’ beautiful, and the fact that she lets me fuck that waxed, sweet pussy and put my filthy hands all over her–I know I need to get a ring on that finger. I feel it in my bones.

      “I left you open, and you didn’t take the shot,” she says, stroking up my forearm as she talks. “Dreaming of a baguette,” she repeats. “Hello?” With her other hand, she grabs her crotch over her skirt and says, using a husky voice, “I got a baguette for you.”

      Fuckin’ hell. It ain’t like me to burst out laughing; the last time I did it, I think, was at the cabin with her, in fact. And with everything going through my mind tonight after talking to Miller, I’m glad she got me laughing.

      After our mutual laughter wanes, I stare out the windshield and watch the flakes of snow that swim around outside. “I’m wondering if not telling my parents the truth about Meredith has been a mistake.” I look at her, my heart flexing when I see how focused she is on me.

      Her supportive strokes up my forearms with her lean, soft fingers do everything right. “They deserve to know the truth, and at the time, I thought they couldn’t handle it. But now, even though I know it would hurt them to know, I wonder… who I am to decide who gets to know what?” I shove a hand through my hair, which is down and stringy from my time in and out of the snow today.

      “Well,” she starts slowly, now linking our fingers together between her legs. Despite the fact we’re right near her pussy, it’s not sexual at all. But goddamn I feel so close to her right now. “I think if we talk about the benefits of telling them the truth and contrast those with the downside of them knowing, maybe we can figure it out.” She squeezes my hand. “Together.”

      I nod and swallow the knot of confusing emotion. “Pro,” I start without preamble. “I would no longer be gatekeeping the truth. They would have all the facts, and there would be no secrets.”

      Goldie chews the inside of her lip as I stare at her, thinking through the next pro. But I get stuck because, what really is a pro about this? Getting guilt off my shoulders seems to be what it all boils down to. Me. Being fuckin’ selfish.

      “There’s no more pros. The only reason to tell them is not to feel shitty about not having told them,” I say, my voice rising in frustration. I’ve had this thought frequently throughout the years—telling them what really happened. But I’ve never had the balls to really face it.

      “What’s a con?” I ask out loud, Goldie still emotionally supporting me in silence, holding my hand with one and stroking my arm with the other.

      I face her. I swallow a thick lump of sadness. “It will destroy them.”

      A tear breaks past her lashes and glissades down her cheek, but she speaks calmly. “If the weight of the truth is too heavy, that doesn’t mean it’s because you haven’t told them.”

      I nod, breathless, trapped in a weird place between agony and heaven. Discussing my sweet kid sister with this incredibly complex and insanely smart woman I fell in love with almost overnight. Jesus Christ, life does move fast. Ferris Bueller was a goddamn genius.

      “I’ve really grown a lot in my sessions with Dr. Longo,” she says softly, her head now tipped toward the headrest. Relaxed physically, she continues to show her love through touch as she speaks. “Maybe you can find a way—add some tools to your toolbelt—to handle it and really process everything that happened with Mere. And maybe that eventually leads to telling them. But maybe it doesn’t. And it just leads you to a place of holistic acceptance and devotion to mental health.”

      Fuck. Going to therapy to help me process all this shit I’ve been stuffing down for years would be the ultimate respectful tribute to my sister, who lost her agonizing battle with her own mental health.

      Why have I not thought of that before?

      “I… love that,” I admire hoarsely because emotion is rampant inside me.

      “Yeah?” she asks, her smile both sad and excited, and I love how invested she is emotionally for me. Like she’s as deeply invested in this shit as me.

      “I love you,” I tell her, my voice rough and quiet. She blinks, and another tear falls, but we both ignore it. “And I will call Longo on Monday. I… need that, I think.”

      She shrugs. “We all do from time to time.”
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        * * *

      

      At my parents' place, we have the best meal I’ve ever eaten. Mom makes cobb salads, and the entire house smells like freshly crisped bacon. She’s a genius who boils her eggs in the pressure cooker in the garage so the entire house doesn’t smell like ass. The ranch dressing is homemade and, in fact, something she makes with Goldie when we get there.

      Seeing them together, I think this would be how Mom and Mere would be if Mere were still here. They’d be cooking and baking, arguing a little, too, because families argue, and yes, Goldie did in fact Google whether or not raw egg does indeed go into ranch dressing.

      Mom has French silk pie for dessert, and Goldie teaches Mom how to make fresh drip in a press she bought her–I didn’t know about it. In fact, as the night unfolds, Goldie and Mom pick up conversations clearly in the middle, leaving Dad and me to stare at each other and yawn.

      Their conversation don’t interest me.

      But below the table, my hand is gripping her thigh tighter with each secret giggle they share. I love it for her, but I love it for Mom, too.

      When we leave, I consider how I’m feeling now versus how I felt when we got here. Fucking confused and frustrated, and now, I feel as high as a kite. As good as goddamn ever.

      “Sleep at my place tonight,” I tell Goldie as she buckles up. I look across the cab at her, long dark hair over her shoulders, the ends inviting me to stare at her delicious little tits.

      She nods with a soft smile that awakens the monster. “Okay.”

      “Need anything?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. I’ll sleep naked.”

      I groan as my cock grows hard and fat against my thigh beneath my denim. I like the sound of that.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh,” she coos softly as I flip on the lights to my house. The downstairs is an open concept, with a living room meeting a wide, inviting kitchen. Everything has been redone, white and grays mixing with creams and rose golds. I did it myself because when you’re a single grandpa, you’ve got time on your hands, and when those are capable hands, you work.

      “Nope,” I cut off her aww as she runs her fingers through the white, long fur blanket draped over my couch. “There ain’t gonna be no house tour tonight.” I grab her by the wrist and pull her down the hall with me.

      “But I wanna see your house, baby,” she retorts, all soft and sweet.

      I stop us in the hall, and in a flash, I’ve got her pinned to the wall, my arms boxing her in, my knee driven up between her thighs.

      “A house is a house.” I bury my face in her neck, taking generous bites of her sweet, velvet skin. “I need that pussy right now, Goldie girl. So be a good girl, and gimme that pussy.”

      She grabs my face and yanks it to hers, and a moment later, I’m driving my cock against her groin, humping her into the wall, and she tongues my mouth, moaning.

      I step back from her, panting. “Get naked and get in my bed.”

      She’s panting, lips swollen, dark hair mussed, nipples poking through her silk blouse. She points down the hall to the door at the end. I nod.

      She disappears, and I turn toward the hall bathroom, digging around under the sink for the box of condoms. I drag it out and tear off a few, grab the lube, and head back in. There isn’t true spontaneous  sex when your cock is the size of a forearm.

      I take the time to strip down, and I haven’t showered since I’ve been workin’ all day. I can smell the hours of being under a car and feel the dried sweat on my skin. When I stalk down the hall and open my bedroom door, my cock jumps, and my groin clenches.

      Goldie is naked on the bed like I told her. She’s also on her knees and elbows, looking over her shoulder, all my favorite holes open and on display.

      “Fu-uck,” I grunt, stroking my steel rod of a dick. From over her shoulder, Goldie’s eyes lock on the place where I’m touching myself, and she wiggles her hips.

      “That is so hot.”

      “I stink,” I grumble, staring into the exact place I want to stick both my dick and my tongue.

      “I don’t care,” she murmurs, still swaying.

      “I do. I fuckin’ smell like a goddamn mechanic, baby, and I don’t…”

      “What?” She asks, flipping her hair over her shoulder onto her back completely. “Atticus, I love that you smell like you worked all day. I love that you look like it, too. And I love that I love it because it’s real.” She licks her bottom lip all slow and seductive, but she’s not even trying–she just is sex appeal. Everything she does. “Please fuck me.” She drops her voice to a hair above a whisper. “I was a good girl. I got naked and got ready for you, just like you said.”

      I drop the spare condoms to the ground, keeping one. Tearing it open, I roll it down my cock as I pop the lube open with my other hand, pouring it directly onto my sheathed dick. Then I stroke, and she puckers her ass, and god, I can’t wait another second.

      She lets go of a wild, raspy moan the moment my lips come to her ass. She’s tangy and smooth, and the way she whimpers in delight as the tip of my tongue dips in and out of her tight hole makes me leak–good thing I’m rubbered up.

      I lavish her ass with my tongue and lips, driving two fingers inside her wet, open pussy the more she writhes against me. I could make her cum like this, but I wanna feel that little cunt seize all around me and milk me for every drop.

      “Don’t cum,” I warn as I curl two fingers deep inside, my knuckles nudging her clit. She bears down, grinding against my fist as I tickle her sweet spot.

      “I’m close,” she whimpers, her voice trembling with her need to let go. I get to my knees behind her, sliding my length inside her pussy, inch by inch. She moans, pleads, and whines; as soon as I’m fully seated, she cums.

      Her walls tighten and flex, her cries of pleasure piercing the otherwise quiet room as I hold myself buried deep. Every time she seizes around me, my cock twitches, and my balls ache because I’ve been edging all night, mentally, and now that I have her like this, I can’t help it.

      “Fuck!” I groan, smacking her ass hard as her horny little pussy continues milking and coaxing me.

      I’m about to bite into my bottom lip and call in the fuckin’ reserves to stave this off—thinking about knitting—when she glances at me over her shoulder, biting into her swollen bottom lip. “Use my mouth,” she breathes, “take off the condom and use my mouth.”

      “Turn around,” I grit out, and as she does, I yank the condom off and grip the base of my cock, waiting for her open mouth. When she gives it to me, I slide the crown onto her tongue, her dark green eyes glistening up at me. She’s too beautiful; I’m too fuckin’ happy and way too fuckin’ close.

      “Fu-uck!” I growl as I wrap my palm around her throat while holding my cock steady with the other hand. Then I fill her mouth; my cock spasms as my balls empty themselves in long, thick ribbons of cum. She swallows without choking, and when a single bead of cum slips past her lips, I use my thumb to bring it back to her. She licks it up with ease as I take my cockhead out of her mouth and lift her up to me.

      Moving to kiss her, she puts her hand up between us, blocking our mouths. “Wait—I just swallowed your cum.”

      I shrug. “Like before, I don’t give a fuck. It’’s mine.” Then I seal my mouth to hers, and we kiss, and my cock stirs because, with her, even grandpas can go back-to-back. But I’d still like that shower.

      “Come on. Let’s go shower then finish off the French silk pie Mom sent home with us.”

      She wiggles her brows. “Oh, yeah…” she glances around the room. “Can we eat it in bed while we watch murder documentaries?”

      I wrap my palm around her throat and take her mouth in a short kiss. “Of fucking course we can.”

      And I don’t bring it up in the shower, but she ate so good at dinner. And I feel good about therapy, and she’s thriving with it.

      I think we’re gonna be just fine.
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      goldie

      
        
        Call in sick

      

      

      Four weeks later.

      “Fuck pilates and spin,” I pant to Beck, who is jogging alongside me. “And fuck this.”

      We stop, both of us gripping our knees, bent over like total fuckin’ grannies as we attempt a five-mile run.

      “My tits hurt,” she complains.

      “Everything hurts,” I join.

      She pulls a bottle of water from some banded contraption around her waist and pops the top. “Want a squirt?”

      I open, and she shoots water into my mouth, making me cough and her laugh. When I’ve wiped my chin and blotted my eyes, I stand straight, pushing sweat off my forehead.

      “Why are we doing this again?” I ask as Beck takes a drink of water and slides it back into her hip belt.

      She starts jogging, so I follow. “To get toned, and for you, well, moral support because you don’t need any toning.”

      The last four weeks have been a whirlwind. I’m deep into things with Dr. Longo and I absolutely love my job. Between those two things and Atticus, I don’t have time for exercising until I hit a certain caloric deficit goal that makes me feel okay about eating normal food.

      Nope, I don’t do that anymore.

      “It’s all the sex,” I tell her as I catch up to her pace.

      She snorts, but I bump into her on purpose as we turn the corner to Atti’s street. “I’m serious. Atticus is… creative.”

      Beck laughs. “I love you, but there are some things we’re good at keeping to our relationships, and how your boyfriend dicks you down is one of them.”

      “Fine, fine,” I say, and as we continue to jog, his house comes into view.

      We’ve stayed at my place some but mostly his, and honestly, it’s so nice not going to work smelling like a bin of bread. And his house is so big and beautiful and clean, and strangely, when I finally got the tour the morning after I slept over, it didn’t surprise me at all.

      Attention to detail, the best of the best, and top quality everywhere. The place is classy and masculine but beautiful and thoughtful, too, with family photos matted and framed on the hall wall.

      There he is.

      On the front porch, shirtless, scary ink covering his godly physique. His gray sweats droop off his hips, and that Adonis belt doing nothing to help. Long hair messy from sleep, he raises a mug off the porch banister at me as he sees us approaching.

      “Your King and your coffee await,” Beck says as she adds, “Okay, call me later. Goodish run.”

      She jogs on, waving to Atti, and when I make it up the porch steps, he’s waiting with open arms. On the banister, my coffee rests, filling the cool morning air with thick steam. Even though I’m sweaty and gross, he wraps his arms around me tight, pressing kisses into the top of my head like I’ve been gone for years, not forty minutes.

      “I missed you,” he says, and I will never tire of hearing a gruff, hard-working behemoth like Atticus say sweet shit to me.

      “I missed you, too, and I also decided sex is officially my only exercise now.”

      We peel apart, and he wraps my hands around the coffee he poured me. I blow and sip.

      “Is that right?” he questions in his deadpan tone.

      I nod, sipping. Even his coffee is better. Or maybe it just tastes better with him. “Yeah. Running is awful. I get just as sweaty when I’m monster-taming.”

      He snorts, despite his efforts to always seem unaffected. “Monster-taming, huh?”

      I nod and cup him through his sweats. Even with my hand outstretched, I can’t feel all of him, and that thought immediately puts me into a frenzied mode. Maybe it is the high from the exercise, or maybe it’s just the cool air and the warm sweat, the hot coffee, and feel of love in my arms, but… “I can demonstrate right now if you don’t mind a little sweat.”

      He rolls his eyes, and I giggle because if there’s one thing Atti doesn’t mind, it’s sweaty me.

      Last week, he fucked me doggy style for an hour and then proceeded to eat me out for another twenty, despite the fact we were both sweaty and slick. His lack of fuck-giving turns me into a ruthless animal, I swear.

      “But before I tame the monster, I have a surprise for you,” I say, rocking to my toes to taste his coffee-stained lips again.

      “Yeah?” he asks, pulling the front door open for me. I bring my coffee with me inside, setting it down to peel off my layers. The fire roars from the back of the room, and he guides me to it, wrapping me in a blanket. The way he takes care of me without a single word is a love language I’m addicted to. “Stay here and warm up. I’ll grab it. Where?”

      “In my purse, the box with a bow.”

      He arches a brow, and I wiggle mine, and that’s yet another thing I love about us–our wordless exchanges. Atticus is slow to speak because he’s quick to think, and when he does finally talk, his words carry thought and value. I’ve learned to slow my responses by being around him. And I’ve also learned you can talk less and say much more.

      He returns with the box and hands it to me.

      “Thank you,” I say, handing it right back to him with a laugh.

      He drives a large finger beneath the ribbon and tugs. A moment later, the lid is popped off and from the bottom of the box, staring up at him is an empty blister pack. He pinches the pack and holds it up, staring at me through the many tiny empty holes.

      “It’s a month of birth control, empty.” I smile. “Surprise.”

      He drops the package to the floor and yanks me off the fireplace, wrapping my legs around his waist as he walks me to the bedroom.

      “Call in sick,” he rumbles.

      Laughing, I remind him. “It’s Saturday.”

      “I know,” he says, his cock already rising against my center. “Call in sick for Monday and Tuesday and–fuck it. The entire week. You’re gonna be busy.”

      He peels me off him and tosses me on the bed, stepping out of his sweats to reveal one of my favorite sights: the monster in the morning. Foreskin still covering his head, cock partially hard, he begins stroking himself as I tug off my shirt and shimmy out of my pants, throwing them onto the floor easily.

      “I told you I’d get snipped for us. You don’t have to put those chemicals in your body.”

      I nod. “I know, but this made the surprise much easier.”

      “I gotta admit,” he says, his thumb and forefinger pulling back his skin, revealing the wide, glistening cap of his cock. “I kinda thought that was gonna be like a pregnancy test or some shit.”

      I laugh heartily at that as I tug my ponytail free. Atticus loves grabbing my hair, and I love grabbing his.

      “It could never have been that,” I say, nuzzling back down into the pillows as he slowly stalks over me on his knees and elbows. The monster is alive and rearing his head, and I love the weight of it dragging across my body as he kisses my lips.

      Our tongues tangle, and so do our moans. “You’ve never even cum inside me.”

      He sinks his teeth into my breast, sucking and biting my nipple.

      “And I don’t even know if I want to be a mom.”

      His hot, hard cock rests on my pubic bone as he uses his forearms to hover above me.

      “My Mom always told me my life was a daily reminder of her mortality. That every milestone I passed as a child or even teenager was just another reminder that her life was on a downhill slope. So becoming a mother has always felt like signing a death certificate. And being a daughter has always been something I felt immense guilt over.”

      The way his cock stays hard during my speech is a testament to his love, I swear. He reaches down, and just the motion of him between us gets me so excited.

      “Watching your shoulder flex is to Pavlov’s dog what the bell is. When I see it torque, I know you’re about to fuck me, and I get so, so turned on.”

      He groans, his eyes flicking between mine. Sinking in slowly, he holds my gaze as I add, “and, oh yeah, oh my god, yes,” I moan, overwhelmed by the sudden fullness. “And, and,” I force myself to stay focused, “I’d want to be married or at least engaged before kids anyway.”

      Pushing all the way inside, my eyes flutter closed. He’s bare, and it feels like fucking heaven. “Oh my god, you feel so good,” I moan. I open my eyes to see the dark expression he gets when he’s balls deep, but my brows pull together when I don’t see it. Instead, his eyes are open wide as his hips saw between my spread legs, slow and deliberate.

      “Is that right?” he questions, his voice smokier than ever. “Fuck, baby, this bare pussy is so silky and tight.” He strokes in and out a few more times, and my stomach coils tight as my orgasm begins curling my toes.

      “Yeah,” I moan, in response to both his question and his cock spearing pleasure into me with each slow drive forward. When he reaches down again, I get lost in the flex of his shoulder, not wondering what he’s reaching for since he’s already inside me. When his finger doesn’t slide into my ass, I lift my head from the pillows.

      Before I can get a look, he takes my mouth in an aggressive kiss, spearing his tongue into me until he pops off, leaving something in my mouth.

      I take my hand from the top of his shoulder—my favorite place to touch him when he fucks me–and bring it to my mouth.

      Oh my god. Before I pull it off my tongue, I know what it is.

      “Oh my god,” I say as the spit-covered diamond ring slides down my index finger.

      “Wrong finger,” he groans, still fucking me but slow enough so that we both focus on the ring on my finger. I take it off and slide it down my ring finger, and… it’s a perfect fit.

      “Oh my god,” I pant again, but this time, it’s a dual OMG. Because my lower half is not involved in what’s happening north of the border, and she’s ready to tame the monster.

      “I’m gonna cum,” I tell him before I can even say yes. But then, as he pins my wrists above my head and seals his mouth to my tit, sucking me hard. He fucks me so fast I can’t help but beg to come and answer him, all in one.

      “Yes, Atti, yes, yes, yes, yes,” I moan like an actual maniac because I can’t stop saying it. I topple off the edge, my wrists delightfully burning, my heart so fucking full. Maybe even as full as my pussy.

      Atticus brings his face up to mine, leaving my nipple throbbing and wet from his loving sucks. “Yes,” he pants into my open mouth, stilling his monstrous hips as soon as he’s as deep as he can get. Holding himself there, our eyes idle as his release pulses out of him, throb after aching throb. Warmth wiggles through me in a way I’ve never felt. His cock flexes and swells as each powerful shot fills me, and our eyes hold the entire time.

      “Yes,” I pant as he empties the last of his cum inside me, the first for us both. “So good.”

      He bites my bottom lip. “You’re mine. This pussy is mine. That tight ass is mine. All of you belongs to me. And I’m yours, every fuckin’ piece.”

      “Yes,” I say, answering the question he isn’t directly asking. Releasing my wrists, he brings my ringed finger to his mouth and kisses it.

      And then he pulls out and spends fifteen minutes cleaning me up and running me a bath. He carries me in, and even though I’m no damsel in distress, I also lose all ability to be a feminist when I’m pressed to his sinewy existence.

      When the bubbles are up to my neck, he brings in my reheated coffee and sticks a bite of bagel in my mouth. As I chew, he talks, sitting completely naked on the closed toilet next to me. “When you’re ready to talk, I’m here. I ain’t pushin’ nothing, but as a man who loves you, I gotta say, you not bein’ a mom is a real fuckin’ crime.”

      I lift my hand from the bubbles and watch the ring twinkle in the bright bathroom lights. I look over at my man, a man in therapy at my advice, a man who lets me treat his parents like they’re my own, and a man who didn’t walk away from me when any other man probably would have.

      I don’t know if I want to be a mom. But I do know that with Atticus, anything seems possible.

      He kisses my head and leaves me to bathe.

      I sink down into the bubbles and lovingly gaze at the ring. I twist the band on my finger, loving how it feels.

      Atticus and his family, Oakcreek and Gonzo Auto—maybe they aren’t what I thought I wanted when I came here, but they’re what I needed.

      I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.
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      atticus

      
        
        Want your gift?

      

      

      Three years later.

      Beau drives his fist into me. “Nervous?”

      I roll my eyes. “Dude, look at me.” With two fingers, I motion to my neck and shirtless torso.

      He shrugs. “Yeah, that was a dumb question.”

      “And this is all she wants?”

      I use my most feminine voice. “It’s all I want for my fortieth birthday.”

      Beau’s brows pinch together in obvious confusion. “I don’t get why she went for this. I mean, that’s easy for you to say yes to, right?”

      I nod. “Right. I don’t know why she picked this either but… she did and–”

      “You’d get Mister Rogers holding a sniper rifle tattooed on you if she asked,” Beau finishes with a laugh. But I tip my lips down and nod my head.

      “Yeah, I would.”

      And then, it's my turn.
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later, I’m coming home, my arms full of white daisies—Goldie’s favorite. It’s her fortieth birthday eve, and I’m giving her a gift tonight so we can spend the day tomorrow doing whatever she wants.

      “Hey baby,” I call as I push open the front door to our house.

      She moved in here right after we got engaged. We thanked Delilah profusely and even found her a new renter—Delane. It’s her first time living on her own, and the spot above Delilah’s is small and safe—perfect for her.

      We took a page out of Beck and Beau’s handbook and got married at the courthouse. The entire Burns gang was there, and my Mom and Dad.

      And that’s all.

      It was fuckin’ perfect. And that was a week after I slid that ring on her finger.

      And it’s been the best three years of my life. Even though I'm now edging into my mid-forties at forty-five, I feel as young as ever. Her love and light keep me alive, but I would never fucking say those corny words aloud. Instead, I make sure she knows it by doing and giving as much as I can all the time.

      She appears in the hallway, a beautiful broad smile on her face.

      “How was work?” she asks as I drop the flowers onto the side table and pull her into my arms. She always wraps her legs around my waist, even just in our hello hug, and I fuckin’ love it.

      We kiss, and I can taste her evening coffee on her lips, and I like it. I lower her to the ground and grab the flowers, presenting them to her.

      “Happy birthday,” I tell her. She nods to the table in the living room, where six dozen other daisies rest in miscellaneous vases.

      “You are spoiling me,” she beams, and even though Goldie has gotten away from the superficial lifestyle, she led while under Constance’s puppeteering, I know she loves the flowers. It’s the gesture. Knowing she’s on my mind all the time is something she will never take for granted because that’s who she is.

      I shoot her a wink. “Want your gift?”

      She claps her hands together like an eager child on Christmas, nodding. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      I tip my head forward, reaching back to tug my shirt off at the neck. Immediately her eyes go to the red, freshly inked skin over my heart. I didn’t put a cotton bandage on it just for this moment right here.

      Her eyes fill with tears as she dusts her fingertips over her name. “Oh my god,” she breathes, looking up at me. I kiss her cheeks where the tears fall.

      “Baby, why are you emotional? You think it’s a big deal for me to get my wife’s name tattooed over my heart?” I reach for her throat and bring her beautiful, pouty mouth to mine. We kiss, and when we part, her bottom lip is wobbly.

      “Hey, what’s the matter?”

      “I did something on a whim, and I thought at the time it was smart and even a little romantic, but now as I’m about to tell you, I’m really scared I made a mistake, and I regret not talking to you about it first,” she bawls, wiping her eyes frantically in an effort to stop her own tears.

      “What?” I grab her hands and stop her from wiping. I search the insides of her wrists. “You get an Atticus tattoo somewhere, and it turned out bad?” I ask.

      When she doesn’t even flinch at my joke, I rest my hands on the sides of her shoulders and smooth my thumbs along her skin. “Hey, whatever you did, it’s going to be okay. You’re thinkin’ about how you probably shoulda talked to me before, and that’s good. You know there’s nothing you can do that will make me so upset with you that you should be crying on your birthday eve.”

      I push her shining, soft hair off her face and wait for her to catch her breath. Eventually, she does and looks up at me. She removes my hand from her shoulder and brings it to my heart, placing it flush there.

      With a steadying breath, she says, “you know the money I got from the Brutes a few years ago?”

      I roll my eyes. “No, I forgot about the 1.5 million dollar check on our fridge.”

      Her nerves soften with my teasing. With a soft smile, she says, “I did something with it.”

      I’m confused. We talked about that money a handful of times. I gave her options on what she could do with it, we talked about investing it in the stock market, or even using it to scoop up some rental properties here in Oakcreek since we have a loose connection to a real estate investor in town. But we never came to a conclusion and while I want Goldie to spend every penny of that money to make herself happy, I always worried that spending it would be a trigger to that night, reminding her of everything that happened.

      “Are you okay? Did cashin’ it make you feel shit again?” I pull her into me but she pushes back, her eyes filling with excitement.

      “Not at all,” she says, reaching into her back pocket. She retrieves a piece of paper, folded, and hands it to me. I eye her with suspicion as I unfold it slowly.

      My eyes are slow crawling over the words, not because I’m not a strong reader, but because… I almost can’t believe it. A knot of emotion clogs my throat and the back of my eyes get hot and wet. “Baby girl,” I say, my voice all smoke and rasp from all the emotion I’m staving off.

      “What do you think?” she asks, sliding her hands around my wrists as I hold the paper and continue to read and reread it.

      The Meredith Winters Scholarship Foundation.

      The Meredith Winters Scholarship Foundation was organized in 2022 to memorialize Oakcreek resident Meredith Winters, who committed suicide to escape torment of her bullies at school. The Foundation awards 15 scholarships for $1,500 to $5,500 apiece for college-bound high school seniors who’ve started anti-bullying efforts in their school or community.

      I let the tears fall, because she took her trauma and mine, and made something fuckin’ beautiful. Something full of hope and light and goodness. And god dammit, I’ve never been so fuckin’ touched. Or felt so loved.

      “Don’t cry,” she whispers softly, smoothing her fingers over her name inked into my flesh. “I love you, and I love your family. And I know I would’ve loved Mere, too. Let’s keep her alive with this program, let’s make sure everyone remembers her name.”

      “Thank you,” I say, knowing those two words aren’t big enough, but they’re all I have.

      “I couldn’t think of a better way to spend it,” she says with a smile that makes my chest ache. “We’ll spend our lives running it together.”

      “Mom and Dad–”

      She swallows. “We’ll tell them the truth, together, first. And it will be hard. But then we’ll tell them about the scholarship foundation. And it will be okay.”

      I nod. “Happy birthday. You are the best thing that has ever happened to me, Goldie, and I want you to know it.”

      She wipes away the rest of my tears without mentioning it. “Oh I know it.” With a wink, she adds, “that goes both ways, you know.”

      I set the paper down next to me and wrap my arms around my wife as tightly as I can.

      “Oh I know it.”
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      I hoped you enjoyed Atticus and Goldie’s story. In case you missed it, you can read Beck and Beau’s story in book one of the Wrench King series, The Wild One.

      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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      The National Eating Disorder Association

      Hotline 1-800-931-2237

      Text NEDA to 741-741

      

      The National Alliance on Mental Illness

      Hotline 1-800-950-6264

      Text NAMI to 741-741

      

      National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

      Hotline 1-800-273-8255

      

      Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services

      Hotline 1-800-622-4357
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