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    CHAPTER ONE: ELLIE 
 
    While my fellow English majors are off writing for the NY Times or penning the next great American novel, here I am trying to come up with another synonym for dick. 
 
    Despite the frilly pink thing Cay insisted on my wearing, I cross my legs and tuck them close to my body, flipping the fabric down so I won’t expose my crotch. I’ve got more important things to do than wait for a gentleman caller to come swoop me off my feet or guide me into the path of the flying bouquet. 
 
    It’s a down moment in the wedding, or I swear I wouldn’t be that person staring at a Google Doc on my phone. The grand entrance is over, the wedding party has settled in, and the first dance has been boogied, complete with the groom pulling out the worm to Walk the Moon’s “Shut Up and Dance.” I wasn’t about to mess with Amberly’s big day by bringing my laptop in an oversized purse or something, but now that I’m chilling here, the pull to go Full Introvert has taken over. I’ve got my work in progress on my phone and I’m scrolling through, highlighting portions I’ll need to revise. 
 
    I twirl a strand of my long, strawberry-blonde hair and suck on the end. Hmm, another word for dick… 
 
    I’ve been writing this stuff since my English major days, so I’ve got my favorites. The word manhood is usually safe as it doesn’t sound too disgusting, even if it does sound vaguely posturing. I’m also not afraid of a solid cock now and then (that’s what She said?). I Beta read a book by an aspiring writer friend once and she used the word anaconda. That one tickled me, even if I could never in good conscience advocate for it. 
 
    I sigh and position my thumb over the tiny keyboard once more. 
 
    Cal’s manhood throbbed relentlessly against my inner thigh… 
 
    Meh, I still don’t think the whole thing feels quite right. 
 
    It’s not just the sentence or the euphemism; this book is a slog. I’m barely halfway through when I promised the manuscript to Eunice a week ago. 
 
    I slump back in my chair and run my hands through my hair, ruining the picture-perfect crown braids Cay helped me with this afternoon. I close my eyes and reach a hand out for the table, fumbling blindly for the champagne I’ve stashed next to my small reserve of finger foods and desserts. I knock back the rest of the glass, savoring the sensation of bubbles on the back of my throat. 
 
    Mmm, free alcohol. The only compelling reason to put up with another Southern wedding season. 
 
    It’s only just begun and what awaits before me is a three to six month marathon of dresses bought one hopeful size too small, septuagenarian uncles who have stopped caring if they’re labeled “handsy,” and my mother watching me from one corner of the reception hall, her manicured talons clasping a champagne flute so tightly she might just break it. 
 
    But, as cold-hearted as I am as your friendly, neighborhood romance-skeptic… I’ll admit that there’s this one another thing that makes the wedding worth it. And it’s happening right now, at the bride and groom’s table. 
 
    My college roommate, Amberly, is mooning up at Josh as he offers her a piece of cake. It’s sappy as hell and, honestly, I’d probably have to be pretty far gone in the bottle to write a scene like this myself. But more than seeing a couple say I do, a lot more than seeing the sappy “first look” photos pop up on Instagram in a week or two, this is the moment I like. It’s when the ceremony is over and my friend—or my cousin or my sister or whoever is playing the bride—just looks so fucking happy. 
 
    I can’t write that shit and, heck, I wouldn’t write that shit. And I’m not sure if it’ll last or if it’s worth the petty fights or boring routine or traumatic childbirths that follow, but this moment is cool. It’s something I don’t understand, but it’s something I like anyway. 
 
    But I’ll stick to manhood. Manhood, I get. 
 
    Or should I go with rod? The more of this champagne I down, the more Lady Gaga’s disco stick sounds reasonable… 
 
    My cell buzzes in my palm. I glance up at the name on the text coming through, and my stomach immediately coils in on itself. 
 
    DAD: Can you please tell Amberly her present is in the mail? Can’t make it to reception tonight. Holly has extra homework and Jilly is sick. 
 
    Holly always has extra homework, and Jilly is always sick. At least, if it’s not one of Dad’s daughters, it’s something to do with his newest wife. And he would text after the ceremony, halfway through the reception. 
 
   

 

 I click out of the text and roll the stiff joints in my neck. I’m not gonna be baited into this tonight. I don’t want the whole backstory about how proud he is of Holly in Science, or how I should have seen Jilly dancing in Coppélia before the flu or whatever took her out. 
 
    My thumb hovers over my keyboard again, and I squeeze my eyes shut, just for a moment. 
 
    “Shit. His manhood throbbed against her thigh? All these years I wrote off reading when there’s book porn out there?” 
 
    I drop my phone into my lap, nearly losing my empty champagne glass in my scramble to turn around and see who just read my rough draft. 
 
    He’s grinning behind me, two glasses in his hands and his head cocked as he assesses the haphazard work station I’ve set up in the seclusion of Table Thirteen. My stomach constricts, part from embarrassment and part from wanting to throttle this stranger for sneaking up on me and risking the integrity of my work in progress. 
 
    Okay, maybe not the integrity of it. This is a public fornication scene I’m writing, after all. But the principle remains. 
 
    He saunters over to the chair beside me and takes a seat. He starts in on cleaning up my discarded napkins and plastic cups, stacking them into a neat little pile in front of him. After he wipes his palms on the breasts of his velvety black suit, he slides a fresh glass of champagne in my direction and extends a hand to me. I just blink up at him, not super sure how to react. 
 
    “Grant Baker,” he says. “If you’re looking for a little writing inspiration…” 
 
    “I’m not,” I grind out. 
 
    He just grins. He’s got these massive caterpillar eyebrows that waggle in a goofy, suggestive way. “I’ve got manhood and you’ve got an inner thigh. And this is a wedding, the venue second only to class reunions for hookups. So, what do you say?” 
 
    I pick up my phone and set it on the table before propping my elbows up. I steeple my fingers as I assess this walking cliché. 
 
    I get that he’s good-looking, okay? He’s got a mop of unruly dark hair that’s clearly employing more product than I’ve ever used in my life. Peeking out from under one rogue curl, I can tell he wears a cross earring. He shifts now, sliding off his suit jacket and rolling up the arms of his white button down to push them to his elbows. In doing so, he exposes colorful sleeves full of tattoos, intricate designs that read like a maze you might never emerge from. 
 
    I swallow hard and shift in my chair, banishing the pulse between my thighs. I wave a hand at him. 
 
    “Scuttle off,” I say. “Leave me to my manhood in peace.” 
 
    His lips twitch at that, and he only settles in more despite my objections. He crosses his arms, cocking his head at me as he grins. 
 
    I grit my teeth as I sort through all the ways I could get rid of this guy. And then it hits me. 
 
    Okay, look. I can write the tropes all day long, but when they apply to real people, I don’t have the best track record for understanding. As my sister likes to remind me, human beings can’t be reduced down to “girl next door,” “bad boy,” or “grumpy neighbor.” But with this guy’s persistence, it might be worth shooting my shot at taking his ego down a peg with a little personality analysis… 
 
    “Here’s what I say,” I manage through tight lips. I cock my head, one eyebrow sliding up my forehead. “I am not your first attempted conquest tonight.” 
 
    He snorts. “Baby, please—” 
 
    “You brought over two glasses.” I jerk my head at the champagne on the table. “But only one of them is full. If you had your sights set on me all night, you’d be coming over with two full glasses. Instead, you downed one with your first attempt—or more?—and simply replaced her glass with a new one for me when you struck out.” 
 
    His brow furrows, and he crosses his arms. 
 
    I reach over and snatch the full champagne, throwing my head back to down almost the whole thing in one chug. “Should I go on or do you just wanna go ahead and tell me how I did?” 
 
    He puts up his hands, a vague smile tugging up one corner of his mouth. “Oh please, don’t let me stop you. All feedback will come at the end.” 
 
    Huh. Despite myself, my smile is slowly stretching across my face. I twirl that long lock of hair again, resisting the urge to suck on the end as I think things over. 
 
    “I can guess your whole backstory, bro.” 
 
    He shrugs, the grin widening. “I’m not getting in your way. Have at it.” 
 
    “Your whole aesthetic implies that you’re compensating for something.” I gesture at his ensemble, from earring to tattoo sleeves. “There’s some pretty metaphor in there about hiding behind the façade.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “I’m not compensating for anything. Or don’t you remember all that business about manhood on your inner thigh?” 
 
    I can’t help but blush at that. “See, the fact that you have to remind me you’re not compensating for anything…” 
 
    That heavy brow furrows tighter, and he purses his lips. I suspect this game just got a little less fun for him. I can’t help it—my amused smile butterflies out into a full-blown grin. 
 
    He grunts and shifts in his seat as he waves an exasperated hand at me. “Don’t stop on account of my comfort. Lay it on me, Table Thirteen.” 
 
    “Your longest relationship can’t have lasted more than a few months.” I shrug and swirl the remnants of the golden champagne in the bottom of my glass. “I’d attribute that to some kind of tragic backstory, perhaps? Maybe you have cold, distant parents, or maybe it’s because of an ex who hurt—” 
 
    He takes my glass from my hands and sets it on the table in front of him. “I’m cutting you off at that.” 
 
    “Cutting me off from the guessing game or the alcohol?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “You don’t even know how much I’ve had to drink tonight.” I pout. 
 
    He laughs and taps the side of his nose. “Alright, I guess that’s an appropriate intro to my turn.” 
 
    “Um, your turn?” 
 
    His dark eyes sparkle as he points a finger at me. “You’re a fun little challenge, Thirteen, and I dig it.” 
 
    Great. 
 
    He slides his elbows onto the table, a mirror of how I positioned myself when I first started in on my assessment. 
 
    “So you’re a romance writer,” he says. 
 
    “I prefer the term smut peddler.” I grin. “It’s just more fun to shock my mother’s friends with that phrase. I only recently told her what I do for a living and it’s been a real ride since. But you should know, a monkey would have known my job from the sneak peek you got at my manuscript. I should charge you for that, by the way, it’s my intellectual property.” 
 
    He waves me off with one hand. “So you’re a romance writer… and you prefer the company of fictional men to real, bona fide manhood.” 
 
    “Please. For all you know, I keep a waiting list for company in my bedroom. You know, to gain material for those sexy scenes.” 
 
    He taps the side of his nose again, like he knows so much more than I do. He’s got to stop doing that. 
 
    “Ah, but you’re sitting at Table Thirteen.” 
 
    “I’m still in the reception hall,” I argue. “I could have gone home to write or even just escaped to a quiet spot in the lobby.” 
 
    “You picked the shadowy corner, out of the way of buffet or bar traffic,” he explains. “I’ve been to three different weddings here, so I know this spot. While you’re right, you could have escaped to go write somewhere else, you have made the choice to stick to Table Thirteen not because you’re chasing that dick every chance you get, but because you’re making some girlfriend or sister or someone else happy by sticking around. Your dress is right for the occasion, but you’ve paired it with—God, are those combat boots?” 
 
    I untuck my legs from beneath me and slide them under the table. “Doc Martens makes a classy white boot. They go with anything…” 
 
    He rolls his eyes, his grin somehow widening even more. “Point is, you let someone shove you into that dress the same way you let them shove you into this reception hall. You would rather be anywhere else. The lobby, sure, but also your apartment, a coffee shop, maybe even a shack if it got you out of here. You’re afraid of real men. Again, you prefer the company of fictional men to bona fide manhood.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be an insult?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Nah, it makes you about a thousand times more interesting than the sorority girls and debutants I usually pick up at these things.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Did you really just pull out the you’re not like other girls trope? You’re so not picking me up.” 
 
    “You’ve got a pretty mouth. It’ll be fun to see it eat those words.” He winks. 
 
    I balk. “Cocky.” 
 
    He’s gone full puppy dog. If he had a tail, I swear it would be wagging. “So, should I go on? You know romance, Table Thirteen. I know weddings.” 
 
    I sit back in my chair and cross my arms. 
 
    “Grant, you said it was?” 
 
    “Grant Baker.” He nods. “And your name?” 
 
    “Ellie. Ellie Wells.” I extend my hand and he takes it, shaking it. “You’re not… entirely wrong about the book boyfriends.” 
 
    He pumps a fist into the air. “Still got it.” 
 
    “And what about me? Did I nail your backstory?” 
 
    He sighs and rubs at the back of his neck. 
 
    “My longest relationship was a year, actually,” he concedes. “She might have fucked me up a little. And yes, my parents have been divorced for at least a decade now.” He points a finger at me then, eyes narrowing with mischief. “But I am not compensating for anything. You name the time and place and I’ll show—” 
 
    I cackle at that and lean back in my chair again. 
 
    “This is the third wedding I’ve been dragged to this year. I’ve never come across anyone quite like you, Grant Baker.” 
 
    “This is my fifth,” he says. “And my second where I’ve been best man.” 
 
    “Woah, best man.” I rack my brain, trying to remember if I noticed him during the ceremony. I’d been a little busy plotting out how Cal was going to convince Melody to meet him in that empty field, and how she was going to lose her panties between Points A and B. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Eh, I like weddings. Free booze, fun dancing, and the occasional Table Thirteen to keep me on my toes.” 
 
    I snort. “You can’t like weddings. No one really likes weddings. I’d hazard to guess that the bride and groom don’t like their own wedding by the time all the planning has been done.” 
 
    But there’s a flicker of an image in the back of my brain. Amberly smiling up at Josh. I still don’t like weddings, and that’s all Puppy Dog here needs to know about that. 
 
    “Oof, Debbie Downer.” 
 
    “Try Debbie Realist instead,” I say with a shrug. 
 
    “But you write romance for a living!” Grant protests. “How do you hate wed—” 
 
    “I write fiction.” 
 
    “That is cold, Ellie Wells.” He snorts. 
 
    I look down at my hands. Is it cold? 
 
    I haven’t had to really think about it in a while. 
 
    I’ve been writing this stuff for years. Plotting it out is formulaic and easy for me, even if actually putting pen to paper is as tricky as any other job. Romance is fun to write, with all the sexy scenes and the swoony (but, yes, fictional) men. It’s an escape. 
 
    I know the beats of my own backstory and how they informed my character, just as I did with Grant. The parents with the messy divorce. The relationships that went nowhere because I cut things off when they got too serious. 
 
    “Look,” I say. “I’m not, like, opposed to love and romance. The bride in this wedding is a college friend of mine, and I meant it when I wrote the cliched line about not taking each other for granted in the card that went with their wedding gift. I want that for them. I want the whole kissing-in-the-rain, ripping-his-clothes-off, soul mate junk to be true. I’m just not sure that it is. I’m just—” 
 
    I pause. There’s a stab in my chest. It needles under the skin and leaves my sternum feeling prickly. 
 
    Amberly’s long eyelashes batting up in Josh’s direction. 
 
    Grant pushes his chair back and stands up. 
 
    “Wait, are you leaving me behind already? No more attempts to get me in the sack?” 
 
    “I’m a horndog, not a jerk. You said no and for all my jokes, I’m not going to force myself on you.” 
 
    There’s a tingle in my stomach at that. 
 
    For all my categorizing him, Grant Baker is… not what I expected. 
 
    “I’m getting us more champagne,” he explains. “And I’m getting you some extra cloth napkins from the waiter’s station, because that dress is clearly out of your comfort zone. Do you need a jacket, too, Thirteen? Are you cold? I might have one in my bike’s top box…” 
 
    Despite his continued fussing over me, I look down. The fluffy pink fabric has hitched up almost all the way to my panties. I can feel my cheeks turning the same color as my dress. 
 
    “Grant!” 
 
    We both look across the room. The groom is waving Grant over, raising a glass. Oh shoot, he’s the best man—it’s time for toasts. 
 
    Grant puts up one finger. “Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    I settle into my seat, brows permanently etched into the top of my forehead as I watch Grant jog over to the wedding party’s table. He snags the glass from the groom, holding it up into the air and tapping it to get the room’s attention. 
 
    When the crowd settles, he lowers his glass. His eyes meet mine, and he winks. My chest tightens. I instinctively reach out a hand for more champagne, and am racked with disappointment when I remember that Grant’s refill run was cut off by the speeches. 
 
    “When I met Josh, he was wearing denim shorts. Clearly, there was no way he was ever getting a woman without a little help.” 
 
    A ripple of laughter runs through the room, and Grant’s smile widens. “Still, he was a good guy and a great friend. And when he met Amberly—” Grant turns to glance over at the blushing bride, who beams and squeezes her groom’s hand over the top of the table “—Well, I’m in no position to be dispensing love wisdom, but even I know a good thing when I see it. And together, these two are the real deal. They’re the genuine article, baby. They’re the stuff of romance novels.” 
 
    His gaze meets mine again. His left eye twitches, and something tells me he’s holding back on an urge to wink at me again. This hyped-up puppy dog—he really is insatiable. I cross my arms, cocking my head and fighting back my own amused smile in response to his toast. 
 
    “Amberly. Josh. I wish you both the best. Treat each other well. Take each other on dates. Have sex on the foyer floor.” 
 
    There’s another ripple of laughter through the crowd. I hear a dry cough from one corner and note my mother’s pursed lips. 
 
    “And for God’s sake,” Grant raises his glass. “Don’t let Josh wear denim shorts again, Amberly. To the happy couple!” 
 
    “To the happy couple!” 
 
    He jogs back to our table, downing his flute and ditching it on a passing waiter’s tray with one smooth motion. He slides into the open chair next to me. 
 
    “I won you over, didn’t I?” Grant grins. “You were totally taking mental notes for your next big love confession scene.” 
 
    “Calm down, puppy.” 
 
    “Puppy?” He cocks his head. “I don’t get you, Thirteen. Now tell me why that’s so damn intriguing?” 
 
    I gnaw at the inside of my cheek, unsuccessfully trying to work out why I, too, find him so interesting. 
 
    “When this shindig starts wrapping up should we ditch together and go get some real food?” 
 
    And maybe it’s the champagne going to my head or the promise of a character who doesn’t bow to my favorite tropes, but before I know what I’m saying, I’m— 
 
    “Yeah, definitely. Let’s go.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO: GRANT 
 
    I park my bike in front of Mabel’s Diner and hop off to help free Ellie from her helmet. My heart is racing, that delicious combination of speed and danger and the victory of convincing yet another motorcycle virgin to take a ride with me. 
 
    Okay, and the tiny hands gripping my mid-section for dear life weren’t the worst thing either. For crying out loud, I’m a human man. 
 
    “Congratulations, Thirteen.” 
 
    I hold back a chuckle as she squirms under my touch, already bucking and fighting any help. She’s going to smack her skull into my chin if she isn’t careful. I firm up my grip on the sides of the helmet, forcing this female tornado to stay still for a moment. 
 
    God, she’s cute. All tiny features with bright blue eyes that are pure fierceness. She’s short, but not slight; instead, there’s a sturdiness to Ellie that suggests she could hold her own if she had to. And her fiery personality seems to suggest that she’s always on the lookout for the right opportunity to do just that. 
 
    I can’t help myself: my mind wanders back to the darkness of my studio apartment, wondering if she bucks and fights for dominance when a man has his thumbs hooked in the waistband of her delicate panties… 
 
    I shake—literally—ridding myself of the thoughts. The lady said no and I’m not here to press that issue. 
 
    Why am I here? 
 
    Even now, just watching her scowl at my bike like it owes her something and smooth the dress she hiked up to hop on behind me, my dick jerks in response. But as intrigued as I am by Ellie Wells as a single woman at a wedding, I’m a hell of a lot more intrigued by the way she bucked my expectations. 
 
    I’ve got an outstanding record. I’m not bad looking, I’m smooth as all get out, and I have enough coworkers and friends who have shacked up over the years that I know exactly what to expect from each and every wedding character. I know the emotional bride’s little sister, the spinster cousin, the jealous bridesmaid. 
 
    But I’ve never met the romance writer hiding out, dissecting every last one of them. 
 
    I grin down at her now, more than a little amused by the fury that still lingers on her features over our wild ride to Mabel’s. 
 
    “You, little lady, are going to be chasing that high with every bike ride after this one,” I tell her. “It’s a drug, and you just got your first taste.” I pause, slapping a hand to my chest, feigning sympathy that is likely wasted on Ellie as she continues to thrash and fight me. “Oh God, I took your bike virginity. I know I agreed to stop pursuing you, but—” 
 
    Her head finally pops free from the helmet. Her strawberry-blonde curls are matted down around her ears and cheekbones, emphasizing the scowl that radiates out from her mouth to all corners of her face. 
 
    “You drive too fast.” 
 
    My grin only widens as I bounce back and forth on my heels. “Just admit you’re totally going to blow your next royalty check on a baby bike. If money’s tight, I’ll bet you’d even settle for a moped.” 
 
    She jabs a finger into my chest and pushes me aside so she can strut through the door of Mabel’s Diner. 
 
    “You took the corners like a maniac.” 
 
    I grab the door from her, and she shoots me a look. 
 
    “You’re going to daydream about this feeling,” I tell her, too giddy to care. “If it’s not a moped you go for next, it’ll be one of those quarter kiddie rides at the mall. You’ll just be seeking any taste of the thrill you can get.” 
 
    “You almost hit a minivan!” 
 
    “… If not a quarter kiddie ride, a rickety laundry machine then. You’ll ride that thing like a sixties housewife would.” I grin, feeling more than a little rakish. 
 
    It’s been a long time since I’ve been to Mabel’s. Whereas some small town restaurants are all charm with waiters that know you by name and local art and cutesy decorations, Mabel’s is decidedly intended to be the destination one chooses when all the good places are busy or closed. It’s barely-passed-health-inspection clean, the lighting is dim, and the patrons look… tired. 
 
    Still, walking in now with Ellie at my side makes Mabel’s feel kind of thrilling. I recall high school nights after a bonfire party, squeezing into one shared booth and making the wait staff miserable with countless order modifications. 
 
    Ellie slides into an empty booth, kneading at her temples with two fingers. “Oh my God, you were drinking champagne back at the wedding. I let a mad man drunk drive me.” 
 
    “It was one glass hours ago, followed by one swig during the toast.” I pull the menus from the edge of the table and slide hers across. “Just admit you loved the bike ride, Thirteen. Must I remind you that you were the one who suggested a carpool for late-night breakfast?” 
 
    Ellie huffs and props her menu up in front of her face. Still, I glimpse an edge of a smile working up the corner of her mouth. 
 
    She waves a hand in my direction without looking up at me. “How long have you been doing this whole pup routine?” 
 
    “Pup routine?” I repeat. 
 
    She sighs with a big show and sets down her menu. Ellie threads her fingers together and props her chin on them; it’s easy to sense she’s gearing up for another one of her romance writer breakdowns of me and my life. 
 
    “Overenthusiastic. Sunshine-y. You’re a golden retriever, right down to the base urge to hump something that I witnessed when you first tried to pick me up.” 
 
    “And you find it incredibly charming.” She shoots me a chastising look and I shrug. “I’m not hitting on you again. No, really, I swear I’m not. A girl says no, she means no. I’m smart enough to know I won’t make it out of every wedding with a girl on my arm. See? There’s a dose of realism to counteract all the optimism.” 
 
    She snorts. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Granted, my numbers for this wedding season do even out a bit if I count the Ishikawa wedding where I went home with two girls instead of one…” 
 
    She tosses her menu at me, and I catch it midair. I shrug as I set them in a neat pile at the end of the table for our waitress. 
 
    “I have been chronically happy ever since I was little.” I grin. “It confounded specialists. I’m told I’ll have to watch for the condition in my children.” 
 
    “I’ve run out of menus to throw at you, Grant.” 
 
    My smile only widens and I run my hands through my hair. Even though I’ve promised Ellie more than once now that I’ll, ahem, happily keep my hands to myself with her, I can’t help but get a satisfied little trill in my gut when I notice how her eyes drop to my exposed abdomen where my shirt has ridden up. 
 
    “So I’m a golden retriever,” I concede. “Hasn’t failed me so far. Most ladies seem to like it.” 
 
    There’s a twinge in my gut at that. I shift in my bench before grabbing one of the pre-wrapped silverware packets to fidget with the paper. 
 
    “I just…” 
 
    I falter over the right words and clear my throat. I bite the insides of my cheeks, an ancient habit by now that serves to sort of reset my face. A quick glance up at my dinner company reveals that she’s studying me intently; I have the sudden horrible instinct that if I ever wronged Ellie Wells, I may very well get killed off via exploding penis in an upcoming sequel. 
 
    “Okay.” I sit back on my bench, meeting her gaze and not allowing myself to look away. “There was a girl. We were a thing, then we weren’t, and then the golden retriever was born into a pool of rainbows and gumdrops.” 
 
    “So, it’s, like, a coping mechanism?” 
 
    “It’s, like—” Her eye twitches at the teasing way I repeat her words. There’s a tug low in my gut in response. “—a lot easier to just have fun and be happy than it is to cry and watch Golden Girls reruns. I tried that briefly after the breakup and it did not go well. May or may not have a Rose Nylund tattoo hidden somewhere on my body.” 
 
    Her eyes widen, and she snorts. “I have to see that.” 
 
    “Sure thing, baby girl. We’ll just take my bike back to my place…” My words collapse into laughter as her eyes narrow. “I’m kidding, I swear. There’s no way in hell you’re seeing Rose, though.” 
 
    There’s a glimmer in her eye, and I’m not going to lie—I really fucking hope Ellie just accepted that challenge. 
 
    “So you’re filling the relationship hole in your life with meaningless sex?” 
 
    She doesn’t bite. I groan—this writer chic is going to coax tragic backstory out of me yet. 
 
    “Wow. You’re direct.” 
 
    “Some would just say brilliant.” She smirks. 
 
    “Look, unlike some of us who are avoiding the commitments of a long-term relationship—” Something sings in my chest when those ears flush pink again “—I believe in love. I fucking love love. But I also love all the fun parts that lead up to finding the one. I found a girl once—” When my voice catches, I find myself shifting under her discerning gaze. Guess it’s my turn to get skewered. “—and I’m not stupid enough to rush into anything else. I want the Netflix shit. I want the Romeo and Juliet story.” 
 
    “They die at the end, you know.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    She waves me off. “Sorry, don’t let me interrupt the fantasy.” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair, teasing out the slicked pompadour I sported as best man. “My goal? Give every woman a shot to be Mrs. Grant Baker. All chicks created equally. I’ll test them all out, sow those wild oats, and then, when Mrs. Right presents herself, I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “That’s…” Ellie’s eyes narrow. But then she cocks her head and softens. “Grossly logical.” 
 
    I give a little bow. 
 
    “Thank you. And you?” I ask, circling back. “How long have you been a chihuahua?” 
 
    Ellie glowers. Maybe I’d worry I had offended her if the tips of her ears didn’t turn an endearing shade of pink at that, and her lips didn’t twitch like she was having to work overtime not to chuckle. “A chihuahua? Are you intent on insulting me since I’ve made it clear sex is off the table?” 
 
    I tap the side of my nose knowingly. “You’re five foot nothing and scrappy as hell. You’re a chihuahua.” 
 
    “I’m more like a pitbull,” she counters. 
 
    “Oh, I like that.” I grin devilishly, and Ellie makes a show of rolling her eyes. 
 
    After a moment, though, she sighs and shrugs. “Child of divorce. And I can guarantee my parents screwed me up more than yours did you. I’ve got your life trauma beaten by at least fifty strength points.” 
 
    She flings the words around like they’re part of a stand-up routine. But they come off as too practiced; there’s something about the way her eyes dart down to the table at the last second and a lump slides down her throat that makes me question Ellie. I’ll make a note to return to that later. 
 
    In the meantime, I cross my arms. 
 
    “Fifty points?” I snort. “Need I remind you of the Rose Nylund tattoo?” 
 
    Our waitress shuffles over to our table, depositing two waters with a half-hearted grunt that seems to pass for “be back soon.” Ellie pays her no mind; she just threads those fingers together again and sets her chin on her fists, grinning like the Wicked Witch of the West. 
 
    I’m noticing it’s her cocky little habit. 
 
    I’m also starting to like it. A lot. 
 
    “I was ten when my folks split,” she says. “And it really messed me up. When I told my first boyfriend I loved him, I accidentally used my father’s name. That beats a Rose Nylund tattoo any day.” 
 
    “Are we comparing trauma here?” I scoff. “I wasn’t going to pull out the big guns, but you should know that under the Rose tattoo is the phrase Thank you for being a friend. Which is just what you want a woman to see when she finally pulls down your pants and comes face to face with your—” 
 
    Ellie bursts into laughter. One hand slaps to her mouth, holding back a gulp of water that threatens to spray past her fingers across the table. 
 
    “Alright, alright, that’s pretty bad.” She leans back into her booth, crossing her arms and smiling at me. “So we have different trauma responses. Gotcha.” 
 
    The waitress returns at that, scooping up our menus to brace under her armpit. Everything about her seems to sag, and she looks beyond tired as she ignores our actual faces to stare down at her little pad of paper. 
 
    “Two checks?” She asks. “’Cause the kid up front will need to—” 
 
    “One,” I say quickly. A glance at Ellie reveals her opening her mouth to reject me, but I hold up a hand. “One check. Consider it payment for my almost hitting the minivan.” 
 
    The waitress just slowly blinks, ignoring our side conversation to plow ahead. “What can I get y’all?” 
 
    “After you,” I gesture to Ellie. “Ladies first, Thirteen.” 
 
    “God, I’m going to get tired of this sugar sweet polite schtick, aren’t I?” 
 
    I grin. “I think that implies you’re already committing to seeing me again.” 
 
    The tips of her ears go pink all over again, giving something away despite the standard scowl Ellie flashes me. 
 
    The waitress waves her pen between the two of us. “Should I come back?” 
 
    She’s already half-stepping away from the table, and a wave of cigarette smoke off her uniform gives away her intentions. 
 
    “I’ll take the eggs benedict platter,” Ellie says. 
 
    “Pancakes with bacon for me, thanks.” 
 
    The waitress just nods and shuffles off. As soon as she’s gone, Ellie is crossing those arms again. 
 
    “You can’t push it with me,” she says. “I don’t do relationships, and I definitely don’t do romance. I don’t do you.” 
 
    I slap a hand to my heart. “You wound me.” 
 
    “But I do have a few weddings on my slate this season, and having someone pay for my dinner and regale me with their embarrassing life stories afterward wouldn’t be the worst way to spend them.” 
 
    “And I’m eye candy. Don’t forget eye candy.” 
 
    She just rolls her eyes again. “How about a proposition for you, hm? If ever we see each other at another wedding, we’ll be each other’s de facto date. You entertain me and give me sappy shit to write in my romance novels—” 
 
    “You mean swoon-worthy one-liners and handsome man inspiration for your next main character, but go on.” I grin. 
 
    She rolls right past that, twirling a strand of her hair as she thinks things over. “And having you around will get my mother off my back, too. She might think you’re someone I could settle down with.” 
 
    “Your mother would have excellent taste.” 
 
    Ellie waves me off, but I swear I see her lips twitch like she could smile again. “And in return, for you I’ll—” 
 
    “Make jokes about whatever woman I was hoping to score with before my de facto date showed up?” I smirk. 
 
    She shoots me a pointed look. “I will be your wingwoman.” 
 
    “Do I look like the kind of man who strikes out, Ellie Wells?” 
 
    Those soft pink lips curl into a smirk. “I’m sorry, do you think I’m going home with you after my eggs benedict?” 
 
    I snort. “Ouch.” 
 
    I shift on my bench, sizing her up. When was the last time I was just friends with a girl? Do my friends’ wives and girlfriends count? 
 
    I pick up my water and glance over the rim at Ellie as I take a drink. She’s not wrong—wedding season is long and it might be nice to have a guaranteed dance partner. 
 
    And I meant what I said. I might have a reputation for trying out every girl on the menu, but part of me does still hope I can find that one. Ellie isn’t interested, but she could help me find someone who is. And in the meantime, she’d be a palate cleanser. Her romance writer radar could steer me past the side characters and onto the main event. That could be really good for me after everything with… 
 
    I clear my throat. Well. Maybe this is a friendship worth having. Maybe it’s a friendship worth protecting. 
 
     “Alright, Thirteen.” I extend a hand. “I think this is going to be the start of a beautiful friendship.” 
 
    Ellie smirks as she shakes it. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    She starts to pick up her water, but thinks better of it. “But if I’m going to take on a new friend, I’m going to need to see that Rose tattoo.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and wave her off. 
 
    “Hey, Ellie.” 
 
    She pulls back, one eyebrow raising. I’ve caught her suspicion. 
 
    “… Yes, Grant?” 
 
    I give a little cough before finding the pitch I want. “Thank you for being a—” 
 
    “Lord, don’t say it.” She dissolves into laughter. 
 
    *** 
 
    Oma is yelling at her game show when I come in with her groceries. She’s mostly yelling in German. 
 
    My German is extremely broken—all of what I know is a product of Oma barking at me when she’d watch me after school while my mother was on shift at the hospital—but even I know the truly violent phrases. 
 
    I set the paper bags down on her counter and pull out her milk. 
 
    “Did you just tell that contestant you hope her pets get sick?” 
 
    “I have cancer, Liebling. I’m allowed to wish it on people. It’s like your cousin Ida getting to use the girls-who-love-girls swear, or neighbor Rayquell getting to use the black—” 
 
    “Woah, woah, woah. Definitely not the same thing!” 
 
    I grab the remote from her end table and change the channel to something Hallmark-y and bright. Oma shoots me a look like she would shove that remote up my ass if given a window. 
 
    When I walk back to the counter, she swipes the remote from my hand again and mutters something under her breath. 
 
    “Oma, just because you called me Liebling in the same sentence doesn’t negate you calling me an Arschgeige.” I chuckle. “Which, by the way, I looked up once. It translates literally to ‘butt violin.’ Not exactly as powerful of an insult in English.” 
 
    I return to my paper bags and pull open her faded yellow cabinets. She’ll need a new paint job soon. I ought to get the stuff after work one night and do it myself. 
 
    Oma’s place is a seemingly endless to-do list. The ancient carpet has worn paths from where my Opa’s wheelchair used to roll through before his death. My mother’s childhood bedroom is still intact, all her shabby posters coated in a thick layer of dust. Only the TV is new, replaced recently because Oma has a minor addiction to yelling at the Game Show Network. Gotta have a clear screen in order to more accurately insult the contestants. 
 
    As the obnoxious opening notes of Family Feud kick on, my phone buzzes in my shirt pocket. I slip it out, my mouth already curling into a smile as I see the name. Ellie Wells. 
 
    ELLIE: You coming to the post-wedding brunch? 
 
    GRANT: How are you awake? We didn’t get done @ Mabel’s until at least 2… 
 
    ELLIE: Think I’m still drunk. Which is probably why I’m texting you. 
 
    I smirk down at my screen, thumb hovering over the keyboard. 
 
    GRANT: So many excuses. 
 
    I can’t help myself: my breath draws up in my chest as I reread our brief exchange. 
 
    I guess I didn’t imagine it then. I really did make a friend at last night’s wedding. 
 
    Three little dots appear in the corner of my screen to show that Ellie is typing her reply. The silly smile still hangs on my lips as I watch them float. 
 
    “You are staring at your phone like little girl.” 
 
    I look up as Oma shuffles into the kitchen, rubbing at the back of her neck as she approaches the refrigerator. I swing back, opening it for her so she won’t throw off her precarious balance. Before she reaches in for her usual coffee creamer, I duck through and grab a Coke. All jokes with Ellie aside, the champagne and late night are getting to my head. 
 
    I open the can and knock back a hefty swig. 
 
    “Did you get another booty call?” 
 
    I choke on my soda, shooting a spray of dark mist across Oma’s counter. 
 
    “God, we’ve been over this one, Oma. It’s called a butt dial, a butt dial!” 
 
    She just smirks as she grabs her coffee creamer and closes the fridge again. She pinches my cheek before giving it a hearty slap. 
 
    “I know the saying,” she says. “It’s just fun to watch your face, Liebling.” 
 
    I sigh as I walk over to the sink and collect a few paper towels. I mop at the mess I’ve made on her counter, all while shooting her my own look. 
 
    “It was not a butt dial,” I say. “It was… a new friend I met last night at the wedding.” 
 
    She raises one thick eyebrow as she shuffles by me to get to the Keurig. “Your new friends are usually also booty calls.” 
 
    I choke on my latest swallow of Coke, this time only barely managing to keep my lips pursed and not spray the counter again. 
 
    “Okay, your English has officially gotten too advanced,” I announce. “No more Game Show Network.” 
 
    Oma leans up against the counter and crosses her arms over her generous bosom. 
 
    “I would like great-grandchildren,” she decides with a firm nod of her head. “Nan Mueller is always showing me pictures of her cats when I take the elevator. I would like to show her I am better than her.” 
 
    “Solid reasoning for me to procreate.” I chuckle. “I’m sure Ellie will be very on board for the guy she firmly rejected last night to get her nice and knocked up.” 
 
    Oma’s brow crinkles at that, and it’s clear she hasn’t understood this idiom. 
 
    “It’s not going to happen with this girl,” I explain to her. I offer her my arm and guide her out of the kitchen and back to her spot on the couch. “You’re just going to have challenge Nan Mueller to an arm-wrestling competition or a pissing contest if you want to show her up.” 
 
    “I know the piss word,” Oma says, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    I wave her off. “Arschgeige.” 
 
    I wink before leaving her to watch her game shows while I finish putting away her groceries. 
 
    Before I crack open the next paper bag, I pull my phone out once more. The three little dots have disappeared, and there is no reply in my messages. 
 
    GRANT: I’m leaving my grandma’s place soon. Will I see you there? 
 
    ELLIE: With bells on. 
 
    A picture message loads in the corner of my screen. When it finally comes through, Ellie is revealed scowling under a black hoodie with the drawstring pulled tight over her makeup-free face. 
 
    My stomach tightens as another stupid smile plays across my lips. I hold my phone to my chest and glance up, making sure Oma isn’t watching to make fun of me again. I quickly snap a photo of myself, smiling my best derpy grin at the camera as I hold up my Coke can. 
 
    Ellie… isn’t a booty call. She’s not interested in being with me and, like I’ve said to her before, I’m not interested in relentlessly pursuing someone who doesn’t want me back. I have plenty of single girl options, including a few I’ll probably run into at this morning’s post-wedding brunch. 
 
    She’s just a friend. A really cute—okay, fuck, she’s hot—really funny, really jaded romance writer friend. I need to be smart about this and keep my distance. 
 
    As I watch the three little dots appear in the corner of my screen again, I click out of my messages and pull up Tinder. Time to shelve the stupid thoughts and return to what I know. No more Arschgeige, Oma. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE: ELLIE 
 
    “No way.” My sister, Cay, is shaking her head. “No freakin’ way.” 
 
    Her fiancé, Remy, is shaking with silent laughter. His lips are parted in an ape-ish smile, and he swats at me like he’s simply overcome. A wheeze—an actual wheeze—escapes him as Cay bats him on the shoulder. 
 
    “This is serious, you two! My little sister is not getting involved with Grant Baker.” 
 
    Remy finally regains control as he turns to Cay, still grinning. “You like Grant. We had him over for dinner last week!” 
 
    “Liking Grant and wishing him on my sister are not the same thing,” she hisses. 
 
    I smirk and take a sip of my mimosa. The crisp bite of the orange juice soothes a headache I hadn’t realized had been needling at the back of my brain. 
 
    We’re at the post-wedding brunch, a standard Southern affair where members of the wedding party gather to nurse our hangovers and make the couple feel weird about having sloppy wedding night sex a bunch of times the night before. 
 
    “We made a sort-of arrangement: I’ll be his wingwoman at weddings and he’ll get Mom off my back.” I knock back another swig. “I’m a big girl and I’m sure I can handle myself. You know, in my last series I wrote a bunch of dubious consent kink scenes…” 
 
    “… And you read every one of them,” Remy reminds her, shaking once more as he tries to contain his laughter. “Remember how you read me out loud that scene with the—” 
 
    Cay’s cheeks turn an unholy shade of eggplant. 
 
    “I won’t be inviting either one of you to my wedding,” she hisses at us. 
 
    “Need I remind you I’m the groom?” Remy asks. 
 
    “Need I remind you I can rearrange that little detail?” She shoots back, voice laced with poison. 
 
    He just laughs again and swings an arm around her shoulders, pulling my sister close so he can plant a kiss on the side of her forehead. Cay rolls her eyes, but her shoulders relax just a bit. 
 
    “I’m not dating Grant Baker. Really.” I shrug as I push aside my now-empty mimosa. “All I said was we went out for dinner after the reception last night.” 
 
    “And you arrived at brunch together this morning,” Cay hisses. 
 
    “Bad timing, I promise. There was no way I was driving anywhere with him after the death ride I took on his bike last night.” 
 
    Cay presses two fingers to her temples, kneading at the skin. “That’s how it starts. Oh my God, I can see it now: by next winter I’ll have twin nieces or nephews running around making jokes about breast feeding…” 
 
    “Look,” I say, crossing my arms and staring down my sister. “I like him. He was funny and respectful and… and it was refreshing, you know?” 
 
    I pause, a sudden, visceral memory of my phone buzzing in my hands back at Table Thirteen last night, my dad’s name lighting up the screen. My stomach twists. 
 
    “Well, you can make your jokes about Grant knocking me up, but I still think he wins all the awards for respecting my choices after I brutally turned him down last night,” I say firmly. “Maybe there need to be more men who stick around. No more jokes about Grant. I’ve decided to keep him.” 
 
    “It’s low-hanging fruit,” Cay says with a sigh. “Can’t I just get in one or two more—” 
 
    “No more jokes,” I repeat. “I like Grant. Absolutely no disparaging my friends. I have too few of them to risk the wrong joke fucking that up.” 
 
    “What did I miss while I was taking a piss?” 
 
    Grant plops down in the chair beside me. He plucks a pastry from the center of the table and wolfs down a bite. I blush as he shoots me a meaningful look, and I wonder if he overheard my defense of him just now. 
 
    “Ellie was just telling us how she’s gone off the pill and started taking prenatals for you,” Remy announces. His smile widens as Grant chokes on his bite of pastry. 
 
    “You’re not dating my sister.” Cay doesn’t wait for him to regain his control as she jabs a finger into his chest. “Grant Baker, so help me—” 
 
    “We’re not dating.” Grant and I glance at each other—we said that at the same time. 
 
    “Yet.” Grant winks at Cay, and she tosses her napkin onto the table in irritation. “Look, the anti-Jane Austen here made me promise not to try anything, and as much as I tease, I do keep my promises. So we struck up a friendship? The world won’t end. Besides, I didn’t even realize she was your sister until we got to talking at Mabel’s.” 
 
    “You know, it’s probably a good thing you two got to know each other,” Remy says. He turns to Cay, who is still kneading at that temple like she’s making bread. He takes her hand, sliding his fingers through hers. “We’ve been meaning to introduce you two.” 
 
    Cay makes a big show of sighing and slumping her shoulders. “I don’t want to take away from Josh and Amberly’s special day.” 
 
    “Please.” Remy waves her off. “I definitely just heard Mrs. Christie ask Amberly if they think they might have conceived last night. We’ve got a few minutes to ourselves.” 
 
    Cay glances down to the end of the table, watching the couple exchanging awkward glances as one of their mothers makes suggestive expressions. When she turns back to us, she glances over at Remy and he gives her hand another squeeze. 
 
    “We were wondering—” 
 
    “We were hoping—” Remy tacks on. 
 
    “Would you two be best man and maid of honor at our wedding?” 
 
    Grant grins. “Shut up. Obviously. Yes!” 
 
    Remy reaches across the table and claps his friend on the shoulder. “You’re the best. This is gonna be great.” 
 
    “This is shaping up to be a solid wedding season for me,” Grant says with a chuckle. “Another opportunity for a classy tux, crushing it with a wedding toast, picking up bridesmaids…” 
 
    I elbow him under the table as Cay’s eyes widen and her hand twitches like she’s thinking of reaching over to smack Grant. 
 
    He just laughs and puts his hands in the air. “I didn’t say the maid of honor!” 
 
    Cay gives him one more warning glance before turning to me. “And you, Ellie? Will you be my maid of honor?” 
 
    I chew the inside of my cheek. 
 
    There it is again, that ache deep in my chest. 
 
    Without really meaning to, I find myself glancing back over to the end of the table. Josh and Amberly are holding hands as they smile and nod politely at whichever new relative is pestering them about babies and mortgages and savings plans. 
 
    I want that for them. I want that for my sister. They deserve all the stuff you see in the movies, all those cute little scenes I write in my books that keep my readers emailing me for more. 
 
    More than almost anything else, I want that to be sweet and good and real for them. 
 
    But even as I wish it, I remember how easy it is to write those scenes. How it flows out of my hands and into the keyboard like pure fantasy. The romance stuff—it’s all escapism. It’s all fairytales and unicorns and white magic. Every story has the same beats. You fall in love, you falter, you fight, then you get back together for your happily ever after. 
 
    Writing the real stuff… that doesn’t happen. You don’t read romance novels where the couple has to overcome quietly hating one another. You don’t read scenes where the couples are so beyond fighting, they simply ice each other out. They consign themselves to a depressed life of coexisting, of functioning on parallel planes until finally, finally one of them can’t take it anymore and they end things for good. 
 
    No happily ever after. 
 
    I want my sister to be happy. I want her to get married to Remy and to buck all my expectations and live out the plot that I sell to other hopeless romantics every day. 
 
    I want— 
 
    “Ellie?” 
 
    I look down. At some point, I’ve clenched my cloth napkin in one fist. It’s shaking. 
 
    “I’ve got to pee,” Cay announces. She stands up, waving me over. “This is a universally-regarded rule of womanhood. I need you to come with me, lest I risk getting mugged on the way to the bathroom or whatever it is that befalls women that pee alone.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s military torture,” I provide for her. “Or being abducted by aliens, one of those two.” 
 
    But I stand up anyway and cross around the table to follow my sister to the bathroom. I catch Grant’s eye as I go, and he mouths good luck. There’s a surge in my chest at that. I think I meant it when I said I’ll keep him… even if not to be bred by him the way Cay seems so worried about. 
 
    She slips her arm through mine and pulls me down a back hall. She clears her throat. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have asked you that in mixed company,” she says. “I’m sorry, I can always ask Mary-Ann or one of my girlfriends—” 
 
    I shake my head and stop. “Cay, you were asking me to be your maid of honor, not to give you a kidney. It was a totally reasonable question.” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair, scratching at the scalp. My sister grabs my wrist, thwarting my attempts at a nervous tic. 
 
    “Talk to me.” 
 
    My throat goes dry and a sudden image of my empty mimosa glass flashes through the back of my brain. 
 
    “I’m fucking weird about love,” I admit. “Ever since Mom and Dad’s divorce…” 
 
    “No shit, you’re weird about love.” Cay snorts. She reaches forward and tucks a loose lock of hair behind my ear. “But this is my wedding. And you believe in love for me, right?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” I sigh. “But don’t you want someone who will hype up your wedding dress or joke with you about what Remy is like in bed?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the new best man can cover both of those things for me.” 
 
    My mouth cracks into a smile at that. “Grant is the human equivalent of a golden retriever, right?” 
 
    Her face lights up. “Oh my God, I have been looking for that descriptor for years!” 
 
    My smile widens. 
 
    “… You’re really not dating him?” 
 
    “After the weird vibes I put out just now over being in your wedding party? I don’t date, Cay.” 
 
    “And you’re not hooking up with him, either?” 
 
    There’s a flutter low in my stomach at that. 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “I’m not about hopping into bed with anyone that looks so damn happy all the time. I’m worried his perkiness is contagious. Besides, I don’t need to hook up with anyone ever. That’s what a girl’s vibrator is for.” 
 
    Cay’s cheeks go purple again. “Lord, Ellie.” 
 
    “You read those scenes in my books, Cay Wells. Don’t play the innocent.” 
 
    She pinches my elbow, dragging me with her to the bathroom. 
 
    “I take it back,” I say with another laugh. “Maybe it would be fun to joke with you about what Remy is like in bed. Maybe we can discuss the length and girth of his co—” 
 
    Cay shoves open the bathroom door and walks in without holding it for me. She darts into a stall, slamming the door behind her. I’m cackling. 
 
    “It’s different to read about it in the privacy of my bedroom and to talk about it with my little sister,” she calls. 
 
    I lean against the bathroom wall, crossing my arms and kicking one foot over the other. “You’ve made a critical error, Cay.” 
 
    “In asking you to be my maid of honor? I’m starting to agree.” 
 
    “In taking me with you to the bathroom.” I grin. “Now you’re locked in and at my mercy as I ask you probing questions about Remy’s kinks.” 
 
    She screeches. The noise just makes me laugh harder. 
 
    Inside me, something is easing up. Whatever tension I felt back at the table is giving way. 
 
    Maid of honor. I think I could do that. Sure, I don’t do romance myself, but this is my sister and this is the boy who grew up next door to us and I want them to be happy and content more than I even want my own storybook ending. 
 
    I’ll just keep my head down at the more lovey-dovey wedding events. And Grant will be at my side, too, probably good for making jokes or generally pissing around. We’ll have a good time. 
 
    There’s that strange, low tug in my belly as I remember what he said about hooking up with bridesmaids. That’s off the table. I meant what I said to my sister. It’s not really that I’m turned off by the puppy dog thing. In fact, it might be that I like his whole gimmick a little too much. He’s the Leslie Knope to my Ron Swanson. I’d be an idiot to sleep with someone like that and then turn down their advances for more. 
 
    I’d be worse than an idiot. I’d be a real bitch. 
 
    “Um, Ellie?” 
 
    “Yes, Cay?” 
 
    “Can you turn on the sink or something? I already can’t handle the jokes about my lady parts and Remy’s boy parts. I don’t want you to make jokes about my stream or something, too.” 
 
    I laugh. “Freak.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You sure your sister would be okay with us shopping together?” 
 
    Grant eyeballs me through a rack of clothing. I just shrug. 
 
    “She knows I’m the maid of honor and you’re the best man. And, more importantly, she likely knows that I was sent to pick out some bridesmaid options and you were sent to look at tuxes for Remy.” 
 
    We’re in a small shop, tucked off to a corner just to the side of the mall food court. This place isn’t the luxe kind of store you see in the movies, with free champagne and designer goods laid out in the back. Instead, it feels like something more akin to a thrift shop, packed with mismatched styles that could suit any decade and trends that went out of fashion before they ever really picked up steam. It’s cramped and smells vaguely of whatever the shopkeeper had for lunch. In fact, she’s still picking at it with her overlong blue nails as she watches us from behind the counter, only seeming vaguely interested in whether we make any hefty purchases. 
 
    Grant steps out from behind the rack, crossing his arms and smirking. “Still, I can’t imagine your sister thought we’d go shopping together. What if I impregnated you, remember?” 
 
    “Well, we can’t name the baby after a porn star. I know that much is a worry of hers.” 
 
    “What about naming it after a reality TV character? A Playboy bunny?” 
 
    “All fair game.” I laugh. 
 
    “Have you ever thought about how some STDs weirdly sound like girl names? Picture Baby Gonorrhea. Baby Chlamydia!” 
 
    I cackle. “Stop!” 
 
    “Oh my God.” Grant has paused at the edge of the store. He stares out into the mall, eyes going distant. 
 
    “What?” I turn to follow his gaze, and he points toward the parking lot for me. My stomach tightens. “That’s gonna be a no for me, dawg. One of us wants to live to see this wedding.” 
 
    He gestures through the mall window at a carnival setting up in the parking lot. It’s one of the shitty ones I remember from childhood, all rinky-dink plastic and metal that looks like a newspaper headline waiting to happen. They travel from town to town, employing the scariest people to host the scariest rides. 
 
    Of course they’d be setting up in a mall parking lot now. Because riding in a wobbly Ferris wheel is best enjoyed with a terrible view of downtown construction and cracked cement. I’d hazard to guess there’s at least a 75% chance I fall to my death if I follow Grant onto one of those rides. And even if I did go on a ride and make it out alive, there’s virtually no chance I wouldn’t get puked on by some kid carrying a Slurpee. 
 
    There’s always some damn kid carrying a Slurpee. 
 
    “Come on,” Grant eggs me on, dancing between the balls of his feet. I’m reminded again of the puppy dog nickname I gave him back at the diner. It looks like he’s waiting for me to take him for a walk. “One ride.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    He eyeballs the rack of clothes beside us and picks up something gaudy and tulle-covered. 
 
    “So help me, I will tell Remy that the store clerk recommended these dresses for you bridesmaids.” 
 
    I cross my arms. “Cay would never believe—” 
 
    He cocks his head, grinning. “She would never believe the dapper young single man over the Doc Marten-wearing hermit?” 
 
    “You really gonna play me that way?” 
 
    His eyes go wide, and his smirk broadens. He hangs the tulle back up to produce something in—Lord help me—cow print. 
 
    “Why do they even carry this?” He asks with a snort. 
 
    “We’re in the deep South,” I reply. “It’s honestly surprising we don’t see more camo-themed dresses.” 
 
    Grant’s eyes light up. “Um, store clerk…” 
 
    I groan. “Fine, one ride.” 
 
    He pumps a fist into the air and leaves the cow print dress behind to march out of the store. 
 
    “But if there are any kids with Slurpees, you are my official human shield.” 
 
    “We’re riding the Zipper,” he announces. 
 
    I run and tug at his sleeve, all feeling leaving my body. “Are you fucking kidding? Do you want to push me down the aisle in a full body cast?” 
 
    He just grins again and takes my hand as he leads me through the food court and over to the exit. “No risk of Slurpee in there. Unless it’s your own coming back up. You know, when the Zipper turns you round and round and—” 
 
    He makes a twirling motion with his hands, and I slap them away. 
 
    “I’ll wear the cow print. I’m on board.” 
 
    “Too late, Thirteen.” 
 
    He squeezes my hand and a strange jolt shoots up my arm. My stomach tightens further, which is saying a lot considering the ball it’s been in since I pictured death in a steel box controlled by a deranged carnie. 
 
    Grant pushes through the exit doors, still dragging me with him. He strides—no, bounces, my writer brain corrects, since the human golden retriever doesn’t really walk anywhere—over to a man with more gold in his mouth than I’d guess he makes in a year. 
 
    “Where can we get tickets for the Zipper?” 
 
    The man shrugs and looks around. “I ain’t had a rider all day. Manager is takin’ a shit, so y’all can just hop on for free.” 
 
    Grant turns to me, a ridiculous expression of glee painted across his face. “The good man is giving us a ride for free, Ellie. It’s our lucky day.” 
 
    “You can choose any box except number four,” the man says as Grant drags me over to the ride. “There’s somethin’ blue all stuck to the seats and walls.” 
 
    I elbow Grant. 
 
    “Slurpee,” I hiss. 
 
    “But it wasn’t puked on you,” he retorts. “Still a good day. Now get into the tiny metal box, pretty please.” 
 
    I scowl back at him as I take the steps up to the ride and pick out a non-vomity death trap. I scramble over the edge and half-climb half-fall into the seat. Grant slides in expertly behind me. 
 
    There’s another strange jolt through my chest as his arm grazes mine. I instinctively pull my hand back, crossing my arms tight over my body. 
 
    “I don’t want to touch anything,” I complain. “I’ve got to play this smart and minimize all risk.” 
 
    “Then doing up your seatbelt might help.” 
 
    Grant leans over me and grabs the threadbare seatbelt dangling from the ceiling. I get a wave of his cologne, and his dark curling hair tickles my face as he snaps the belt into place. I cross my arms tighter. 
 
    “Y’all comfy in there?” The operator with the gold teeth calls to us from a little stand by the ride steps. 
 
    Grant sticks an arm through a slat in the box and flashes him a thumbs up. “Game on!” 
 
    “I should have said yes to the tulle,” I mutter. “Stupid, stupid Ellie. I should have known—Sweet Jesus!” 
 
    The ride tears off, our tiny box hurtling forward into a death spin. Grant cackles as I clutch first at my seatbelt, and then at him. My body curls into a tight ball at his side, the momentum of the ride throwing me into him over and over again. I bury my head in his armpit, not giving a shit that it might smell as I look for any way to use his body as the human shield he promised back when it was only Slurpee barf I was afraid of. 
 
    His arms curl around me, and then he’s pulling me closer. He rubs at my back, and I have a sudden, visceral memory of someone doing the same thing when I was sick as a child. I squeeze my eyes shut. 
 
    “You alive over there?” 
 
    I shake my head. “My spirit has left my body. I’m floating somewhere over Stone Mountain.” 
 
    “Look, you can keep holding onto me,” he says. “But if you decide you want to open your eyes and look, I promise I won’t let you go.” 
 
    “You’re the same man who held up cow print for me to wear at my sister’s wedding. I can’t trust a word out of your mouth.” 
 
    “Thirteen. I’ve got you, girl.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. My fingers dig tighter into his chest as I open one eye, then the other. Slowly, slowly, I lean over Grant and peer through the slats in the box. 
 
    The world below is a kaleidoscope of color. It’s dizzying and, yes, even sickening, but also… strangely pretty. My heart pounds in my ears and goosebumps dance across the back of my neck. 
 
    Grant gives my shoulders a squeeze. “I’ve still got you. Even when you eat your words.” 
 
    I glare up at him. “It’s terrifying.” 
 
    “It’s fun.” 
 
    He holds my gaze for a moment. I’m aware then of how close I’ve gotten to him. I’m practically in his lap, and the hands he’s squeezing on my shoulders are attached to arms wrapped tight around my torso. 
 
    I push back, pressing my spine into the side of the metal cage. My stomach quivers. 
 
    “It’s… fun,” I concede. 
 
    Still, I grip my seatbelt with both hands. I notice my knuckles have damn near gone purple. 
 
    Grant laughs as he watches through the slats of the cage. 
 
    “What?” I hiss. 
 
    He shakes his head and turns to me, smiling. “I think I’m gonna have a lot of fun with you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR: GRANT 
 
    “Grant.” 
 
    I bang my head on my bike’s engine and drop the drain plug I just removed. I turn, a rare scowl stamping across my face as I look up to see Jack and Remy. 
 
    They’ve both got their arms crossed, and they wear identical smirks. I know what this is. 
 
    I grin and wipe my hands on my uniform, determined to head them off. “Gentleman, have you come to watch me bend over while I give my bike an oil change? Your ladies not doing it for you these days?” 
 
    Neither one of them gives. Jack only rocks on his heels, clearly excited. 
 
    “We’ve come to check you for a concussion,” he says. 
 
    “Well, considering the way you two just made me smack the shit out of my forehead, you’re either psychics or late on the draw. Why, exactly, would you think I’m concussed?” 
 
    “Grant. Baby boy. Sweet summer child.” Remy pinches my cheek. He’s enjoying giving me shit just a little too much. “Caroline says Ellie described you as a perfect gentleman. Now at first I was inclined to believe it was Ellie who had gotten brain damage somewhere along the line, but I had a family dinner with her yesterday and all seemed well. You, sir, are the one who has gone cuckoo for cocoa puffs.” 
 
    “Your women have had you both watching too many Lifetime movies.” I stick my tongue out at them and give Remy a light punch to the shoulder. “You don’t even work here anymore. Did you make a special trip down so you and Jack could gossip about me over mani-pedis and fruity cocktails?” 
 
    “You like Ellie!” Jack crows, completely ignoring my jabs. 
 
    “I couldn’t help myself, I had to tell someone.” Remy grins. “I’ve been sitting on this since yesterday, when you texted Ellie throughout our family dinner. I can’t talk to Caroline—she’s still convinced you’re going to knock up her sister and convince her to name the baby after a porn star.” 
 
    “Ah, so Ellie wasn’t kidding about that…” 
 
    “You’re going full-on domestic,” Jack chimes in. “Should we trade your bike in for a minivan now? Take it from a dad—they’re surprisingly fun. They’ve got captain chairs that go all the way d—” 
 
    “I’m not chasing Ellie,” I say, momentarily forgetting my hands are filthy and running them through the front of my hair. Another uncharacteristic scowl flickers across my face. “I mean—she’s hot, but she also rejected me hard.” 
 
    My phone goes off in my pocket. All warmth leaves my face as both Jack and Remy’s gazes travel down to the repeating light. 
 
    “That her?” Jack presses his lips together, but it does little to hide the wicked grin that begs to overtake his face. “You wanna take that? You wanna send Ellie little heart emojis and updates about your day?” 
 
    My teeth grind together as I realize this is probably the reply I’m getting to a morning’s text conversation with Ellie about how boring work has been lately. I recently finished getting certified in motorcycle repair, and waiting on the certificate with no new training has got me feeling listless. I’d sent Ellie a GIF of a man falling asleep on the toilet. 
 
    In response, she’d sent me a picture of her with keyboard marks on her cheeks, as though she’d fallen asleep at her laptop. I’ve grown accustomed to this little ritual we’ve established. Every morning, I wake up to some goofy picture of Ellie scowling in her pajamas or scowling at her laptop or scowling with a delicious cup of coffee. I respond with my own over-the-top happy face picture, and we send them back and forth as the day progresses. 
 
    Even though she looks positively deranged in some of the pictures, I can’t help but take it as a little gesture of her reaching out to me. Of her sharing a small part of her life in the hopes that it might make me laugh. When I took too long to respond to her first picture yesterday morning, she followed up with a series of poses around her apartment in various stages of depression: cuddling a wine bottle, looking longingly out her window, even spooning her cat. 
 
    When I come out of my reminiscing about the texts, Jack and Remy are still smirking at me. They’ve got way too much ammunition. 
 
    I don’t enjoy being on the receiving end of this teasing. For so long, I’ve been the one razzing my coworkers as each of them got paired off and wife’d up. 
 
    I’m not chasing Ellie. I’m not even hooking up with Ellie—and I’d be owning up to that if I was, really, I would. She’s hot as sin, a fact I’ve found impossible to forget, as I’ve spent several nights now falling asleep to our text conversations and thinking about how she’s the only girl I’ve ever known that could make a scowl look pretty. 
 
    “I’m getting back to work,” I announce. 
 
    “Real work or working on your motorcycle when Dom isn’t watching?” Remy asks. 
 
    “Which one will get you off my back?” 
 
    Jack snorts. “You’d do real work to avoid talking to us? You’ve got it bad, man.” 
 
    “Boys!” Scar, the desk girl, pokes her head out from the front of the shop. “I’ve got an oil change coming in this morning. Who’s free?” 
 
    “Me!” I push past Jack and Remy. “Alright, guys, if you want to make another opportunity to flirt with me, you can contact my wingwoman. Don’t want you to be disappointed the next time you want to come chat, and she’s got my dance card all filled up.” 
 
    I pat Remy’s cheek on my way through to the front. 
 
    “Why isn’t it as fun to mess with Grant as it seems to be for him when he’s messing with us?” He asks Jack. 
 
    Laughing to myself, I let the door swing closed behind me. 
 
    And then I stop in my tracks. 
 
    “Grant.” 
 
    Mrs. Hollifield is standing behind the counter. A strange smile still hangs on her lips, as though her brain hasn’t had time to process that this might not be the correct expression. 
 
    I take a deep breath. 
 
    Scar looks between us, Mrs. Hollifield’s paperwork still clasped in her hands. “Do you two know each other?” 
 
    I nod. My tongue has gone thick and heavy in my mouth; it’s a chore to make it move. “How is… everyone?” 
 
    “Good.” She nods. “Good. It’s been a few years since we’ve had you come ‘round. I’m sure Taylor would love—” 
 
    I clear my throat. “I’ll take your keys, ma’am. We can have that done by the end of the morning.” 
 
    She just nods again, that strange smile still hanging in the corners of her mouth. I extend a hand, and she drops her keys into my palm. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them I saw—” 
 
    But I’m already through the door and letting it swing closed behind me. 
 
    Jack and Remy are still standing together by the lockers. They glance over at me like they might come back and resume our conversation, but I duck my head and let myself out to the parking lot to find Mrs. Hollifield’s car. 
 
    The sudden Georgia heat on the back of my neck is a blessing. It sears into my skin, baking me alive. I stand there in the sun for a moment, just closing my eyes and tilting my head back. Let that sunshine infuse its way back into my brain. 
 
    When the moment is over, I slip my hand into my pocket. 
 
    GRANT: Lunch? 
 
    Three little dots hover in the corner, and then the reply comes through. 
 
    ELLIE: As long as you don’t make any jokes about my having you for dessert. 
 
    I laugh out loud at that. The air buoys up in my lungs, making me feel fully alive again. 
 
    GRANT: I have an oil change. Mabel’s in an hour? 
 
    ELLIE: You’re on. 
 
    A picture message loads in the corner of my screen. When it comes through, it’s a shot of Ellie with her signature scowl… but with the corner of her mouth quirked up like she’s fighting back a smile. Something squeezes in my chest. 
 
    I pocket the phone and get back to work. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You know what’s stupid?” 
 
    We haven’t even cleared the doors of Mabel’s yet. I met Ellie in the parking lot and she got out of her sedan all huffy and red and sour. 
 
    I smirk. “I’ve got a feeling you’re going to tell me whether I ask or n—” 
 
    “Men’s shirts are stupid.” 
 
    “Men’s shirts?” I repeat. 
 
    I push open the door for her, and her arms fly up in a dramatic expression. 
 
    “I mean, there are only so many believable ways to get them off.” 
 
    I blink, following her into Mabel’s. 
 
    “You could just ask me,” I say in my best husky, growling voice. “I’ll get right on that—” 
 
    But she waves me off, twisting a lock of hair around her finger as she slides into a booth bench. It takes everything I have not to laugh at how dead set she is, how she’s positively seething over… men’s shirts. 
 
    I instantly feel a little lighter. It was the right thing to call her up, regardless of Jack and Remy’s jokes. Just like that, I can shelve what I felt back at the shop. 
 
    “I’m stuck on this scene I’m writing because I can’t get the damn shirt off this man’s pecs to save my life.” 
 
    I snort at that. It’s just a little too on the nose. Regardless, I hold back and try to play again instead of making jokes at Ellie’s expense. “Haven’t you written a million shirt-taking-off scenes before?” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s the thing!” She spreads her hands on the table before her, painting me a picture. “I need this scene to be original. All my stories can have the same beats. Readers like that and, what’s more, they expect it. But what they don’t want is recycled scenes. Cal can’t give Melody a strip show, because that happened in Mine to Hold. He can’t rip the fabric in a fit of passion, because that was a big deal in For Love and For Horses. I got fan mail about that scene. Someone would remember.” 
 
    The same tired waitress from last time glances over at our table. Ellie is clearly still mid-tirade, so I take her menu for her and spread it out. 
 
    “Here’s a deliciously dirty secret,” I say as the waitress finishes up with her current table. “Sometimes I don’t take my shirt off. Sometimes I get right down to business after having removed only the bare min—” 
 
    Her ears turn that shade of pink I like so much. 
 
    “Grant, the guy always takes his shirt off in these things.” 
 
    “In your books, you mean?” 
 
    She nods and threads those fingers again. “It’s one of those beats. He takes his shirt off and she has an ooh and ah moment where she admires his pecs and abs. He says something possessive or dominating or praising, but whatever it is, it’s a fucking killer line of dialogue. Then he makes her come at least twice, never less. Just once would be too ordinary. Well, unless it’s her first orgasm or it’s absolutely the best one she’s ever had in her entire life. Wave after wave of orgasms would be—” 
 
    She glances up then, realizing the table next to us can likely hear her describing orgasms in detail. I do my best not to smirk too much, hiding my smile behind my glass of water as I take a drink. 
 
    “Well, an orgasm train would be unrealistic. That can happen later in the book, but not the first time they get together. I mean, unless we’re dealing with a big blue alien or a monster or something. Those genres have their own rules.” 
 
    I nearly spit out my drink. “This is what you do for a living?” 
 
    She pauses in her rant then and looks up at me like it’s the first time she’s realized an actual human male has been on the receiving end of this conversation. 
 
    “Damn, Thirteen.” I laugh and shake my head. “When you picked apart my pickup line and my backstory back at the Christie wedding, that was just, like, a day of work for you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Ellie blushes. “My dad used to say that sooner or later every job becomes an assembly line, and I guess this is mine. I use all the same pieces in all the same order. It’s predictable. Easy.” 
 
    Something darkens in her face at that. She glances down at the menu, eyes scanning the words without really looking. 
 
    There’s a twitch in my chest. I recognize that face. She looks exactly how I felt coming away from the shop after working on Mrs. Hollifield’s car. 
 
    Maybe our traumas really are closer than I thought. 
 
    “That’s kind of depressing advice for a dad to tell his kid. Whatever happened to chase your dreams or sure, kid, you can be the first astronaut cowboy!” 
 
    Ellie’s mouth cracks into a slow smile. “I’m not sure either of my parents were good for touchy-feely advice, but at least my dad’s line was practical. My mother prefers to give you no guidance, drop you to the wolves, and then critique you when you come up short of her expectations.” 
 
    “Was the divorce nasty?” 
 
    I can tell immediately that we’ve crossed over from our playful banter into something more serious. Instant blistering regret leaves the back of my neck burning. 
 
    “My parents’ divorce…” she starts slowly, toying once more with that long lock of hair. “It hit all the beats I’d expect from the failed relationship that comes before Prince Charming shows up in one of my books. They fought, then they didn’t, and then they separated. My father moved to Tennessee and my mother pretends she never got married. There was no custody battle, no grand gesture scene where one of them tried to get the other back. It was exceedingly normal. But it still managed to fuck me up pretty good.” 
 
    A corner of her mouth lifts in a wry smile as she glances back up at me. “And now I write fairy tales where men take their shirts off and run an orgasm train on unassuming women. So it would appear I’ve recovered, right?” 
 
    There’s a beat of silence between us. Despite the jab at the end there, I can sense that this was no small admission. Ellie is giving me something here, offering up some tiny morsel of her own story to explain her character, her motivations, her thought-process. 
 
    This is real friendship shit. It’s the kind of stuff I don’t even usually talk about with my coworkers back at Bianchi and Sons. 
 
    “I ran into someone from my past today,” I blurt. 
 
    “Woah.” Ellie’s eyes widen. “Trauma dump in exchange for trauma dump?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Was it the ex-girlfriend?” 
 
    “Mercifully, it wasn’t her. But it still left me feeling out of my element.” I pause, considering exactly how much I want to divulge right now. I clear my throat. “I didn’t sing along with Pharrell at full volume on the bike ride over here, so you know something was off with my energy.” 
 
    “You sing on your motorcycle?” She rolls her eyes, her trademark smirk returning. “Lord.” 
 
    “I’ll just be pushing right past your judgements, thank you.” I grin. “Anyway, I think we should order something disgustingly unhealthy for lunch today. Straight sugar, no substance. You can drown your frustrations with men’s shirts and I can forget the woman who walked into the garage today.” 
 
    She nods. “I like it. Seems like healthy behavior.” 
 
    Something clicks in the back of my mind. “Oh my God, Ellie, I’ve got it!” 
 
    She raises one eyebrow. “What?” 
 
    “Your hero’s shirt can come off when he eats too much junk food and the buttons give way.” I grin wickedly as her face falls. “His beer gut will spill right out and then the heroine can look on lovingly.” 
 
    “I’m sure my readers will write me more emails about that,” she cracks drily. 
 
    “Your killer line of dialogue after his shirt comes off will be when he says I ate that buffet, baby girl, and now it’s time to eat you.” 
 
    She grimaces while I cackle. 
 
    The waitress returns, pad in one hand and pencil dangling lazily between two fingers. “Y’all ready?” 
 
    I blink. I’ve been so busy making jokes about cunnilingus I haven’t considered my order. 
 
    “I’ll take the eggs benedict,” Ellie says. “Side of bacon.” 
 
    Her back straightens a bit as she folds her menu and hands it back. She glances over at me, her cheeks somehow getting a shade darker. 
 
    “You liked the bacon here, right? You can have my side.” 
 
    There’s a stirring in my chest at that. It’s a tiny gesture, perhaps barely noticeable to anyone that isn’t as blindly optimistic as this old golden retriever. 
 
    But I think I’m growing on her. I think Ellie Wells just tried to do something nice for me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE: ELLIE 
 
    “I am bone dry over here, darling.” 
 
    I wince. I don’t want to picture Eunice that way. 
 
    She’s older than my mother. Skin that wrinkles in ways that would make a hound dog envious. Lips etched with permanent liner, and spidery eyelashes to match. And she’s always got these long, red fingernails that make me itch to think of them touching me. 
 
    It’s impossible to think of them touching another human being. Or touching—oh my God—herself. 
 
    “My nephew dragged me to that movie Dune when it was in theaters,” Eunice muses. “My vagina is that desert. In a fucking drought, darling.” 
 
    “You know you can just tell me you didn’t like the sequel I sent over?” 
 
    I pull a beer out of my fridge, balancing my laptop in my arms as I twist off the top. The video call flickers like it might give way. 
 
    “You’re a writer. You can understand my desire for creativity in descriptions,” Eunice purrs. “Besides, I really want to drive home that I know there’s more in you than that predictable drivel. You are an artist, and I make no secret that you’re my favorite client. Besides, it keeps the rest of my writers working harder to keep up with you.” 
 
    I smile at that and knock back a swig of my beer. The place still smells of the popcorn I burnt before I took her call. I walk over and crack my front door before settling in on my living room armchair, tucking my legs up underneath me. My cat, Luna, jumps up to curl on the end table beside me. 
 
    For a moment I just breathe, considering what Eunice has said. It feels good to be thinking this over in my first-ever by-myself apartment, even if what I’m thinking over is a blazing critique. I only recently moved in from my mother’s place, and there’s an independence with it that makes everything taste just a little bit better. Even burnt popcorn. 
 
    Eunice coughs, sending me a pointed look that brings me back to the present. 
 
    Eunice might not have the same way with words that her writing team does, but she knows how to keep me on the line. Wrinkles, watery eyes, and spider lashes aside, I can’t help but like her. 
 
    “Where was my sexy horseback scene your first act was promising?” she continues. “And why, for sweet Baby Jesus’ sake, did Cal keep his shirt on when he went down on Melody?” 
 
    Damn that Grant Baker. How does he get away with keeping his shirt on when he hooks up, like he’s too lazy to bother undressing and giving the girl a show? 
 
    “How dry am I? Let me count the ways.” 
 
    “Good God, Eunice, please don’t—” 
 
    “I am sandpaper down there, Ellie,” she says. “It would be painful if I got up and tried to walk around right now. It would—” 
 
    “Okay! Okay!” I’m laughing, setting down the end of my beer to nurse a stitch in my side. 
 
    “Take the sequel back,” Eunice says. “Give it another go. And for God’s sake, get a little inspiration. Give me the first real feeling I’ve had down there since childbirth.” 
 
    A mental image of Eunice’s children flashes through my mind: tiny, wrinkled babies with red-painted fingernails. I shake my head. 
 
    “On it. Okay.” 
 
    “In all seriousness, darling,” her tone softens. My breath catches. Eunice only ever softens up like this when a manuscript is in dire need. “You can do better than this, El. Your work on Girl Untouched a few months back? Newbery worthy.” 
 
    I snort. “Yeah, if they gave Newbery Medals to books with spanking scenes.” 
 
    “You’re good at what you do, kid,” Eunice says. There’s a swell in my chest at that. “But something’s off. Take your manuscript and get it back to me in another month. Watch whatever Jason Momoa movie is out and go home and ruminate on it. I’m pretty sure you can write off a new vibrator as a business expense.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Good luck, darling!” Eunice trills. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh again. Now more than wondering what Baby Eunices might look like, I’m wondering what she was like as a mother. Was she the parent with the fishbowl of condoms on the entryway table? 
 
    The call clicks off, and I set my laptop on the table. 
 
    Did I just get homework from my publisher to masturbate and come up with some sexy new plot ideas? 
 
    I rub at my eyes with the palms of my hands. My cell buzzes and I have to shoo Luna out of the way so I can pick it up. A cursory glance reveals a new message from Grant, and my stomach tightens in response. I don’t need the sexy mechanic sending me goofy, flirty messages at a tense time like this. 
 
    Shit. I can picture Eunice eyeballing me suggestively. Maybe… maybe I do need a sexy mechanic texting me at a time like this? 
 
    Grant and I are never going to happen. Just friends. But he is attractive and I am in need of a little sexy scene inspiration…. 
 
    I settle deeper into the couch, letting my knees slack apart. I pick up the phone and glance at the screen again. 
 
    GRANT: Going out tonight. Pick the least douchey date option for me. T-shirt, button down, or Henley? 
 
    Fuck. He’s attached pictures. 
 
    My thumb hovers over the screen for a moment, and I chew my lip. I can’t really be doing this. Inspiration needed or not, this is a dangerous line of thought. 
 
    My thumb is already moving, scrolling down the little screen, betraying every logical cell in my body. 
 
    The picture that has come through looks almost comical following the series I sent him this morning. I took way too much time staging my apartment to look like a crime scene, and I was on the ground posing like my cat had somehow killed me. Cat food scattered the floor around my head. Luna was posed on my chest, her little eyes narrowed as she went nose to nose with me (I don’t know how she got the clue to play along. Maybe she thought she had the chance to eat me?). 
 
    Beneath all that is Grant’s picture. Very different. 
 
    He’s standing in front of a bedroom mirror, his dark eyes just out of frame. Even though the picture is intended to showcase his different shirt options, he’s still got that cocky little smile he’s always wearing. It’s like he’s putting on a show, even just for me, even just via text. 
 
    The button-down is first. It’s a toned-down version of what he wore at the Christie wedding, something tight and formal and crisp. Suave. My throat has gone a little dry. 
 
    Scroll down. The t-shirt is next. He’s paired it with this black leather jacket, exactly what I’d expect to see him wearing on the back of his motorcycle. Will he be taking this date on that death machine? Will she clutch at his chest and bury her face between his shoulder blades? Will he be gentler with her on the curves, maybe slide a protective hand down over one of hers? 
 
    I’m not sure when it happened, but my free hand has slid over my thigh and between my parted legs. My middle finger is tracing a figure-8 just below my zipper. As soon as I realize what I’m doing, I pull my hand back, dropping my phone to my chest to cradle my traitorous finger like I might chastise it. 
 
    What am I doing? I’m still not interested in Grant that way. 
 
    I’m not a nun. I write friggin’ bondage scenes, for crying out loud. So it’s safe to say I’m not immune to his charms. Grant’s had success as a man whore for a reason, right? He’s suave as hell; the whole pup routine is working for him, even if it can get a little annoying. But I also know his sexual misadventures are intended to—eventually—take him down the path to Mrs. Right. That’s not me. 
 
    And… and I think I like him too much to be Miss Right Now and lose him as a friend. Maybe the pup routine is less annoying than I like to tell myself. 
 
    My shoulders stiffen. Maybe getting him out of my system right here on the couch wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. Maybe I can indulge a fantasy or two, get a little Eunice-approved inspiration, and then write Grant onto the page. 
 
    I can finally pin him down, figure out exactly what kept me talking to him instead of running for the hills after his terrible pickup at the Christie wedding. 
 
    I glance back at my front door. Still cracked, but I am the last apartment in the hall. And I’m too worked up to get up and walk over to shut it. Maybe if I was quick and efficient… 
 
    My hand is back between my legs again, finger tracing that delicate figure-8. My breath catches in my chest and I close my eyes tight before risking another glance at my phone. 
 
    Third picture: the Henley. 
 
    Sweet Jesus Christ, forgive me. 
 
    He’s got the sleeves rolled up. Those inky black tattoos are on full display, rippled in all the right places from where his corded muscles help him grip the phone. The top button of the Henley gapes open, a dangerous sneak peek at what’s hidden underneath. 
 
    And his smirk—it’s beyond cocky in this picture. It’s like it’s aimed right at me, skewering me in my place the same way I’d just mused about doing to Grant in one of my novels. I drop the phone on my chest, irrationally worried he might be able to see me. 
 
    Both my hands drop down, my fingers fumbling at my zipper. I tear it aside, squeezing my eyes so tightly closed I’m sure they’ll ache when I’m finished. I push past the waistband of my cotton underwear, fingers desperately searching for the warmth between my legs. 
 
    There’s another buzz on my chest. My eyes pop open. 
 
    My fingers are shaking as I reach back and pick up the phone. 
 
    GRANT: Anyone out there?? 
 
    I can’t reply. Not now. 
 
    I’m panting as I spread my legs again, and my hands push past my panties once more. I circle my swollen clit, and my back arches up off the couch. 
 
    Will he touch this girl tonight? Even now, even with my nipples perking up against my shirt and my hips grinding slow, deep circles against my own touch, I have to ground myself at least a little. I have to remind myself that he sent those pictures to please another date, as they should. 
 
    Grant is going to take this girl out. He’s going to offer her a hand to help her get off his bike, then he’ll remove her helmet and brush her hair back behind her ear. He’ll— 
 
    My phone buzzes again and I want to scream. I wrench my hand out and glance at the screen. 
 
    GRANT: I’m five minutes away. I’ll just stop by on my way. Fashion show! 
 
    Jesus, Mary, and Holy Ghost. 
 
    He’s on his way. He’s on his way here. I glance over at my still-cracked front door. I should get up and bolt the damn thing. Better yet—I should buck Eunice’s chastisement and my own treasonous libido and pull my pants back up like a big girl. 
 
    But shit… I have five minutes. And I can still picture him straddling that bike, the engine roaring to life between his legs… 
 
    I push back my damp hair from my forehead and close my eyes again. Time to get down to business. 
 
    I sink a finger in, stroking slow and deep. My neck rolls in response, and my free hand finds the bottom of my shirt to push past the fabric and up under my bra. When my hand finds my taut, pointed nipple, I roll it between my thumb and index finger and… 
 
    I slap a hand over my mouth. Did I seriously just moan? 
 
    I reach over and grasp the couch cushion, white-knuckling it to maintain my control. I sink another finger between my legs, gasping at the intense need to be filled. 
 
    I can picture Grant now, strutting up to Table Thirteen and reading over my shoulder about Cal’s manhood. His dark eyes had fucking smoldered as he winked and assured me he could provide me with the manhood I’d written about. 
 
    And now… and now I wonder if it’s true. I wonder if he’ll be pressing his date tonight up against her front door, his hand travelling up her shirt the way my own hand is now, and guiding her other hand down to his— 
 
    My eyes pop open again as a fiery bolt sears its way from my chest up to my cheeks. 
 
    I glance over at the clock on my wall as my chest continues to heave. I’m taking too much time. He’ll be here soon. I need to speed things along. 
 
    I bite my lip and hold my breath and invite in the most dangerous thought of the afternoon. 
 
    What if that girl he was touching was me? 
 
    What if I got to unbutton the rest of that Henley and pull it up over his head? What does Grant look like when he’s stripped of his clothing and those sleeves meet tanned, athletic chest? Would his hands go to my waist? My own shirt buttons? My zipper? 
 
    “Grant…” 
 
    I don’t even fucking care that I’m moaning his name. I don’t care that I’m rolling around on this couch like some kind of rutting animal. My eyes have closed again, and I’m so lost in this moment I’ve practically drowned in it. 
 
    When I come, his name chokes on my lips. I’m out of breath. Boneless. Numb. Every cell is tingling, on fire with a desire I hadn’t realized was simmering beneath the surface. 
 
    I still don’t want Grant. We’re still just friends. I’m still in control. 
 
    I repeat all of this with my hand still down my pants, pussy walls still clenching my fingers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX: GRANT 
 
    I nearly drop the bag of shirts I’m holding, giving myself away. 
 
    I’m frozen. Beyond frozen—my soul has projected out from my body and somehow I’m seeing myself standing at the end of this apartment hallway, mouth agape like a Neanderthal. 
 
    “Grant.” 
 
    I glance down the hallway, like someone has magically come up behind me in the last two seconds. Surely someone else named Grant will push past me at any second, throwing back Ellie’s apartment door to go ravage her and make her moan his name all over again. 
 
    There’s no one. It’s just me. And I’m still standing here, arms cramping from the awkward clutch I’ve frozen in as I strain my ears. 
 
    “Grant, please…” 
 
    My cock jerks in response. Oh my God, down, boy! 
 
    Is this a joke? Is Ellie pulling some shit on me? I hold my breath and shuffle over to her doorway, doing my best to conjure up an image of her smirking and holding up the middle finger as I round the entry with a raging hard-on. 
 
    The words “Good one” are already forming on my lips as I duck my head around the— 
 
    Good night nurse. 
 
     Butter my butt and call me a fuckin’ biscuit. 
 
    There aren’t enough good Southern sayings to express the shock I feel right now. 
 
    Ellie was on her couch. One hand down her pants, the other clutching a cushion. Her eyes were closed tight, but her face was contorted into the sweetest expression of ecstasy as my name came out of that pretty little mouth. 
 
    I brace my back against the wall by her door, trying not to wheeze like an asthmatic as I regain feeling in my extremities. 
 
    What does this mean? Did she intend for me to see her? Am I supposed to walk in there and take over? 
 
    An unfamiliar panic rises in my chest at that thought. 
 
    This is Ellie. This isn’t one of the girls that was throwing herself at me over Friday night drinks. 
 
    She’s made it clear from the literal first moment we met that she’s not interested. She’s off-limits. I’m not even supposed to make flirty jokes too much around her. 
 
    So what was— 
 
    Grant, you idiot. You’re using too much aerosol hair product and it’s going to your head. 
 
    So she’s getting her rocks off. That’s allowed. And, okay, she was moaning your name, but that doesn’t mean she’s asking for you to step in and rock her world. She seems pretty capable of rocking her world all on her own. 
 
    My Lanta. My cock aches again at the thought. My hand drops involuntarily to rub it, and I have to stifle a groan as I feel a warm blossom of precum seeping through the front of my jeans. 
 
    Nope. Come on, man. You might be a horny single dude, but you’re not Glenn Quagmire. You will not jerk one out in the hallway listening to your friend doing something very private. She never even texted you back. She probably didn’t know you would be coming by at all. This was a private moment and you are not that guy. 
 
    And you have a date. 
 
    Sweet Jesus, how am I supposed to sit through a date thinking about what I just saw through that doorway? 
 
    There’s a shuffling sound coming from inside Ellie’s apartment. My chest constricts again, and before I really know what I’m doing, I’m bolting back down the hallway. I fumble with my phone, fingers hitting all the wrong keys as I hammer out a message that I’ve decided to go with the Henley after all and I’ll just see her later. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You are cuter than your profile picture.” My date hiccups as she grins at me. “And you’re funny, too. I told myself I wasn’t going to date anyone else who was funny after Ricardo. I told myself, Jada, you need a serious man who will be serious with you. Definitely no more comics. No more performers of any kind. Ricardo wasn’t the only funny guy who messed me up. I dated an improv hobbyist once. He let me know we were breaking up by playing a word association game with me. I said ‘relationship’ and then he said ‘over.’ But you’re funny in, like, a regular person kind of way. Like, if I saw you in a TikTok I’d probably watch it all the way through before I kept on scrolling. I think that’s the kind of funny I could make work. Anyway, what was your question again?” 
 
    I blink. “I didn’t ask one.” 
 
    The waiter beside us clears his throat. “I asked if you were ready to order.” 
 
    My date just giggles and knocks back another swallow of wine. She hasn’t even had much to drink. The hiccups, the talking… it’s all her. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, I haven’t even looked at the menu yet.” 
 
    Jada makes a show of leafing through the laminated paper, reading out the occasional dish. She starts in on an anecdote about how she got food poisoning from fried chicken once—it should be noted that we are at an Asian restaurant—and I glance over at the waiter. 
 
    He’s a small, mousy man with thick glasses and a thinning combover. He clutches his pad in one hand, his pen in the other, his knuckles white from careful restraint. The veins in his neck stand out, and I get the sense that he’s gritting his teeth something fierce. As my date twists a long, dark lock of hair around her finger and transitions into a monologue on how some restaurants have to bribe the health inspector to pass, our waiter blinks painfully slow, like it’s a monumental struggle just to keep his eyes open. 
 
    There’s no life left in those eyes. He might already be fantasizing about how to give us food poisoning so she’ll never come back to this restaurant again. I’m going to need to leave a bigger tip than usual. 
 
    “Why don’t I come back?” He turns on his heel. 
 
    How do I say “Please, for the love of all things holy, don’t leave me alone” in coded waiter talk? Do I slip a hundred directly into his front pocket while Jada is still eyeballing the menu and chattering on about her gallbladder surgery last year? 
 
    But in a blink he’s gone, and my date has already set aside her menu and forgotten it once more. She stops to catch a breath, eyes raking me up and down in the world’s briefest moment of silence. 
 
    “Do you work out?” 
 
    “Um, I mean—” 
 
    “I work out.” She nods knowingly. “Honestly, I hate it, but I know I need to look good to get back in the game after Ricardo. There’s this guy at my gym with the most ridiculous—” 
 
    “Jada.” My voice comes out too forcefully as I nudge her menu back over in her direction. 
 
    She raises an eyebrow, and a suggestive grin overtakes her face. “In a hurry to get out of here, are we? Wanna put all those hours at the gym to the test?” 
 
    She growls. She actually lifts one lip like a big cat and growls. 
 
    It’s ridiculous. It’s absurd, really. And for some ungodly reason… it sends me careening back to Ellie’s apartment hallway, and I can hear all over again the way she growled out my name through clenched teeth. Something flips low in my stomach. 
 
    I shake my head in a lame attempt to clear it. I’m on a date with the anti-Ellie. Traditionally, Jada has been my type. Sure, she rants more than my childhood pastor after the latest teen sex romp hit theaters, but she’s nice enough. She’s cute. And most importantly, she seems into me. 
 
    There’s an intentionality there that I’m never going to get from Ellie. An actual desire. 
 
    Still, my dick has already grown long and hard in my pants just thinking back to standing in that hallway. I grit my teeth, summoning up every bit of self-restraint I possess to shove the image of Ellie out of my mind. She can spank it thinking of me if she wants, but I’ve got a flesh and blood date right here, ready to go. I’ve got— 
 
    “How crazy would it be if we skipped right to dessert?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    My gaze flicks back to the date in front of me. 
 
    Jada’s lowered her lashes, and she’s smirking up at me. With her mouth closed for two seconds, I can almost remember what I liked about her dating profile. Yeah. This could work. I can get Ellie out of my system. Who knows? Maybe if Jada learns how to listen a little more and she can keep that mind going in one direction… 
 
    I shift in my chair, adjusting my jeans so my hard-on isn’t so obvious if the waiter comes around this side of the table. 
 
    “My apartment is two blocks from here,” she says. “Honestly, I’m not very hungry. We could walk over, have a nightcap, and I could slip into something more comfortable.” 
 
    She walks her fingers across the table and pinches the back of my hand. “I’ve got this adorable little red silk number and—” Her voice catches. In less than a moment, her eyes have gone distant. “Ricardo bought it for me. He called me his Funny Valentine when I wore it, and I thought that was so cute until I learned he didn’t come up with that name himself, he just ripped off this old song title. Like, thank God he didn’t do that with his other nicknames for me. I can’t imagine hearing the name ‘baby’ in a song and not thinking of Ricardo.” 
 
    Jada is pulling back, choking up. She puts a hand to her heart. “I’m so sorry.” She fans her face, cheeks going red. “I thought I could do this. I thought I was over him. But maybe, like, the joke is on me. Maybe I’m just a lonely girl who needs her big, sexy stand-up comic to take the stage in her heart. I have to call Ricardo. Oh my God…” 
 
    But I’m not listening anymore. There’s a movement I’m watching two tables over. 
 
    A woman is standing up. She’s got a long, lean body and dark hair. 
 
    She’s not her. I know she’s not. 
 
    Maybe it’s seeing Mrs. Hollifield in the shop the other day or spying Ellie in her apartment doing something so intimate, but my heart is throttling its way up to my throat. And even as Jada excuses herself from the table and goes running to the bathroom, her phone already out and surely dialing Ricardo, the legendary small-town stand-up comic, I can’t think about anything but that girl at the table. 
 
    She’s got her kid with her, a little boy with his own mess of dark hair. She picks him up and places him on her hip, then slides her free hand through that of a man getting up on the other side of the table. 
 
    When she turns and walks past, an intense wave of relief floods through me as I confirm what I already knew: it’s not her. This isn’t the confrontation I’ve been avoiding for years. The universe isn’t that cruel in its timing, and I don’t have to suffer through both a bad date’s monologues and seeing an ex in one night. 
 
    Still, I’m left feeling stiff and stuck. My hands are knotted in the white tablecloth, and my back has gone just a little too straight. 
 
    Here’s another sign, Grant. Another sign that walking through that apartment door and confronting Ellie would have been a bad idea. 
 
    Jadas aren’t going to be your best friend. They’re not going to hurt you. They have their own exes to worry about, and they’re a much softer landing spot on the way to finding the Right One. 
 
    “Waiter.” 
 
    I wave at him through the crowd. His eyes go wide when he realizes Jada’s left the table and taken her things. He doesn’t even try to hide his pleasure. 
 
    “What can I get for you, sir?” 
 
    “Something strong,” I say with a sigh. 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Do you have to eat that in the car?” I try to only breathe through my nose as I address my Oma in the passenger seat, her neck extended as she holds her Schmalz over a tiny paper plate and crunches down. “I would have waited for you to isolate that stink to the apartment.” 
 
   

 

 She grins and waggles those thick gray eyebrows at me. “You are lucky it is Schmalz this morning and not Weisswurstfrühstück.” 
 
    She pantomimes taking the end of a sausage in her mouth, then makes a sucking sound that curdles my blood in my veins. 
 
    “God bless you, you’re lucky you’re old and impaired.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you are my favorite grandson and I allow you to drive me to my appointments,” she says. “It bodes well for you in my will.” 
 
    “Um, only grandson,” I correct her, glancing at her as I try to suppress a smirk. “And I’m very worried all I’d get out of your will is more pickled sausages or meats that really shouldn’t be spreadable but somehow still are.” 
 
    She pats my cheek. “And you’ll be happy for it, Liebling.” 
 
    I let the smirk fade into a content smile; she’s not wrong, I love the old bat and I love her affection for me. She’s my favorite cranky old foreigner, even if she leaves me nothing at all when this is all over. 
 
    My chest tightens at that, and I glance over at her as she rests her head against her car window. I don’t like thinking about the end, even if her cancer treatments have seemed promising lately. 
 
    I don’t know which thing I want to think about less right now: my grandmother eventually passing away or the strawberry blonde girl I saw spread-eagled on her couch when she didn’t think I was there… 
 
    My stomach turns. 
 
    “You are thinking about the booty call again,” Oma mutters, eyes still closed. 
 
    “Butt dial. For the thousandth time, it’s butt dial.” I straighten up, hands gripping the steering wheel just a little bit tighter. “Not that Ellie butt dialed me at all, you just got the phrases confused… You know what? I’m not getting into this right now.” 
 
    Oma cracks one eye open to glance at me as she smirks; damn it, she knows what she did. 
 
    “You have mentioned this Ellie a few times,” she says. “It must be serious. Will I finally be getting the great-grandchildren I asked for? You will have to start fast with this Ellie if you want to give me all six kinder before I die.” 
 
    “Six?!” 
 
    She turns to me again, her smirk somehow even broader than before. 
 
    “I’m not… We’re not… Ellie is just a friend.” 
 
    But even as I insist, I picture her on that couch in her apartment. I hear my name coming from her sweet lips, a low, soft whimper that hints at something so much more… 
 
    “She is your friend,” Oma starts, crossing her arms and starting out the windshield with a furrowed brow as she thinks. “You like her. She is pretty.” 
 
    “You do not know Ellie Wells is pretty—” 
 
    “I looked at your phone when you were in the bathroom. You take long shits.” 
 
    “Oh my God, there is way too much to unpack there.” 
 
    “She is your friend, you like her, and she is pretty,” Oma says. “And I see your face when you get her messages. You like her booty call.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    My objections to Oma’s talk of booty calls and butt dials fade from my lips. 
 
    I do like when Ellie messages me, and I like it even more when we get to hang out in person. Ever since that first wedding, she’s been the number one person on my mind. 
 
    And then when I saw her in that apartment, calling out my name… 
 
    I shift in the driver’s seat, determined not to get an erection around my own grandmother. 
 
    “She doesn’t want to be anything more than friends,” I tell Oma. “She made it clear from the first day we met that I’m not supposed to hit on her or push her for more.” 
 
    “But still, she calls you,” Oma muses. “Still, you leave my house like a tornado when you hear from her. Are you so sure there is not more to this girl and my favorite grandson?” 
 
   



 

 My heart is pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears and feel it throbbing a beat across my skin. Just like that, I’m standing in the door to her apartment again and holding my breath. I hear Ellie say my name and every part of me lights up with the hope that maybe, just maybe she wishes I was really there with her. 
 
    “I have to respect her wishes. Ellie isn’t one of those girls who plays mind games. She’s been clear with me from the day we met.” 
 
    Oma rubs at her temples with the palms of both hands. 
 
    “Oma, are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s just that my favorite grandson is turning out to be such an Arschgeige.” 
 
    My face falls and I adjust my tight grip on the steering wheel. “You’re really doing me dirty here, Oma.” 
 
    She turns to me once more, her face pinched as she sizes me up. “Women are allowed to change their minds and you are, too, Liebling. Now it’s time for you to see if something has changed between you two, so you don’t look like such a cartoon every time you pick up your phone.” 
 
    My breath hitches at the prospect of saying something to Ellie. Is that even really an option? Is there any chance she’s the kind of girl who might change her mind? 
 
    My foot has pressed down harder on the gas without my telling it to, and my fingers have tightened so much around the steering wheel that the knuckles have gone purple-white. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Fuck, I want her to have changed her mind. 
 
    I want that moan I heard outside her apartment door to be a wish put out into the universe, that I might open the door and see her there. I want her to want me, to make us both say Screw our rules and give this thing a real shot. 
 
    I want so much more than just one night with Ellie. I want every single day that I’m with her to carry over into the next, so I’m not just looking at my damn phone, but I’m looking at her beautiful face instead. 
 
    Oma twitters next to me and shakes her head, grinning. “Look at you, finally using brain to realize I am right. Arschgeige…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN: ELLIE 
 
    Even at a table with four other people, I still feel way too alone with Grant. I train my eyes on the gaudy centerpiece, studying its liberal and creative use of burlap. 
 
    He texted me after the incident to say he wasn’t going to come by after all. But then when I sent him a stupid picture later—one in which I actually braved a real, grown-up smile—I got no response. It was enough to leave my stomach churning. 
 
    It’s not like he knows what I did. Besides, I got it all out of my system and now I’m better for it. 
 
    The chapter I turned in to Eunice was some of my best stuff. I wrote that thing like I was in a fever dream, hammering away at my keyboard with an open bottle of wine to the right and my vibrator positioned on the table to my left. I think the windows in my dining room may have actually been fogging up. 
 
    So only good came out of that fun little afternoon in the living room. It’s over, he doesn’t know, no one knows, and now we’re back at another wedding where he’ll pick up an older woman looking for Husband #3 or something. It’s all worked out perfectly. 
 
    And now I’m here. Another wedding, another opportunity to hit the reset button. 
 
    This affair is more elaborate than the last wedding we went to, complete with waiters who float from table to table carrying bite-sized Southern delicacies, a full jazz band in tuxes on a raised stage, and, of course, the world’s gaudiest centerpieces. In the center of the burlap is a collection of fresh hydrangeas surrounding a picture of the happy couple holding a dog and smiling. 
 
    I don’t think Adam and Tori even own a dog. Did they borrow a dog just for this photoshoot? How friggin’ weird. 
 
    “You should dance with Ellie, Grant,” Remy says. “She looks like she’s going to use a piece of that burlap to hang herself if she doesn’t get some entertainment soon.” 
 
    I choke on nothing but my own spit. Remy is smirking, one eyebrow raised at his friend as Grant looks like he might bolt for the exit doors. There’s a stab beneath my ribs at the expression on his face; for the briefest second, it felt like he had been privy to what I was thinking about as I stared at that godawful burlap. 
 
    “Ellie,” he starts, extending his hand over the table. “Do you want—” 
 
    “Risking a dance with me would likely end with both of our deaths,” I say. “Two left feet. Cay can attest.” 
 
    My sister does absolutely nothing to back me up. She’s just giving me that same weird look Remy is giving Grant. Then she pushes me up by the elbows, and I stand on two wobbly legs that will likely give way as soon as I take a single step in the heels she forced me to wear for this wedding. 
 
    “Get out there, Wells,” she commands. “You and Grant need to talk about our upcoming bridal shower, anyway.” 
 
    I make a mental note to write Cay out of the will later. No way will she be getting my cat. 
 
    Grant takes a step in my direction, offering his hand up again. I take it, grimacing in that way that always pisses my mom off. 
 
    “So attractive.” Grant laughs. 
 
    Cay makes a small noise and Remy smacks her on the back. 
 
    The music shifts as we make it over to the dance floor. Even though Grant is sliding a hand around my waist and pulling me close and—sweet Cheez-Its—I can smell whatever musky cologne he’s got dabbed in all the right places, I feel a light wave of relief as I realize what song is playing. 
 
    “Wait a second.” I pull back, holding up a hand. “This is All You Need Is Love. Is it romantic? Sure, but it’s impossible to dance to.” 
 
    Grant just taps the side of his nose. “That’s all a matter of perspective, Thirteen.” 
 
    Heaven help us, he starts swinging his arms and toe-tapping. I put up my hands. 
 
    “It’s written in 4/4 time and 7/4 time. Please, this is cruel to the Beatle’s legacy.” I snort, but Grant persists. 
 
    “Come on.” He snatches my wrist and pulls me up against him again. “We told your sister we’d dance. We’re dancing.” 
 
    He jerks me in funny movements. I can feel eyes watching us, but Grant is swinging us around and making interpretive dance movements and altogether too busy to notice, so it’s hard to care. 
 
    Still, there’s something strange about the way he carries himself. He’s just a little too stiff, and he never quite looks me in the eye as he puts on his show of embarrassing dance moves. Am I imagining this? 
 
    I swallow. 
 
    “Okay, you dance like newborn Bambi.” 
 
    I snort again, the tension in my chest starting to give way. “You’re the one forcing this to happen. People are staring.” 
 
    “This is a wedding. Bad song choice or not, people should be dancing! We need to lead by example and take charge.” 
 
    He catches my eye. His grin is downright mischievous; I decide I don’t like it. 
 
    “You are a terrible influence,” I say. 
 
    “I’m a party starter.” 
 
    He pulls away from me, gyrating his hips in a big circle. He catches the eye of the bride’s grandma two tables away, and winks. I slap a hand to my mouth to stop my guffaw before it comes. 
 
    Alright, I give: it’s working. I shuffle between my two feet, snapping off beat to the Beatles. 
 
    “Oh my God, that’s terrible.” He rolls his eyes, still grinning. 
 
    I drop my hands to my side. “I’m done.” 
 
    I turn on my heel, but he catches my elbow. “It’s terrible… but it’s encouraging others to get out on the floor.” He jerks his head at two couples who have braved a spot by the bandstand. “They see your truly horrifying dance skills and they know they can look better than that. You’re setting the bar so low for them! It’s great!” 
 
    He twirls me again, and I nearly fall over as my feet collide with one another. Grant swings an arm, catching me by the lower back before I can drop to the floor. My breath hitches. 
 
    “You’re doing it again.” 
 
    “Hmm?” He just grins annoyingly at me as he continues to flail and gesture. 
 
    “The golden retriever routine. You’re too positive. You’re too—” 
 
    “Charming? Adorable?” 
 
    “You’re—” 
 
    “About to blow your mind, Thirteen. Are you wearing shorts under that dress?” 
 
    I feel the color drain from my face as I consider how Grant is asking me what I have on over my underwear. “… Yes?” 
 
    He grins and takes both my hands. I do not like where this is going. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for this,” he whispers in my ear. “Just remember: it had to be done for the good of the wedding. You’re a true martyr so that Adam and Tori will have a day to remember in which everyone was dancing.” 
 
    “What are you—oh my God!” 
 
    His hands have gone to my hips, and he’s whipped me up into the air. My dress billows around me as he swings me around one side of his body, then up over his shoulder. I flip backwards, landing only for a moment to rock on my heels before he scoops me up again and cradles me like a princess. 
 
    He’s panting but grinning as he holds me close. 
 
    The applause comes immediately. Every part of my face is on fire; I can’t will myself to look out at the other wedding guests, not even when I hear Remy’s signature wolf-whistle coming from back at our table. 
 
    I should smack Grant for this. I should at least stick out my tongue or give an un-ladylike grunt for him to put me down. But instead, I’m fixated on that stupid puppy dog grin. I’m clutching the front of his shirt like I’m scared he might let me go, but I know he wouldn’t dare. 
 
    “I…” My tongue is cotton. I shake my head and blink a few too many times. “I think I need to go to get some air really quick.” 
 
    Regret immediately registers in his dark eyes. He thinks he pushed me too far. He thinks he took the routine past my limits, that he should have listened to my grumpy objections for once. 
 
    Grant sets me down. “Ellie, I—” 
 
    I put up a hand. “I’m good, I promise. Just… winded. I’m gonna step outside for just a second. I promise I’m alright.” 
 
    His eyes search mine. Eventually he nods. 
 
    I start off for the exit. The crowd gives way, and I pass more than one table where girls are telling their friends how handsome the swing dancer is out on the floor. One of them will run to Grant next, and he can do his thing with them. He can save the one-liners for me, the back and forth we’re more comfortable with. 
 
    I push through the exit doors, the heavy Georgia humidity greeting me like an old friend. This reception is on a river front, and I rush over to the railing, leaning my head over the water and taking deep breaths as I stare down at my muddled reflection. 
 
    Here’s the thing: because I’m a fucking romance writer, I know all the cliched beats. 
 
    He touched her and a jolt of electricity leapt through her arm. 
 
    She let out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. 
 
    Her heart jumped in her throat. 
 
    I’ve written them all a million times, so I can predict them. There’s comfort in that. Security. 
 
    Whatever is in my system right now, it’s nothing like the trite phrases I’ve written into a hundred romance novels. It’s something different that’s got me feeling hot and winded and, yes, electric… but also scared. It also has me feeling insecure. Unsure. 
 
    I don’t know what the hell this is. For once in my life, I don’t have the right words. 
 
    The music shifts again. The swing dance fades into something more mellow. I recognize this song, and my back stiffens at the realization. 
 
    It was my parents’ wedding song. Lovesong by The Cure. I was barely a human when my parents got divorced. Ten is still a child, you’re still forming half-baked memories of first crushes and scary elementary school teachers. I shouldn’t remember my parents’ wedding song. 
 
    But I do. And with the thought comes a flash of memory. 
 
    My father and mother are in the living room. My sisters are all in bed and I should be, too. I’m sneaking down for a glass of water when I hear the song. I stand in the shadows of the doorway, watching a rare moment when my father has his hand on the small of my mother’s back and they move in time together. 
 
    It wasn’t long after that that the fights became regular. I never saw another dance. I never saw another quiet, stolen moment. The jolts of electricity, the breath she didn’t know she was holding, the heart that leapt into her throat… clearly at some point, my mother had experienced all that for my father. But it was gone in an instant. And when things were ending, they didn’t go out in a bang where one of my parents fought for the other. They went out with a whimper. 
 
    A quiet conversation in which all decisions about the future had already been made. 
 
    A series of planned visits with Dad, each spaced just a little further from the last until they stopped altogether. 
 
    A set of step-siblings, then another set a few years later. 
 
    It was all so exceedingly normal. I have no right to feel as jaded and fucked up as I do over it. I shouldn’t be standing here now, staring down at my murky reflection and shaking as I think about my parents’ stupid wedding song. 
 
    And I certainly shouldn’t be giving any thought to what happened back in that reception hall with a man who has already promised to leave me be and pursue other women. I know what I want from life and Grant was on board with my plan from our first wedding together. We’re friends and friends only, for better or for worse. 
 
    That’s what I want. 
 
    My stomach quivers again, like it’s thinking of betraying me. 
 
    “Thirteen?” 
 
    “Good Lord.” I almost drop my cell phone as I turn around to see Grant coming toward me. He’s got his tie undone, and the ends of his dark curls are damp with sweat. His eyes shine in the low light. 
 
    “I came to make sure you haven’t thrown yourself into the river.” 
 
    “I was thinking about it. All good writers need to go out in a blaze of glory. Death by burlap centerpiece wasn’t going to cut it.” 
 
    He half-smiles at that. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he blurts. “The swing-dancing…” 
 
    “Was charming,” I concede with a sigh. “And adorable and whatever other conceited adjectives you wish to ascribe to it.” 
 
    Grant’s half-smile blossoms into a full grin. “You know you’re cute when you’re mean, but I like you best when you’re begrudgingly complimenting me.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and laugh. “I need to keep that in check. Seems like it’s getting to your head.” 
 
    He steps up at the railing next to me and slides his hand over mine. It’s a friendly gesture, not an overly intimate one, but it still sends my stomach into knots. 
 
    “So everything is really okay out here?” 
 
    I sigh and brave a glance over at him. His big puppy dog eyes are killer. I avert my gaze back to the river and bite my lip as I think things over for a sec. 
 
    “Just thinking about my book. My publisher wants me to lean into the lovey-dovey stuff for a while and gain some inspiration.” I rub at the back of my neck. “I’m worried she might think I’m losing my edge.” 
 
    When I look back up, Grant is raising an eyebrow. “Well, that settles it then. We need to go all in on Remy and Cay’s bridal shower. We need to go all in on the lovey dovey shit. All the feelings.” 
 
    He pokes me in the shoulder at that, and I can’t help but half-smile back at him. 
 
    “Come on,” he continues. “We’ll throw our best stuff at this thing and you’ll have all the romantic inspiration you could ever need. I’ll be your official guide through the world of non-fiction romance. It’ll be good for you.” 
 
    “I think we have very different definitions of what’s good for me,” I laugh. 
 
    He slides his fingers through mine and drags me away from the railing. “It’s a ‘not a date,’ Thirteen.” 
 
    “The best kind.” Don’t look down at his hand in yours, Wells. Don’t give way to whatever psychotic grumblings are going on in your romance cliché-addled brain. “Why, exactly, are you dragging me back to the dance floor?” 
 
    “We start with the lovey dovey shit now,” he announces, grinning back at me. “You didn’t officially object to my swing dancing, and now I’m in the mood.” 
 
    “I object,” I say. “Firm objection!” 
 
    “Too late.” Grant turns back to me once more and winks. 
 
    My stomach knots even tighter. Shit.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT: GRANT 
 
    “Oh God, my eyes! They’re burning!” 
 
    Ellie makes a show of smacking her hands to her eyes and falling to her knees. What a drama queen. Still, I smirk down at her and pull her up by one elbow. 
 
    “Come on,” I say. “If I’m a man and I can handle this much pink, so can an experienced romance writer.” 
 
    She peeks through a crack in her fingers and sighs before letting her hands fall to her sides. 
 
    “What do you think about everything? Really?” 
 
    “I think that if I was invited into this building under any other circumstances, I’d for sure think I was about to be murdered. The landlord would inevitably stuff me like a doll and put me in a display case.” 
 
    “Dark.” I snort. 
 
    “I think one of the guests is gonna go into anaphylaxis from all the pollen you’ve got strung through the rafters.” 
 
    “They’re fake flowers. What can I say? I’m thrifty.” I smile and shrug. “Any other flaming critique before I make you come prep appetizers in the kitchen with me?” 
 
    Ellie chews her bottom lip, and her eyes narrow. “Grant, so help me… is that burlap in the centerpieces?” 
 
    I rush in front of one table, hiding its centerpiece behind my back. “To be fair, you signed off on most of the details here. It’s not my fault that you had a deadline or whatever that prevented you from helping me to set up. Accept the burlap, embrace the burlap, be the burlap.” 
 
    “Good God.” 
 
    I take her hand and drag her over to the balloon arch Jack and his wife, Rasha, helped me to set up earlier this morning. It’s set up in front of a gorgeous exposed brick wall, just one of many incredible details that made this reception hall the perfect venue. Between the wall and the beams in the rafters and the sweeping, luxe wood floors, this place looks worthy enough to hold the actual wedding here. I fiddle with one of the balloons on the arch, getting it just as perfect as the rest of the venue. When I glance back, Ellie’s cheeks are flushed. 
 
    For a moment I wonder if I’ve pushed her too far, if I’ve overstepped. There’s a twitch in my chest at the thought. Even if I wanted to step back, something has me hurtling further into this engagement party, into winning her over and making her like it. 
 
    I let go of her fingers to put up both my hands like I’m painting a picture. 
 
    “Okay, imagine this: you’re the bride’s best friend. You’ve spent a lifetime dreaming about your big day, but you’ve just never gotten there. You spy a handsome man across the room.” 
 
    I step to the side of the balloon arch and puff out my chest, making a show. The flat line of Ellie’s mouth breaks into the barest amused smile, and it sends a wave of excitement careening through my body. I strut forward, extending a hand. 
 
    “I saw you from across the party, he says as he takes your hand under the balloon arch.” I pick up Ellie’s hand. She’s stiff and awkward, but at least she concedes. “I felt so drawn to you. It’s love at first sight!” 
 
    She huffs in response, but I can tell she’s still battling back that tiny smile. “Insta-love is a second-rate trope. Try again. I need better inspiration than that.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I scratch at the stubble along my jawline. When the idea comes to me, I dash up to the makeshift stage we’ve set up for the jazz trio I’ve hired to come in for the afternoon. 
 
    “I’m a musician,” I announce, pantomiming holding a guitar. “And I see you at the snack table. We realize it at the same time: I’m your first boyfriend from high school, the one whose parents made me break up with you so I could go to Serious Music High School for Serious Budding Musicians. This is our second chance.” 
 
    Ellie’s smile has grown. She’s not bothering to hide it now, even though she does shove her hands in her pockets and makes a show of rolling her eyes again. “Try another. I’m not feeling inspired yet.” 
 
    I glance at my watch. The guests will start arriving soon, so we need to get in that kitchen and start prepping the canapés. 
 
    “So help me, Thirteen, you’re going to walk out of this party ready to write the next Notebook. Your publisher will be selling movie rights for you.” 
 
    I hop down from the stage and scan the room. 
 
    “Okay, so pretend I’ve got a service dog who comes running for your slice of wedding cake.” 
 
    She crosses her arms as I pantomime being dragged across the room by a tight leash. I end up chest to chest with her, and she takes a half-step back. On instinct, I grab her elbow to keep her upright. Her cheeks are doing that now-familiar blush again, but her eyes hold mine. 
 
    “This is one untrained service dog,” she cracks. “It should probably be returned.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I laugh and then clear my throat. “Its leash tangles around your legs. You nearly fall over when I come to catch you.” 
 
    “This is the world’s oldest meet-cute.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s so effective,” I say. She’s still holding my gaze. And I notice now that she’s holding her breath. “They’d call the movie Love Is Blind or Love Is For the Dogs or something.” 
 
    She snorts. 
 
    “What—” her voice catches over the word. “What kind of dog is it?” 
 
    “It’s a golden retriever. And the cutest, most annoying dog you’ve ever met. You love it instantly.” 
 
    Her eyes hold mine for a long moment. When they finally cast away, there’s a strange prickle at the back of my neck. 
 
    She steps back, and the feeling starts to return to my body. 
 
    What are you doing, Baker? What game are you playing? 
 
    Ellie crosses her arms again. “I could work with that. I mean, I could write a book like that. Not with either of those godawful titles—” she smirks at that “—but the messy meet-cute. Friends to lovers. A dog for the readers to fall in love with, just in case the main male character proves too much.” 
 
    I smile. “Come on. Let’s hit the canapés. I can help you brainstorm while we work.” 
 
    She nods and follows me toward the kitchen. 
 
    Our workspace is a large industrial kitchen with cold metal features. We decided we’d rather have the nicer venue over the expensive caterer, so it’s our job to fill this Food Network-worthy kitchen with snacks and desserts. 
 
    I grab a platter of crostini and a carton of cherry tomatoes and pass them over to Ellie before walking over to wash my hands in the sink. 
 
    “So was one of those meet cutes yours?” Ellie asks. “You know, with the ex-girlfriend?” 
 
    My back stiffens. That wasn’t the direction I expected this conversation to take. 
 
    I turn back to Ellie. Her gaze is intently focused on me. My chest tightens in response, and it occurs to me: she’s probing around. She’s curious. This isn’t book-related. It’s not inspiration. It’s Ellie wanting to know more about the women of my past, more about what brought me to where I am. Could she be— 
 
    No. 
 
    No, Grant, don’t be an idiot. She told you her rules that first night at the diner. She shuts down your flirtations and your jokes and even dancing with her because she’s not interested in you that way. 
 
    For crying out loud, you caught her touching herself while she moaned your name. Ellie knows she could have me. I was transparent in coming onto her at that first wedding, and I don’t exactly hide the fact that I like to fuck around. If she had wanted that moment to escalate into anything more with me, she could have asked or even just told me about it. But she didn’t. She’s chosen what she wants and this line of questioning is just a curiosity for her. It’s just getting to know a friend. 
 
    I swallow as I think back to the ex-girlfriend. First Mrs. Hollifield shows up at the garage, then I spot that girl at the restaurant, and now Ellie wants to know about her. I haven’t let my mind wander back to that place in so long. 
 
    “We were friends first,” I say finally. “High school sweethearts at the end of my senior year, really. We ran with the same tight-knit friend group and one thing just led to another.” 
 
    Ellie glances down at the ground, like she can’t decide whether to continue this line of questioning. But then she looks up at me again, and there’s something in her bright blue eyes that makes my chest ache and the room go unsteady around me. 
 
    “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    “More personal than how me and my one traumatic breakup started the romance that made me the golden retriever playboy I am today? Sure, go ahead.” 
 
    She purses her lips at that, but the etched lines around her eyes ease up. She runs a hand through her strawberry hair and tugs at one lock, twisting it around her finger. 
 
    “Why aren’t you more jaded? Why do you keep putting yourself out there when you know you could get hurt?” 
 
    “Sheesh.” I sigh and lean up against the counter. “I—” 
 
    But then I stop, really taking a moment to think over my answer. 
 
    That breakup devastated me. It branded me emotionally—and with ink, too, shout out to Rose Nylund. But it didn’t take long for me to jump right back out there. I have these trysts with women, but it’s like I said that first night in the diner with Ellie: I’m still always on the lookout for which girl might be The One. 
 
    “I had something really good once,” I tell her. “And even though the ending royally sucked, I’d still take that pain a hundred times over if I could get a taste of the good stuff again. Maybe I’m an addict or an idiot, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Grant.” The way Ellie says my name lights my skin up with goosebumps. “What happened with her?” 
 
    “She cheated on me,” I say simply. “She couldn’t hide it, and I found out pretty soon after it started.” 
 
    For some reason, I can’t say the rest right now. I want to tell Ellie everything. I want to pick her up and set her on the counter and make her stay while I talk and she talks and we forget about the party and the whole world outside. But I can’t make my voice work. I can’t do anything but stare into those bright blue eyes, my heart thumping so loud I wonder if she’s able to hear it, too. 
 
    Something changes in her face. 
 
    “Getting cheated on seems worse than watching two parents break up…” she whispers. 
 
    A door opens in the main room, and we both turn. 
 
    “Shit, the canapés.” I pass her the platter, rolling my neck to crack the joints. Focus up, Baker. 
 
    “Right,” she says softly. “Canapés.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Should I be concerned by how much pink you used on this place?” Remy glances up at the rafters as Cay elbows him in the ribs. 
 
    “I think the words my darling fiancé is looking for are thank you,” she says with a smirk. 
 
    Remy grins. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Damn it, first Ellie called me out for the pink and now you.” I turn up the collar of my leather jacket and rough my hands through my hair a bit. “That’s it. I need to go reclaim my masculinity. Point me to the nearest eligible female.” 
 
    Cay coughs loudly and shoves me toward her sister, who is passing out crostini to a group of elderly women. One lady catches me glancing in their direction, and she winks and blows me a kiss. 
 
    Lord. 
 
    “On second thought, maybe I’ll just ready the alcohol,” I announce. “That’s masculine, right? Whiskey. Beer. Vodka.” 
 
    I do my best impression of Tim the Tool Man Taylor grunting on Home Improvement. Remy just grins and pats my cheek on his way over to the snack station. 
 
    “Just resist the urge to slip an umbrella in that drink, darlin’.” 
 
    I head toward the kitchen, peeling off my leather jacket and rolling up my sleeves as I go. For all my masculine showmanship, this thing is damn hot when I’m not getting wind-whipped on my bike. I ditch it on the back of a chair and head into the kitchen. 
 
    I cross over to the sink, turning on the water and cupping my hands. A quick splash to the face and I’m already feeling more like myself. I run my wet hands through the front of my hair, enjoying the way the tiny rivulets of water run down my neck and chest. 
 
    The door to the kitchen swings open behind me. 
 
    “Your snacks are a hit,” Ellie says as she bustles in, ditching an empty tray in the sink beside me. “Even if they do have a needlessly fancy name and—” 
 
    She stops short, eyes going wide. My face burns as she takes me in. 
 
    Those bright blue eyes track down my face to my neck to my collar bone, where my shirt gaps open and the droplets pool at the top of my chest. Her shoulder twitches, like she’s fighting back the need to move. In a moment, though, she’s giving in, reaching out one shaking hand to wipe a drop off my collarbone. 
 
    She pulls back, but I reach up and catch her wrist. Her gaze drops to my exposed forearms, eyes lost in the maze of dark tattoos that paint every inch of skin. When her arm twitches again, I let her wrist go, and her hand goes to one arm. She fingers the muscle, biting her lip as she gives my arm a soft squeeze. 
 
    My cock throbs in response. 
 
    And then Ellie is stepping closer, close enough that I can feel the heat coming off her body. Her hand goes to my jaw line, and she runs her fingernails through my stubble. A breath hisses out between my teeth, and when her thumb runs across my bottom lip, I nearly fucking lose my mind. 
 
    “We’re just friends,” she whispers. “I… I don’t do love. I don’t do relationships.” 
 
    “Just friends,” I repeat. My voice is low and husky as I reach up and thread my fingers through the back of her hair. 
 
    “Just friends,” Ellie says again. 
 
    My lips find the hollow of her throat, and a strange mew escapes her lips. My dick jerks in my pants. 
 
    “Definitely just friends.” I growl the words as I hoist her up onto the counter beside the sink. 
 
    Her legs have wrapped around my waist as she peppers my neck with a million warm, needy kisses. But I’m not here for one sweet time together before we both go back to repeating “just friends” like two fucking idiots. 
 
    Something is taking over inside me. Something is pushing me past a line in the sand. 
 
    If I’m going to have Ellie once, I’m going to make it fucking count. I’m going to make sure she remembers this moment for the rest of her life. That her pussy floods when she hears my name. I drop to my knees. 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    She loses the rest of her words as I wrench free the button of her jeans and tug down her zipper. Her hands find the back of my wet hair, tangling in the strands for balance as I yank down her pants and panties altogether. Shoes off, socks off, pants off. Everything discarded in a crumpled heap on the floor. I hoist her knees over my shoulders. 
 
    “Grant!” 
 
    There it is again. That particular way she gasps my name. It’s reverent and lustful and fucking delicious. There’s a growl in my throat that begs to be let free. 
 
    “You’re perfect,” I mutter as I spread her legs further and take my first look. “So perfect.” 
 
    It’s true—her pretty pink lips are the same color her cheeks are when she flushes and looks away from me. There’s a light dusting of strawberry curls, tamed only enough to stay cleaned up. Nothing extra or superficial for my girl. 
 
    I look back up at her. I want to watch Ellie’s face as I touch her. No more second-guessing what she’s feeling, no more wondering if she’ll regret me. I use my index finger to pull back her hood and lightly circle my thumb over her clit. 
 
    Her face crumples as she gasps again. Her fingers tighten at the back of my hair, and her ankles lock behind my back, urging me to stay in place. 
 
    “You like that?” I ask, a mischievous smirk pulling up one corner of my mouth as I watch her squirm. 
 
    She just nods furiously, her lips pinched together so tight she might stop breathing. I run my thumb over her swollen clit again, enjoying the way her neck rolls and her small breasts push out as she grinds her hips into my touch. 
 
    I pull my hand back and slip my middle finger into my mouth. When I’m done, I run my wet finger from her clit across her opening and down toward her ass, then back up again. She’s soaking wet for me, practically dripping. Her whole body convulses, and the pressure from her ankles on my back encourages me to push on. 
 
    I push my first finger in, stroking slow and deep. Ellie is still nodding above me, eyes tightly closed. I push in another finger and watch her mouth gape open, desperately sucking down the air she’s been forgetting to breathe. A third finger, filling her up and fucking her the way she needs to be fucked. 
 
    “Look at me,” I tell her, pulling my fingers out. 
 
    Ellie forces herself to look down. I smile up at her as I put my fingers to my mouth, methodically licking them clean. Her taste is sweet and salty; with each lick, I’m struck by a new urge to drop back down and fucking feast on her. 
 
    “Grant,” she pants. “Grant, let me pay you back. Get up and I can—” 
 
    She’s reaching a hand down like she wants me to get up off my knees, but I swat her away. I’ll pleasure myself on my own, baby. This is my one shot to have you, and I am not about to take away from your satisfaction. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” I command as I grip her thighs once more, repositioning myself. I look back up at her then, a strange urge overtaking me. “Say we’re just friends. Say it as I lick this pussy and make you come.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” Her full bottom lip is quivering, and her knees pull together around my neck like she’s having second thoughts. 
 
    I keep her firmly in place, holding her gaze with my own. I need to hear her say it. Partly as a reminder that this might be the only time I get this indulgence. That this might be my one and only chance to have the girl I’ve been pining for since I first spoke with her at that wedding. I know it now, just as keenly as I know I want to bury my face between her legs and feel her cum flood my mouth. I want Ellie Wells. I want her so bad. 
 
    And I need to hear her say we’re just friends partly because I need to hear that limit and rage against it. I need to hear her objections and let them fuel me to prove her wrong, to push her past whatever is holding her back and standing in her way. 
 
    She’s mine. She’s mine and I’m about to fucking prove it. 
 
    “Say we’re just friends.” 
 
    I lean forward, the tip of my tongue circling that swollen clit. Her thighs shake. 
 
    “Christ, Grant—” 
 
    “Say we’re just friends.” 
 
    I suck on the tender flesh, stroking it relentlessly. 
 
    “Fuck!” She realizes then how loud she was, and I hear a hand slap to her mouth. “Grant, please, you’re going to make me—” 
 
    “Damn it, Thirteen, say it.” 
 
    “Just friends,” she whimpers. 
 
    I give her my whole tongue then. I thrust it inside of her, stroking and sucking and tasting like I’m her prisoner and she’s my last meal. My hands leave her thighs to scoop under her ass, cradling the cheeks and drawing her closer to my hungry mouth. 
 
    “We’re just friends.” Her voice breaks over the words. They sound meaningless coming out of her. 
 
    My chest swells. 
 
    My tongue laps at that pussy. Eventually Ellie lets go of the back of my head, catching herself so she can lean back on the counter and let me feast. I’m nose deep in her cunt, memorizing each nuanced taste of her so I can remember for later. 
 
    “Grant!” 
 
    There’s a sudden burst of sweetness on my tongue, and then her knees clench around my skull. I don’t hold back; I push on through her cum, merciless in how I stroke and tease. 
 
    When she’s done, she collapses back on the counter. But I’m still going. I’m still planting little kisses on her inner thighs, my mouth and nose damp from my work. 
 
    I force myself to stand up. I run my hands through my hair again, taming it somewhat from the tangled mess Ellie has created in gripping my curls. I wipe my lips with the back of my arm. 
 
    “Just friends. Sure.” 
 
    Then I turn around and march right back into the party, tugging on my jeans to hide my raging hard-on. At the entryway I pause long enough to wink back at her as she still sits, dumbfounded, on the counter. 
 
    “Now let’s get back to the party, darlin’.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE: ELLIE 
 
      
 
    It’s been days. 
 
    It’s been days since the bridal shower and instead of running off to some private island where Grant can lick every inch of me, I’m here. At another dress shop. 
 
    Might as well be torture. 
 
    “I’m a tad worried I look like a pioneer.” Cay announces, turning in front of the mirror to get the 360 view. 
 
    “You look like an angel!” Our sister, Mary-Ann, squeals and claps her hands. 
 
    “You look washed out, darling.” Our mother crosses her arms. “But I suppose the neckline is… acceptable. We’d still like to see more dresses, Sergio.” 
 
    Cay eyes me in the mirror; that was about as close to a compliment as one might expect from our mother. 
 
    “Mom, this is my wedding dress,” Cay announces. “We’re here for a fitting. Not a whole new purchase.” 
 
    Mom flicks her wrist and the dress shop assistant skitters off. Everyone turns to me, the last opinion left. 
 
    “Ellie?” Cay asks. “What do you think? Do I look like I’m about to meet my sister wife?” 
 
    “Or does she look like a model bride?” Mary-Ann chimes in, still beaming. 
 
    I bite my lip. “Um…” 
 
    “I agree,” my mother says, nodding her head when I have made no declaration at all. “You can do better. Sergio, can you bring us something in an eggshell or nude?” 
 
    “You look great, Cay,” I say, finding my voice. “But maybe you could ditch the sleeves? I think that might be what’s making you feel like you should be pulling a wagon.” 
 
    Caroline turns her shoulders, and then her eyes light up. “That’s it! Great fix, Ellie.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I force a smile and nod. 
 
    Her eyes catch mine in the mirror. I can’t avert my gaze fast enough. I’ve been caught, I know I have. I tip back my head and finish off the last of the dress shop ginger ale, half-wishing it were something stronger. 
 
    I’ve been consumed by thoughts of last weekend. Grant is acting like nothing ever happened between us. He’s texting me his usual stupid, goofy jokes, making plans for the wedding, and he even swung by my house last night just before I was going to bed. I heard him knock on the door and I saw him through the peephole. I just clutched my buzzing cell phone to my chest and prayed he’d get tired and go away eventually. 
 
    It was so stupid to let him do that stuff at the party. I know better than to let someone get so close. I’ve had a lifetime to figure out what I want and what I don’t want, and last weekend I crossed a very serious line between getting out my excess energy and taking advantage of a friend. 
 
    Just friends. 
 
    God, he’s even ruined that phrase for me. 
 
    I clasp my ginger ale flute too strongly, the cheap plastic creaking between my fingers. I squeeze my eyes shut tight, banishing the image of Grant, sweaty and fervent, looking up from between my legs. When I sense a shift around me, I open my eyes again. Mom and Mary-Ann are getting up. 
 
    “You’re not going to stick around to boss Sergio anymore?” Cay asks, still turning in the mirror. “This is edging, you two. You had him right on the verge of quitting this job, and to back off now…” 
 
    She tuts, winking at me in the mirror. When I manage only a weak half-smile in return, her brow pinches in the middle. 
 
    “I’d rather avoid your father,” my mother answers matter-of-factly. “If he’s still planning on coming by to pay for your dress in person—” 
 
    “He is,” Cay cuts her off, nodding. 
 
    My stomach twists. “Dad is coming here? To the dress shop?” 
 
    “Keep up, Eleanor, dear.” My mother sighs. “If I stick around much longer to explain things to you, I’ll be forced to run into him.” 
 
    Mary-Ann makes an apologetic face at Cay, but trots along dutifully after our mother. The bell above the door tinkles as they let themselves out. 
 
    Cay turns to face me, putting her hands on her hips. “Spill.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Sergio—no slight man with his six foot plus frame and wide shoulders—enters then, two new dresses draped over his arms. Intense relief washes over his face when he realizes our mother is gone. He sets down the dresses and opens up a mini fridge, producing two bottles of water for us; I can’t snatch them away from him fast enough. 
 
    I’m getting overwhelmed. When I look back up at my sister, though, her lips are pursed and, again, I can’t help but wish the ginger ales and waters were something stronger. I need Sergio to crack open the champagne. 
 
    “Is this about Grant?” 
 
    “Oh my God…” I run my hands over my face. “It’s nothing. I don’t want to talk about Grant.” 
 
    “But this is about Grant? I was right?” 
 
    I slouch on the couch, cradling the bottle to my chest. “It’s all Grant, Grant, Grant. I’ve been thinking about what happened in the kitchen all day, okay? I don’t need the reminder from you, too.” 
 
    Her eyebrows shoot up. “What happened in the kitchen?!” 
 
    Shit. I might have drunk too much. 
 
    “It was nothing,” I say quickly. I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to regain a little control. “It was one time and—” 
 
    The bell above the door tinkles again. 
 
    “Girls.” 
 
    My father stands in the doorway. 
 
    It’s been a minute since I’ve seen him in person. We text, we call, we keep up like any normal parent and child would. But he lives all the way out in Tennessee with the newest wife and their kids. 
 
    I’m surprised by how much he looks… the same. He’s got his reddish beard trimmed close to his jaw. It’s streaked with a light gray now, but the color is still vibrant. His shoulders are still large and square, his trademark suit pristine, his smile still lopsided with the same slightly crooked front teeth. 
 
    I’m overwhelmed by the urge for yet another drink. It hits me all at once, reverberating around in my fingers and toes, leaving me shaking. 
 
    “You look beautiful, Caroline.” He steps up behind my sister, assessing the dress. 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” She smiles and smooths the front. “I think we’re going to nix the sleeves with this alteration. You still think so, El?” 
 
    They both turn back to me. I nod, mute. 
 
    “That’s the right call, I think.” My father nods. “Are we ready to pay? Should I summon help?” 
 
    “You in a hurry?” Cay asks the question casually, but I can hear the intent behind her words. Her gaze catches mine again in the mirror. 
 
    “The girls are in the car,” he says, glancing at his cell phone screen. “They’d like to hit some of the boutiques in town before we have to get home for their soccer tournament. Children. So demanding.” 
 
    He chuckles and shrugs. His smile is slick and effortless. Charming. My fingers curl tight around my water. 
 
    “You can call someone up,” Cay agrees. “I’m just going to change out of the gown. Ellie, can you come help me in the dressing room?” 
 
    I nod, ditching the bottle on a side table as I get up to follow her. 
 
    “Do you think his second set of kids feels this way?” I quietly muse as we step into a room and lock the door. “Do you think this third set will ever have a day when they hear Mr. Soccer Tournament Boutique Daddy is coming to visit, and they think they might get physically ill?” 
 
    Suddenly, I’m being pushed into the mirror. Cay has one finger on my chest. 
 
    “Tell me what happened with Grant.” 
 
    “Pushy.” I snort. It sounds strained. 
 
    “What happened, Eleanor Wells?” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair. “I made a mistake, okay? We had this moment at your shower, and I think I let him believe there was a chance for something to happen between us.” 
 
    “Why, exactly, wouldn’t anything happen between you two?” 
 
    I laugh again. Cay isn’t amused. I sigh and scrub at my scalp, then rub the palms of my hands down over my eyes. The gesture does nothing to wake me up or ground me. 
 
    “I don’t get it, Cay,” I say finally. “I don’t get how you can go running off to try on wedding dresses when you saw what happened between Mom and Dad. He still seems so fucking normal. He walked in here today with that snake smile and all the right little jokes and he acts like he didn’t abandon us and start all over with a new family. But we know better. We saw everything fall apart, and we weren’t spared any details. How can you want to get married when—” 
 
    “Ellie, tell me the truth. Who would you rather be venting to about our lackluster dad right now?” 
 
    My face flushes. “Come on.” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “Who?” 
 
    I bite down on my tongue a little too hard, and the metallic taste of blood blossoms in my mouth. Somewhere along the line, my breathing has quickened. I’m dizzy all over again, and it’s not just from too much champagne. 
 
    “Grant’s a normal guy, too,” I whisper. “Just like Dad. He’s charming, and he says all the right things and—” 
 
    “And neither one of them is in one of your fucking romance novels,” Cay says. 
 
    She’s too loud. Someone is going to hear her. But she’s still got that finger jabbed in my chest, pinning me to the mirror. 
 
    “You can’t lump Grant and Dad together,” she continues. “They’re not clichés. Not tropes. You can’t predict what Grant is going to say or do based on what your father did. And you can’t predict what your relationship would be like based on what happened to our parents.” 
 
    She pauses for a moment before jabbing that finger at me again. “And you can’t do that with my fiancé either, so back off.” 
 
    I gulp. My sister’s face softens then, though, and she finally lets that accusing finger drop. She reaches forward with her other hand, tucking a loose lock of my hair behind my ear. 
 
    “I know the anxiety is getting to you…” 
 
    I scoff. “I know what I’m doing with Grant and with Dad. I’m a big girl. Look, neither guy might be a character in one of my books, but that doesn’t mean you know everything you’re talking about. You can’t predict the future either, thank you very much, so you can’t say for sure that I wouldn’t get hurt if I let—” 
 
    “I’ve seen how he looks at you,” she says quietly. “I’m older than you, Ellie. Not by much, but by enough to have more memories of Mom and Dad when they were together. And I know their divorce blindsided you and it fucked you up, but I can guarantee Dad never looked at Mom the way Grant looks at you.” 
 
    “I…” The words flee from my lips before I can say them. My throat is thick and dry, my tongue cotton in my mouth. 
 
    “You’re a big girl,” Cay repeats my words from earlier. I note the barest sense of satisfaction in her voice as she runs her thumb along my cheekbone. “Big girls can take care of themselves. And they can also take risks every now and then. Write your own story, Ellie. Come on. Even if it’s with the guy who might name my nieces or nephews after porn stars.” 
 
    My breath hitches in my chest. I bite my lip and dig my toe into the carpet. Cay reaches over and takes both my hands in hers. 
 
    “You know, with Dad—” 
 
    I sigh. “Am I going to get the usual spiel to forget about him or lay off or whatever?” 
 
    Her brow pinches together. “I just think sometimes that when you look back at our childhood, you read something different into what happened than what was the full truth. You throw a narrative onto our parents’ divorce, this whole thing about how love doesn’t last and—” 
 
    “You didn’t see everything I saw,” I whisper, kneading at my temple. “You can’t know what I know.” 
 
    Cay frowns, but something in her face softens. She’s giving up on convincing me to radically change my mindset, at least for now. 
 
    “Maybe the engagement and wedding thing will never be your jam,” she says. “But we all just want you to be happy. Everyone has their childhood shit, and I know yours better than anyone. It’s legitimate, even if I reacted differently to it. I just want you to be able to move past it. You deserve your fairy tale ending, regardless of your story’s first act.” 
 
    “Stop making so much sense,” I grumble. 
 
    My sister just smiles and reaches up to run her thumb along the shell of my ear. “I love you, kid. Now should I flag down Sergio to whip out the hard stuff?” 
 
    “Girls?” 
 
    We both turn at the sound of my dad’s voice calling from the lobby. 
 
    “We’re coming!” Cay assures him. She turns around and points at the back of her dress. “Unzip, please.” 
 
    We don’t speak another word. We finish changing her out of the dress and into her street clothes and we return to the lobby where our father pays for the alterations on his fancy black AmEx before waving us off and returning to the twins waiting in the car. 
 
    Cay offers me a ride back to my apartment and I take it. The entire drive back, my fingers are itching toward the pocket where I keep my cell phone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN: ELLIE 
 
    I cover my eyes with my hands. I shouldn’t have done this over video call. It’s way too personal. 
 
    “Just tell me the truth, Eunice. Is it the worst thing you’ve ever read?” 
 
    “Ellie Wells.” She makes a tutting noise. When I finally brave looking at her, she’s glancing down at a printout of my manuscript. It’s peppered with colorful tabs and highlighted lines. “You can forget the Newbery Medal.” 
 
    My heart sinks. I stayed up all night after the fitting. The new chapters just kind of… came to me. It poured out of me, writing itself more than me finding the right words to put down. I can hardly stomach the thought of my publisher having read something so personal and hating it. 
 
    “We’re going full Nobel Prize, baby girl.” Eunice’s face cracks into a yellow grin. “The sex scenes in this bitch could solve world peace. If my lady bits had cancer, your manuscript would be the cure. There are diplomatic leaders out there who would read this thing and come together.” 
 
    I laugh, relief flooding my senses. “But the, um, the relationship-y bits…” 
 
    “Were even better than the sex,” Eunice says, licking her thumb before she flips through my papers. “I just like talking about the smut first because it’s a job perk.” 
 
    She grins and winks as she slides on a pair of horn-rimmed teal glasses. She holds up one finger for me to listen as she’s found a particular spot in the document. 
 
    “Say we’re just friends, Cal snarls from between my legs. He’s daring me to admit my real feelings. He’s compelling me to give him my body and my truth, together.” Eunice glances at me from over the tops of her glasses. “That’s the real thing right there. I don’t know which Jason Momoa movie you used to get there, but it worked, darling. You might owe him some of your royalties.” 
 
    I laugh. “I’ll get right on that.” 
 
    “Seriously, where did this come from? It’s a major departure from your usual work.” Eunice cocks her head as she assesses me. “Don’t get me wrong, I like it. But it felt so much more real.” 
 
    I suck in a breath. My hand fumbles on the table behind my laptop for the giant cup of coffee I’ve been nursing this morning. 
 
    I haven’t stopped thinking about Grant since my conversation with my sister. Not for a minute. Not even for a moment. 
 
    At no point did I feel like the girls in my books. There wasn’t this magical moment of clarity where I realized Grant is my handsome prince come to rescue me from a lifetime of toxic relationship examples. Instead, I was fucking tortured as I paced my apartment, twisting my hair around my finger and damn near pulling it out. 
 
    I can’t control this character. I can’t make him worship me until the end of time and give up all the other girls he’s liked over the years. 
 
    And I can’t control my own character either. Not really. I can’t ensure that I won’t freak out as soon as we make things official, or that I won’t bolt after a run-in with my father. 
 
    But damn if I don’t want to try. 
 
    Through all my worries, I picture Grant and this stupid, foreign warmth spreads over me. And maybe it’s not exactly like those cliches in my genre, but it still feels fucking good. 
 
    And when I leaned into that, the words started coming. The story wrote itself. I had all the inspiration I could ever need. 
 
    “There’s this boy…” I start. 
 
    There’s a knock at my door. My back goes ramrod straight and I whip around to see if my stupid apartment door is still ajar where I let the room air out last night. 
 
    “Ellie?” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    I turned too fast, and a wave of dizziness washes over me. I knead at my temples, closing my eyes. 
 
    “Is someone there?” Eunice’s voice echoes from the computer. 
 
    “Sorry, Eunice.” I put up a hand. “I think—” 
 
    “Ellie, can I come in? Your door is open—” 
 
    I scramble off my chair. But my feet are useless, too. My legs are dead from sitting here typing through the night and I trip, stumbling into the couch. 
 
    “Shit!!” 
 
    “I’m coming in!” 
 
    I’m bent over, still winded, as Grant pushes through my apartment door. He’s got a box of donuts in one hand, which he promptly ditches on my counter to come help me up and fuss over me. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I swat at him. “Really.” 
 
    “I’d say so.” Eunice’s voice echoes over from the computer again. “I’m sure you’re more than fine with a piece of ass like that in your living room…” 
 
    I can feel my face turning purple as Grant looks up and sees my publisher watching him from my computer screen. Eunice gives a little wave, her long red fingernails waggling. 
 
    “Now I understand where you got that inspiration, girlie.” She laughs again. 
 
    “God.” I claw my way up and grab the back of my screen. “We’ll chat later, Eunice. Byyye!” 
 
    “Hope you find even more of it!” I can hear her cackling all the way until I shut the screen. 
 
    I turn back to Grant, having to focus hard just to breathe like a normal human being. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Um…” He glances down at my carpet, digging the toe of his boot into the floor. “I know I probably seemed like a real Casanova the other day, but the truth is I’ve been staring at my phone ever since, wondering why you don’t call or text.” 
 
    I don’t have anything to say to that. I just stand here awkwardly, one hand grasping my other arm while I gnaw at the inside of my cheek and try to regain some semblance of my composure. 
 
    “I haven’t heard a word from you. I thought maybe you were—” Grant looks back up at me then, and the breath hitches in my chest. 
 
    There it is again: those unexpected layers I never would have written in myself. There’s a vulnerability in his dark eyes. A question forming on his heart-shaped lips like he’s dying to ask me something, but can’t quite work up the nerve. 
 
    It’s different from his making me repeat that we’re just friends while he’s between my legs. We both know he has to look me in the eye when he asks the question this time, and we’ll have to move forward based on my answer, knowing things won’t ever be the same either way that I choose. 
 
    “I’m really good at the game,” he says. “I know just what to say to win a girl over, and I know just how to say it.” 
 
    There’s a brief flicker in my chest at that. A hazy memory of my father charming the dress shop staff flits through the back of my mind. I bite my bottom lip. 
 
    Grant isn’t my father. 
 
    And he’s not one of my characters. 
 
    And he’s standing here now, reaching out to take my hands… oh God. His fingers have slipped through mine and he’s stepped so close I can smell the sweet notes of his cologne and the fiery diesel from his bike and even the buttery leather of his jacket. My hands itch to rake my nails down over his arms, across his chest, up onto the sharp lines of his jaw. 
 
    “I couldn’t predict you,” Grant continues. He slips a hand around the back of my neck, his thumb caressing my hairline. I fight back a shiver. “I think I liked that. I think it intrigued me. But what started off as a curiosity…” 
 
    He clears his throat then. That sharp jawline stiffens, and I can tell he’s grinding his teeth. He’s struggling to find the right words. 
 
    “You are so much fucking more than a curiosity, Ellie Wells,” he breathes. “And I want so much more than friendship with you.” 
 
    I can’t form words. I can’t move a muscle. I am fixed to this spot, held under the power of his gaze. 
 
    His back stiffens as he prepares for his next words, and my heart spasms in response. 
 
    “But I know you only want to be friends,” he says. “I know we both have… trauma. So if you say no, I’ll walk away. I’ll be your friend, I’ll be your wedding date, I’ll even be your golden retriever if you want me that way. Use me any way you like. Just keep me around.” 
 
    There’s a moment of silence in which I can hear him breathing. His lips twitch, and my chest twinges in response. 
 
    … And then my mouth is crashing into his. 
 
    My hands cradle Grant’s head as his hands slip around my waist. He presses flush against my body and I can already feel him straining for more against my thigh. I slip my tongue past his lips, desperate to take this further. 
 
    God—his taste destroys me. I know it might seem inexperienced or stupid, but I don’t fucking care: I explore his mouth with my tongue and suck the tip of his, melting as he gives me everything I ask for. 
 
    I pull back, resting my forehead on his, just trying to catch my breath. 
 
    “I’m not your fucking friend anymore,” he snarls with a truly delicious smirk. With that, he scoops me up by the ass, pushes back my computer, and lays me on my kitchen table. 
 
    When his fingers find my waistband again, I put a hand to his. 
 
    “Hell no, I don’t want your tongue,” I gasp. “You know what I need.” 
 
    His dark eyes shimmer at that. 
 
    “I know what you need,” he mutters. “But I’m not in a hurry.” 
 
    He grins as his hands find my waistband again, and he rips down my jeans and underwear. This time isn’t as smooth as it was in the kitchen at the party. There’s a ripping sound where he’s torn my clothes in his eagerness to get them off. I don’t care. I can’t think about anything except for his dick and his mouth and how badly I want both of them all over and inside me. 
 
    “I know what you need,” he whispers again. “Because I saw it with my own eyes, when you were on your couch and your door was cracked.” 
 
    I jerk to sit up, but he just grins some more as he keeps me pinned. 
 
    I should be riddled with embarrassment, overcome with shame. Hell, I should be mentally coming up with a checklist of padlocks and chains to buy for my goddamn front door to keep it closed from now on. Haven’t I learned my lesson by now? 
 
    But I’m not doing any of that. Not as Grant keeps on grinning at me, positively giddy with pride and excitement. 
 
    He braces himself with a hand on the table next to my hip. His free hand traces a barely-there trail from my belly button over my mound and then down into the warmth between my legs. My back arches in response as one finger curls inside of me. My hands go to his chest, fingers twisting in the fabric of his shirt like I’m unsure whether I want to push him away or drag him closer. 
 
    “Christ, you’re sopping.” He mutters it more to himself than to me. The comment sets me on fire. 
 
    I need more. I crave more. I’ve never felt so goddamn empty, so desperately in need of being filled. I reach down, grappling for his hand to slide another finger in, but he pulls back, tutting at me. 
 
    “There will be time for that later,” he assures me before planting a soft kiss on my temple. “I told you I’m in no hurry.” 
 
    Then that finger is stroking again, teasing with how it rubs and curls. When Grant finally slips in a second finger, my moan is long and loud and urgent. 
 
    I don’t know how I put him off for so long. I don’t what the hell would ever compel me to put him off. How did I spend so much time so close to him without touching him? In this moment, I’m half-sure that if, in the future, we were ever in the same place at the same time without knowing it, my whole body would convulse and I’d give off an actual sound to underscore my need for him. 
 
    A fucking mating call. 
 
    “More,” I gasp. “Please, Grant.” 
 
    With one hand, he keeps my torso pinned to the table so I can’t sit up as he unbuckles his pants with the other. Button undone. Down goes his zipper. And then he’s pulling down his pants and setting his hard, dripping cock on my thigh. 
 
    “Oh, fuck you!” I groan, my head falling back onto the table. 
 
    He laughs. “What?” 
 
    “That’s a fucking porn dick!” I say. I struggle to sit back up, but he firms up his position and keeps me pinned down. “I don’t even write dicks that big. They’re not believable. You’d have to be, like, a centaur or something. It’s obscene.” 
 
    “Even when you’re excited about my cock, all you do is register a complaint? God, you’re grumpy, Thirteen.” 
 
    Grant nudges my knees further apart and stands between my legs. He pumps his shaft twice, teasing me with the insane visual of his thick fingers working that cock. Precum wells at his head, and a drop flicks down onto my belly, the long, sticky string connecting me to his crown. 
 
    Fuck. Me. 
 
    Grant reaches down for a moment to fiddle in the pocket of his pants. He produces his wallet and slides out a condom, ripping the packaging with his teeth before producing the thin latex. When he positions it at his head and rolls the condom down his shaft, his shoulders relax and he makes a satisfied huffing sound that sends a quiver shooting through my belly. 
 
    “Should I be gentle?” He reaches down, caressing the side of my face with his other hand. “I want this to be good for you. I don’t want… I don’t want to screw this up.” 
 
    In response, I only grab his dick with both hands and position it at my entrance. The sensation of his thick crown ready to slide in makes me squirm with anticipation. I pull up my shirt, pushing my bra up over my tits so I can tug at my sensitive nipples. Grant’s jaw goes slack. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can be gentle after that.” 
 
    “Give me everything.” 
 
    He nods and swirls his head up over my swollen clit. I’m reminded of when his thumb teased me back in the kitchen, and my back arches with the sensual memory. 
 
    Now in place, his hands find the backs of my thighs. 
 
    “Hang on,” he grunts. In one motion, he pulls my ass off the table and impales me on his cock. 
 
    My head rolls back, and I have no control over my body. Grant holds me off the edge of the table, totally at his mercy as he thrusts in and out, in and out. 
 
    “God,” he grinds out. “You take me so well.” 
 
    My last remaining ounce of restraint abandons me. My hands are rubbing across my breasts, my neck, up into my hair. The whole time Grant watches me and continues to thrust, his eyes past smoldering—they’re fucking on fire for me. When his thick head pushes its deepest yet, dragging across my sensitive G-spot, I cry out. Maybe another time I’d be embarrassed, but right now I’m too wrapped up in the throbbing, pulsing kindling inside me that pushes me ever closer to the edge. 
 
    Then Grant is sliding me back on the table, pushing my knees to my chest. His eyes shutter closed for a moment and he grunts as he thrusts in at a new angle. 
 
    “Ellie,” he manages between pants. “Ellie, I’m so sorry. I don’t think I can—” 
 
    But I cut him off with my own deep moan. The orgasm that grips me is all-consuming. My pussy is clenching him, urging him somehow deeper. At some point, my hands have found Grant’s ass, and my fingernails dig into his flesh as he lets out a deep bellow. 
 
    He falls forward, bracing himself on his elbows over my chest. I’m still clinging to him, still ensuring he’s sheathed inside of me, even as the sweat from his curls drips down onto both of us. 
 
    It’s then that it hits me. 
 
    At least for now, at least for this one moment: I’m happy. I feel safe. 
 
    And I never want to let him go. 
 
    “Ellie…” Grant grunts in my ear. 
 
    “Yes?” I breathe. 
 
    “I think you’re cutting into my ass cheeks.” 
 
    I laugh, easing up, but not letting go. 
 
    “… And Thirteen?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I didn’t take my shirt off. Told you it could be done.” 
 
    He chuckles as I swat him on the shoulder. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: GRANT 
 
    I wake up with a jolt. 
 
    This is not my room. I run my hands over the soft comforter and softer sheets. This isn’t my bed. 
 
    And then it all comes rushing back. 
 
    I roll over in bed, but the side next to me has the covers pulled back in place and the pillow fluffed. I sit up, still-hard cock tenting the sheets. There are small noises coming from the kitchen, and the vague scent of something cooking… and burning. 
 
    My lips twitch into a goofy smile. It’s officially the morning after and she’s still here. Ellie didn’t change addresses or burn down the apartment while I was asleep. She’s inviting me in, allowing me past the gates to be a more intimate part of her life. I pump my fists in the air, not giving a shit that I might look stupid for the Truman Show viewers at home. 
 
    I swing my legs out of bed and walk over to Ellie’s closet. I know what I want to wear as soon as I see it: I pull the piece out of her closet, force the sleeves past my bulky arms and make my way out of her bedroom. 
 
    She looks up and immediately chokes on a charred piece of bacon. “Is that my robe?” 
 
    I twirl, enjoying the way the silk rubs against my chest and dick perhaps more than I should. “If you were the one sleeping over at my place, I would take offense if you didn’t come trotting out in one of my button-down shirts. At the very least, you’d have to wear an oversized t-shirt. It’s the definition of sex appeal.” 
 
    Ellie’s gaze flicks down to her feet for a moment. “Is that what all the other girls do?” 
 
    Nope. This isn’t how this morning is going to go, not when I’m on such a high. I rush over to Ellie and she gives a very uncharacteristic giggle as I pick her up by the waist and set her on the counter. 
 
    “No, Thirteen,” I mutter as I plant kisses along her delicate collarbone. “Grant Baker does one-night stands, but he does not do sleepovers.” 
 
    Her breath audibly catches, and she bites her lips. “So the button-down shirt thing—” 
 
    I pull back, tilting her chin so she has to look at me. “That’s all yours. You’re the only one who is ever sleeping over. But if I’m not the only guy sleeping over here, I’m gonna feel kind of silly for prancing out in your robe.” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow and smirks. “That’s why you would feel silly?” 
 
    I growl at her, and she laughs again. I reach behind her and push her cast-iron skillet off the stove’s hot eye. 
 
    “Alright, woman. Your job is to go lounge or whatever. I’m not having you burn the building down. I like it well enough, and I’d prefer to sleep over here instead of whatever other hovel in Copper Springs might have cheap rent.” 
 
    She smiles again, then places one hand on my chest. Even through the silk of her ridiculous robe, my skin prickles under her touch. I take her hand in mind, running my thumb over the backs of her fingers as she rests it on my sternum. 
 
    “Grant,” she starts, chewing at that lip again as she thinks. “I don’t know what I’m doing. Until I met you… Well, I just don’t know what I’m doing. I can write fictional men all day long, but I don’t have a clue when it comes to the real thing.” 
 
    Her words fade out, and when she looks up at me again, her cheeks are painted with a deep blush. My cock stirs in response. 
 
    “I know that saying my parents’ divorce messed me up is the most cliché line in the whole world,” she continues. “But it’s true. And even though I care about you and you’re different from anyone else I’ve ever met, I’m still freaked. Even now, even as I stand here and want to push you back against the kitchen wall and tear your damn robe off, there’s another part of me that’s already looking for an escape route. There’s an itch in the back of my brain that’s warning me to keep an eye out for when things feel too simple or too normal, because that’s when shit can hit the fan. And it’ll hurt so much more if I’m not prepared, if I’m not watching for the signs…” 
 
    I take her jaw in one hand as my other hand curves around her back, sliding her closer to me. 
 
    “I guess if it’s the normal moments that put you on edge,” I say. “Then we’ll have to aim for the extraordinary. We’ll have to make this the best damn thing to ever happen to you.” 
 
    I kiss her then, slow and sweet. Her little hands rest on my shoulders, and her fingernails dig in past the robe. I’m reminded of last night, when Ellie gripped my ass like she was scared that if she let up I’d disappear. She’s clinging to me, holding on for dear life. The thought makes my chest ache. I pull back, running my fingers through her hair. 
 
    “We start now,” I announce. “This will be an extraordinary morning with extraordinary breakfast and later… extraordinary sex.” 
 
    She snorts at that. “Was last night supposed to be ordinary sex, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nod. “Prepare yourself, Thirteen. Rest that pussy. I’m going to rock your world.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    Ellie rolls her eyes but concedes to slide off the counter and pad over toward her living room. I can’t help it: my gaze lands on her ass as she walks. Her plump cheeks are peeking out from under her boyfriend shorts. She must have sensed my watching, because she turns around and flips me the bird before throwing herself down on her couch and pulling her laptop onto her legs. 
 
    I smile to myself as I open up her pantry and scan for items more edible than the burnt bacon she’s prepared. I pull out some grits, find a pot in the cabinet next to the stove, and get to work. 
 
    I get some chicken broth boiling for the grits, then busy myself chopping up a few still-edible vegetables I find in the fridge as well as some untouched sausage. As I work, I steal glances over at Ellie on the couch. 
 
    I’m not sure when this happened. I’m not sure what finally pushed her past the edge and opened her up to see me as more than a friend. But now that I’m here, now that I’m with her, it feels so right. 
 
    She bites her lip as she writes, just like she does when she’s thinking about what to say to me. I hold back a laugh as she mouths along with some of the words she’s typing. A memory of her publisher—Eunice?—eyeballing me from her computer screen yesterday comes to me, and I can’t help but feel a surge of pride at the thought that what we’ve been doing together might have inspired Ellie’s writing. 
 
    Her typing is speeding up. I can hear the clacking, even over the soft popping sounds of the breakfast sausage in the pan. She’s started squirming a little, and I raise an eyebrow as I watch her grab a pillow from the other end of the couch and position it between her legs as she types. Her chest is heaving, and her lips are moving in a frenzy as she comes up with whatever words she’s putting down on paper. 
 
    And then it hits me: Lord alive. She’s writing a sexy scene. 
 
    Inspiration? Accomplished. This might be the first day I am a true man. 
 
    I quietly push the sausage and grits off their respective eyes and step out from behind the counter. I’m hard again, and this threadbare robe is doing nothing to contain my growing erection. My cock pushes past the edge of the silk, my head already dripping with precum. I fist the end, my neck rolling as I run my hand down my shaft. 
 
    Ellie is still absorbed. She’s still squirming like crazy and biting that lip like she could chew it off. Her knees rub together, the pillow trapped between them. 
 
    It’s only when I get to the edge of the couch that she looks up. Her cheeks turn pink again. 
 
    “Um, I’m not used to writing when someone else is in the house,” she says. Her voice comes out thick and husky. “This is usually when I’d take a break…” 
 
    Her gaze darts over to her coffee table, and my own eyes trail after hers. She’s looking at the drawer. Wanting something inside. 
 
    “No break needed.” 
 
    I pull open the drawer. Inside is a sleek purple rabbit vibrator. I pick it up and glance back at Ellie. Her cheeks have gone from light pink to full Barney the Dinosaur. I hold up her little toy, smirking. 
 
    “Now, what do we have here?” I tease. The blush that deepens in her cheeks sends a wave of feeling coursing through me. “Keep writing.” 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “You know what.” 
 
    I get on the other end of the couch and remove the pillow from between her legs. My hands find her shorts and panties—I make a mental note that I’m going to have to train her out of wearing these—and I tug them down. I dip two fingers between her legs, and she makes my favorite sound again as I pull them back to inspect their glistening wetness. 
 
    “Keep. Writing.” 
 
    I tap the edge of her laptop as I position the vibrator between her legs. 
 
    “We’re tapping into that inspiration this morning.” 
 
    I turn on the vibrator and circle it around her clit. Ellie’s eyes close as she grinds her hips into my touch. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” I say. “Eyes open. You can’t write with your eyes closed. I need those fingers moving.” 
 
    “I hate you,” she mutters, even as her fingers start moving across the keyboard. 
 
    I press the vibrator inside of her an inch, and she hisses with a mixture of irritation and intense pleasure. 
 
    I sink it in another inch, then another after that. In a moment, I’m fucking Ellie the way I would with my cock, stroking against her walls and teasing her away from the climax she wants. My dick is on full display, a fat bead of precum dripping down the shaft as I work her cunt. I fist it as I stroke Ellie, throbbing with the need to bury myself inside her but utterly transfixed by putting off our needs together. 
 
    “I’m at the climax,” she breathes. “Can we end this when I’m done? Can I have you?” 
 
    “Yes, baby.” I’m barely able to speak the words. They come out through gritted teeth as I fist my cock again and again. “Christ. Hurry.” 
 
    Her ass is coming up off the couch as I work her, her laptop bouncing on her lap. Still, Ellie types at a furious speed, moaning louder and louder the closer she gets to the finish. 
 
    At last, she closes her laptop and tosses it down onto the carpet. She spreads herself wide, pushing me and the vibrator aside. 
 
    “No more teasing,” she says. “I need you, Grant.” 
 
    She rolls onto her stomach, ass in the air as she displays herself for me. I get on my knees, cock still tightly clasped in my fist as I take in the fruits of my labors. She is glistening and eager, and it makes me ache just to look at her. 
 
    I position myself at her opening and push inside. We both moan as I drive it deep. I bend forward, hands searching under her shirt to find her tits and tug at the nipples. Her hips lean with me, allowing me a deeper entry as I play with her. I’m over-fucking-come. We thrust this way, a perfect rhythm, until at last my body can’t take it. 
 
    I clutch at her chest, burying my face in the back of her shirt as I sputter and squirt inside of her. 
 
    “Grant!” 
 
    Her walls spasm around me, and I feel her slide a hand back to rub circles on her clit. In a moment, she’s coming, too, her back arching against my chest like a cat’s. 
 
    For a few minutes, we stay still this way. Neither of us wants to break this moment. This perfect, beautiful morning. 
 
    “That’s it,” she says finally, with a dry laugh. “I’m never fucking writing alone again.” 
 
    A stupid, derpy smile washes over my face at that. Never again. I’m never letting her do anything alone again. 
 
    *** 
 
   

 

 “God, I feel like if Freud could walk these halls, he’d have so much to say.” 
 
    Cay runs her fingertips over a picture of me and my mom smiling at the camera when I must have been only six or seven. I’m missing my two front teeth, and my hair is standing up at odd angles. I’m wearing—son of a bitch, I know now that I should have taken this picture down before everyone came over—bright green plaid shorts. 
 
    I snatch the picture off the wall from under Cay’s fingertips and pass it off to Ellie so she can ditch it in a kitchen drawer. 
 
    “Once you meet Oma, you will understand so much about why he is the way that he is,” Remy says with a satisfied cluck. He crosses his arms and makes himself at home on Oma’s recliner, grabbing the remote to flip the channel away from the Game Show Network and over to some football game. 
 
    “Is she gorgeous and you’re in love with your own grandmother?” Cay probes with a mischievous smirk. “Now every girl you date is some psychological attempt to find her replacement?” 
 
    “Um, standing right here?” Ellie crosses her arms as her sister continues to peruse my Oma’s entryway. 
 
    Okay, so it’s a little unconventional to invite the sister and future brother-in-law of your girlfriend to come meet your grandmother for the first time. But I wanted a buffer in case Ellie freaked out or Oma asked for grandchildren right out of the gate. What I got was Remy making jokes and Cay trying to psychoanalyze me. 
 
    I slip my hand through Ellie’s, giving her fingers a little squeeze. She looks up at me with a close-lipped smile and squeezes my fingers back. 
 
    A door shuts down the hallway and we all look up. Oma shuffles around the corner, her eyes lighting up when they zero right in on Ellie beside me. 
 
    “Grant, you did not tell me she was beautiful.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I glance down at Ellie and see that her cheeks have turned a concerning shade of red. 
 
    Oma swoops across the room, completely ignoring Remy and Cay to go right to Ellie. If I hadn’t been driving her to her doctor’s appointments for years and she hadn’t come shuffling around that corner like Willy Wonka at the gates to the factory, I would swear she’s as spry as someone my age. 
 
    She pulls Ellie into a crushing hug, burying her face down into her breasts. Cay’s face lights up behind them as she holds back a cackle. Ellie’s fists curl and uncurl—God bless her, I know she’s fighting every instinct she has to pull back and run for the hills. 
 
    “This is Caroline, Ellie’s sister,” I explain. “And you already know—” 
 
    Oma releases Ellie, who literally comes up gasping for air, to spin around to Remy. 
 
    “Your feet are on my coffee table. Do you want me to bend you over my knee and spank you in front of your own Schatz?” 
 
    “Yes!” Cay says with a snort. “Oh my God, yes, please. Grant, I love your grandmother and I want to keep her forever.” 
 
    As if on cue, Oma turns to the girls and herds them over to her tiny dining room table. She fusses over Ellie on the short walk over, muttering comments in German about how I should feed her more and how she has “wide birthing hips.” I can feel my cheeks blushing, even if there’s no shot Ellie knows what she’s saying. 
 
    “Tell me everything,” Oma says as she takes a chair at the end of the table. “Where did my Liebling first kiss you? Do you love him? Are you pregnant with my great-grandchildren?” 
 
    Cay owl-turns her head around to look at me, eyes maniacal with amusement. Meanwhile, Ellie’s face has lost at least an ounce of color. 
 
    I slide into the chair next to Oma and take Ellie’s hand under the table. 
 
    “This is your one shot, old woman,” I say. “Remember, if you ask the wrong questions and scare her off, Ellie can choose not to come back.” 
 
    Oma just waves me off with a flick of the wrist. She takes Ellie’s other arm and slides her bony fingers through as I’ve done on the other side. She rests their hands on the table and gives it a solid squeeze. 
 
    “I am too much,” Oma says, one corner of her mouth quirking up at Ellie. “But it is only because I am excited. When you have a family one day, you will understand how it feels to see them so happy. And you will understand that it feels even better when you get to meet the person who makes them feel that way.” 
 
    There’s a beat of silence as Ellie and Oma hold eye contact. Across the table, Cay has put a hand to her heart and Remy has walked over to stand behind her. 
 
    “And,” Oma continues, tapping the side of her nose knowingly. “The day you have children might come sooner rather than later. Have you been having the safe sex? Are your nipples tender?” 
 
    “Oma.” 
 
    She just puts her hands in the air and winks at us. “I am too much, I know, I know. I will get the snacks and we will have a proper party, Liebling.” 
 
    Oma starts to get up when she stops short and puts her hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “Although if the wurst makes you sick, it could be a sign that…” 
 
    “Oma!” 
 
    Ellie glances up at me as my grandmother shuffles off to the kitchen. Remy slides into the seat beside Cay and slaps his hands on the table. 
 
    “I never want to leave this apartment. Can I somehow adopt your grandmother? I always forget how much fun it is to watch her fuck with you until I come back here. Oh, and her famous spaghetti ice cream! I’d adopt her for that, too. It’s friggin’ delicious.” 
 
    When Cay and Ellie both turn to me with puzzled expressions, I just shrug. “It’s a German thing: you send the ice cream through a potato ricer and it comes out all squiggly.” 
 
    “Do you think I might be able to sweet talk her into making it?” Remy asks. 
 
    “Are you able to sweet talk anyone into anything?” Cay asks with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    Remy just snorts and kisses her on the forehead. 
 
    “Come with me to the kitchen,” he instructs as he stands and takes her hand. 
 
    In a moment, it’s just me and Ellie left at the table. I squeeze her hand again before letting it go to slide my arm over her shoulders and pull her close. 
 
    “Too much?” 
 
    She lets out a long breath and sinks into my side. She runs her hands through her long hair, scratching at her scalp with her fingernails. 
 
    I wince. “Okay, okay, I’ll go to the kitchen and tell Oma we’ve got to take that ice cream to go…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not that,” Ellie says as she turns to look up at me. Her eyes have gone big and wide, sending my stomach into a knot. “I just thought it was shocking how much your Oma got right about my pregnancy, right down to these early food aversions…” 
 
    My jaw drops open as Ellie dissolves into laughter. She pats my cheek just like my Oma does. 
 
    “God, I think I’m going to like hanging out with a woman who enjoys harassing you as much as I do.” 
 
    She gets up from the table and heads toward the kitchen. I scramble up after her, already on the defense to protect myself from when she and Oma get to talking and trading Grant stories. 
 
    But even as I put out my hand to stop Ellie from walking on without me, even as I already hear Oma making some comment about how I wet the bed way too late into my childhood… there’s a warmth that has spread up from my belly, across my chest, and across the back of my neck. It leaves my cheeks tingling and worn out, my ears burning. 
 
    Not the worst introduction of a girlfriend to the family. Sure, my mom is still on shift at the hospital, but that meeting wasn’t the one I was nearly as worried about. Ellie has won over my Oma and, surprisingly, it seems that Oma has won over Ellie. 
 
    My heart thumps faster in my chest as I watch Oma smile at Ellie and drag her over to the stove to show her what’s cooking. 
 
    At least for this moment, everything is right in the world. Everything feels like exactly what I’ve wanted for a very, very long time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE: ELLIE 
 
    I ignore the buzz in my pocket like I’ve been ignoring it all morning. 
 
    I just pick up a new envelope and hold it up so Cay and Remy can see that Grant and I are invitation stuffing, not making googly eyes at each other, which is what they seem to be implying with their winks at one or both of us when they think one of us isn’t looking. 
 
    “They want to see something salacious,” Grant mutters under his breath to me. He swipes an envelope from the stack and elbows me in the ribs. A quick glance at him reveals he’s holding back his own smirk—not well. 
 
    My back stiffens. “They don’t know anything happened between us.” 
 
    Grant coughs. I set down my invitation, turning to him slowly. 
 
    “… They might know something happened between us.” 
 
    “Grant Baker, what did you do?” 
 
    He grins, unashamed in his pride. His arm slides around my waist and he scoops me into a princess hold. I protest, my carefully arranged stack of invitations sliding over as he plants a kiss on my lips. 
 
    “Texted him last night. I really, really wish I had more self-control.” 
 
    “So many emojis!” Remy calls from their table across the room. 
 
    “Three squirting water emojis,” Cay mutters, the tips of her ears going pink as she suppresses her own smirk. 
 
    They’ve got the whole wedding party—plus Remy’s parents and our mother—arranged at little tables in the banquet room of this quaint restaurant. They rented out the space to make it an official party, not that we needed yet another one of those leading up to the wedding of the century. 
 
    But Grant is eating up the attention from the small space, beaming at two groomsmen who hoot and holler in his direction. My golden fuckin’ retriever. Thank God my mother got up to go to the bathroom a few minutes ago and can’t witness this. 
 
    “I’m not hearing this,” Remy’s mother says, shaking her head and laughing. “Heavens above…” 
 
    “I’m hearing it,” Remy’s father says with a snort. He flashes Grant a thumbs up behind his wife’s head. 
 
    Good lord. 
 
    My phone buzzes and I slip it out of my pocket to check the screen. Shit—that quickly I forgot what I had been avoiding. 
 
    Who I had been avoiding. 
 
    DAD: Are y’all in the side banquet room or the back one? Your sister isn’t picking up her phone. 
 
    I look up at Cay, stomach already turning. “You invited Dad to this? Does Mom know?” 
 
    Her amused smile falters at the concern in my voice. 
 
    “She knows,” she says with a shrug. “He’s footing the bill for this banquet hall, just like he is with the rest of the wedding stuff. And you know how he likes to pay for everything in person. He’s swinging by with the girls to check in on their way to some cruise port.” 
 
    “Thirteen?” 
 
    I glance up. Grant is watching me, his brow furrowed, but I have nothing to say. 
 
    After all, what am I supposed to say? Sorry, Grant, I know I warned you that my parents’ very normal, very boring divorce fucked me up and I’m still weird with my dad, but I guess you might not have realized the extent of my awkwardness? 
 
    I want to reach out then, to run my nails through Grant’s stubble and feel his skin on my fingertips. 
 
    How is it I can feel so blissfully, perfectly happy while I’m with this boy, and then the second I’m reminded of the possibility of failure, I’m all screwed up all over again? 
 
    I have a sudden terrifying vision of Grant five years from now. Me, realizing we’ll be in the same building and panicking. Him, walking into the room with his new girl and new kids and acting like there was never anything special between us. Worse—acting like nothing ever happened between us at all. 
 
    I’d be a blip in his personal history. A side character. Minor. 
 
    I remember the conversation we had back at my apartment. Logically, I know that this is anxiety, and irrational anxiety at that. But it still feels so visceral. It still feels so terrifying and real. It’s nigh on impossible to ignore. 
 
    “Hey, whoa.” Grant is slipping his hand in mine. “Are you okay? Can I get you some water? Maybe you should sit down.” 
 
    I shake my head and force a smile. There he is again—my perfect, doting puppy dog. Even if this is what I mock him for. 
 
    “I think I just need some air.” 
 
    “Air.” He nods seriously. “Air is good.” 
 
    He pulls me out of the room, ignoring Remy’s objections that we only have the banquet hall until seven and we sure as hell better fill all our envelopes or we will be doing so without paid drinks and a party to get us through it. Grant guides me down a tiny hallway, through a maze of chairs and patrons, and over to the front door. He pulls it open and— 
 
    We’ve stopped walking. His hand has gone stiff in mine. 
 
    “Grant?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer me. He’s looking dead ahead, right at her. 
 
    “Grant.” The way she says his name again makes my stomach turn. 
 
    I know who she is right away. Grant’s ex. The ex. 
 
    She’s beautiful, definitely prettier than me. She’s built tall and thin. Her nose is hooked and a little crooked, but somehow even that makes her look special. Her long brown hair is pulled away from her face, part of a demure, feminine aesthetic that seems effortless and easy, even if I know as a fellow woman that it probably takes some skill to pull off. She stands with her family, who she waves to go inside without her. 
 
    “So you are in town, then.” 
 
    Grant’s voice takes me by surprise. He doesn’t sound like himself. There’s no laughing edge to the notes. He’s curt and restrained. 
 
    “Marjorie said she saw you at the garage.” The girl nods and clasps her hands in front of her stomach. “I told her she ought to wait until we got back home, but she was worried about her car while we’re on this trip back to see folks and…” She looks back up then, her lips curling into a sympathetic smile as she nods. “Well, you know the rest.” 
 
    “How long are you—Is he—” Grant fumbles over his words. “Look, you know how small this town is. You could have given me a word of goddamn warning. Hell, you could have opted not to come. Your people don’t even live here anymore and…” 
 
    His voice fades out. His fingers are shaking, clenching around mine. A purple-blue vein stands at attention on the side of his neck. This might be the closest I’ve seen to Grant getting mad. 
 
    Still, he’s swallowing back his feelings, that purple-blue vein throbbing with what surely must be the frustration of restraint. 
 
    I squeeze his hand. He glances down at me, a disorientation in his eyes. But when he meets my gaze, the color starts to return to his cheeks. He squeezes my hand in return and looks back up at the girl. 
 
    “This is Ellie. Ellie, this is Lainey.” 
 
    I hold my breath and plaster on my nicest smile as I extend my hand. Lainey reaches out to take it, glancing quickly at Grant before she shakes. 
 
    “I should probably be heading back in. Gotta order.” 
 
    Grant nods. “Of course.” 
 
    She steps toward him like some old habit compels her to hug him. Grant just stiffens again, half-stepping back so he bumps into my shoulder. The back of his neck has turned a deep, angry red to highlight that throbbing vein. 
 
    “No,” he grinds out. “I can’t—” 
 
    His voice fades out again. He just shakes his head. 
 
    Something dark flickers in Lainey’s face, but she just steps away and nods. 
 
    “We won’t be here long,” she promises. “And dinner… I’ll keep dinner brief.” 
 
    Grant says nothing, and Lainey very visibly swallows a lump in her throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Grant,” she whispers. 
 
    She leaves, and for a moment we stand outside the restaurant without moving. I squeeze my eyes tightly shut as I work up the courage to turn back to him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    His jaw is set tight. He’s still staring ahead, still working something out that I’m not privy to. 
 
    “I haven’t seen her since…” Grant turns to me suddenly, his hand going to the small of my back. “We should get you sitting down. We should find a bench somewhere outside.” 
 
    He’s pushing me forward, guiding me with the same gentle determination he used to get me out here. And when he finds a bench off to the side of the restaurant, he sits down, plants me on his lap, and starts fussing with me to button my coat and keep myself warm. 
 
    “Are you feeling any better?” He asks. “Can I run in and bring you out a water? Do you—” 
 
    I try to snatch his hand, but he’s already moved on to combing his fingers through my hair, twirling it, and setting it on his shoulder. He kisses the exposed hollow of my throat, and I shiver as I roll my neck away from him. 
 
    “Okay, what is this? What’s going on here?” I demand. “We’re not going to talk about the ex? Because that’s who that was, right? All that stiffness and those faraway eyes and the weird handshake I just did with a stranger. Talk to me!” 
 
    Grant sighs and looks down at his lap for a moment. He shrugs as he looks back up at me. “Lainey was the ex. And the weirdness is because… I haven’t seen her since everything went down. It’s been… a very long time. When I found out about what happened with her, I deleted her number that same day. We haven’t so much as traded Instagram likes in four years.” 
 
    “It’s the first time you’ve had to confront what you lost,” I say blankly. My stomach is knotting so tight it hurts. “It’s the first time you’ve had to remember what you love about her. The first time you’ve had to wonder if she regrets cheating on you.” 
 
    It’s the first time you’re considering what it would be like to hold her hand now instead of mine. To have her on your lap. Because this is the out that all relationships have, the window that leads them to the next great thing while the last person is left behind. This is the next beat in the story. I’m not living in my own fucking romance novel. I’m living in someone like Lainey’s love story. I’m— 
 
    He’s shaking his head. “No. None of that’s right.” 
 
    Grant runs his thumb over my cheekbone, the corner of his mouth pulling into a soft smile. 
 
    “I meant what I told you, Thirteen,” he says. “What I had with Lainey was wonderful… until it wasn’t. But it’s not the hurt that I hold on to. I figure I have a choice about what I keep close to my heart, and it’s not going to be pain. When I saw her, my body reacted to a painful memory. But in my mind, all that happened was I remembered how good things could be… and how even though I’d ended that time of my life with her, I’d found the good again with you. And this time, things are going to be different. I wasn’t yearning for Lainey or some bullshit. I was wondering if she found her next good thing, too. Because if she hasn’t, I feel sorry for her. I feel sorry for anyone who can’t look at someone like you and feel the whole world on fire around them.” 
 
    I can’t breathe. I can’t think. 
 
    Grant’s dark eyes are locked on mine and when he presses a kiss to my forehead, a ragged cry comes from my mouth. He pulls back, eyes narrowing with concern. 
 
    “I said too much?” 
 
    I shake my head, eyes going misty. And then, weirdly, a low chuckle comes next. 
 
    “You didn’t say too much,” I tell him. “It’s just that, for as much as I tell myself I’m good at predicting the patterns and beats of romance, I’m pretty damn pessimistic. My parents went through a divorce, and all I could see was the possibility of heartbreak. You had a girlfriend cheat on you and you—” I take a deep breath, and it sounds just as ragged and unsustained as the first “—you saw the possibility of loving again. To love more deeply. More fully. You’re a fucking golden retriever and I’m the chihuahua.” 
 
    His lips twitch as he brushes the hair behind my ear. “I think the idea of you as a pitbull has grown on me. You’re pretty fierce, Wells.” 
 
    I smile at him and rest my smooth cheek on his stubbled one, closing my eyes for another moment. 
 
    Can I do this? Can I really give myself over to this thing with Grant and come out alive on the other side? 
 
    People fall in love and fall apart all the time. It happens every day and to everyone. For every Grant Baker, there is someone like my father. And there are probably a million shades of men in between them. How do I know for sure that this is the real thing? How do I believe Grant when he promises me the future? 
 
    I want to be the golden retriever, too. I want to believe. Give me the Kool-Aid, baby, because I want to drink it. 
 
    My breath hitches as Grant pulls back and looks at me. I catch him by the neck, not letting him go. I’m going to hold on to this moment. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: GRANT 
 
    “It’s the final countdown,” Dom, our boss and Remy’s brother, calls from his tiny office as Remy and I walk into the shop at the same time. “Four weeks until you’re cuffed, bro!” 
 
    Jack pokes his head out from behind an SUV. He wolf-whistles as Remy picks up a work rag and chucks it at Dom’s open office door. 
 
    “Please!” Scar calls from the front desk. In a moment, her bobbed head pokes through the crack in her door. She eyeballs her husband—Dom—from all the way across the shop. “Don’t let that dickbag give you a hard time, Remy. He fuckin’ loves being cuffed. Just last night, he was moaning for me to actually cuff him to our four-poster bed…” 
 
    “That’s enough of that!” 
 
    Dom pushes open his door, his big, hairy form hurtling through the garage to go to the front desk. Scar cackles, and Remy rolls his eyes but smiles at me as we hear her office chair creak. 
 
    “God, I come back to the garage to get one last measly paycheck and I get harassed and exposed to my brother’s disgusting sex life.” Remy snorts. “Thank goodness I got another job.” 
 
    “Is the wedding really four weeks out?” I ask. “Like, from today?” 
 
    Remy nods. “My mother has been keeping a calendar. She texts the family a group countdown. Honest to God, it’s amazing Caroline hasn’t run for the hills yet.” 
 
    I find my locker and shimmy off my leather jacket. I ditch it along with my bike helmet on the middle shelf before shutting the door and running my hands through my hair. 
 
    Luca, another of Remy’s brothers, pokes his head out from around a Chevy at his station in the corner. “Is anyone going to make the joke about how Grant is next? Did I miss that already?” 
 
    I grind my teeth, bracing for the harassment. At the same time, though, I have to work to hold back a proud little smile. 
 
    “Better him than me,” Wes chimes in from his spot on a dolly. “Whatever love potion you’re all drinking has been catching. You’re all going soft.” 
 
    Remy just kicks his dolly as he passes on the way to Dom’s office, sending Wes bumping back into the car. “Watch out, Wes. Those are famous last words if I’ve ever heard them.” 
 
    Scar and Dom emerge from the front office, both of their hair a little mussed and what looks like a bite mark on Dom’s neck. What the hell did they do in there that only took sixty seconds? 
 
    “Did I miss the opportunity to make a joke about Grant getting married next?” Dom asks as he smooths his hair and walks over to meet Remy at his office. 
 
    “On it, bro!” Luca calls from his station. 
 
    “The joke is on you all,” I announce as I find my own station and step into my coveralls. “Because I’m too fuckin’ happy to care about your opinions.” 
 
    “You’re too happy to care if we ask whether Ellie will be taking your last name or if you’ll be taking hers?” Scar presses her lips together, clearly holding back a laugh. 
 
    “Or if she’ll let her golden retriever off leash for the wedding reception?” Remy chimes in, not holding back his own wicked smirk. 
 
    “Did Ellie tell Cay about that nickname?!” 
 
    He sighs blissfully. “God, it’s great being engaged to the sister of your girlfriend, Grant. So many secret things for me to find out. And I’ll only learn more over time.” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Ellie.” 
 
    “Caroline and I have no secrets.” Remy pats my cheek, winking, as he walks past me. “Any of you boys want to place bets on Grant’s weirdest sexual fantasy?” 
 
    “I mean, I can just spare you the middleman and tell you myself.” 
 
    We all turn. Ellie is standing at the exit doors, arms crossed and one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “It involves dolphins and chicken wire. Not in the way you might expect.” 
 
    “Is there a way I would expect…?” Luca whispers to Remy. 
 
    I wave them off and walk over to my girl. My hands find her waist and I pull her close, planting a kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “Stop.” She laughs. “Or I’ll have to tell them about the fantasy with the elderly women and the—” 
 
    “That is enough of that.” I push her through the doors, flipping my coworkers the bird as I exit the garage. 
 
    When we get outside, she crosses her arms. “Is that really a way to greet me?” 
 
    “I have other preferred methods of greeting you,” I growl and scoop her up. 
 
    The way her legs wrap around my body, clutching me to her, sends my heart pounding. My cock lengthens in my jeans. I walk her over to my motorcycle parked around back away from Main Street and set her backward on the seat with her legs parted. I straddle the back wheel and step up between Ellie’s legs, rubbing my dick up against her thigh. 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Markedly.” 
 
    I run my fingertips over her arms and then her shoulders, unable to keep my hands off her even while we talk. She’s wearing this insane little crop top that hugs her tiny tits and exposes just a slice of soft, tanned stomach. I want to remove that shirt with my teeth. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask between kisses. I pull back. “It was the cock, wasn’t it? I have been told it’s addicting.” 
 
    She snorts and crosses her arms, the gesture sending those small, firm breasts pushing into one another. 
 
    “You left with my cell this morning,” she says. She lifts one ass cheek and digs around in her back pocket before producing my phone. “They don’t even look the same. Someone was a little disoriented.” 
 
    I lick my lips, remembering exactly why I was so disoriented this morning. A hot, humid Georgia morning with the windows open and only a thin white sheet on Ellie’s bed… My mouth on her neck while I bury my fingers deep inside her… 
 
    I’ve never been a giver or a taker either way. I go with the flow. Not with Ellie. I might make my jokes about her being addicted to my dick, but it’s the other way around. After one taste of her back in that kitchen, I was wrecked for good. No meal is ever going to compare. 
 
    The thought of it now leaves my cockhead weeping against her stomach. I nip at her ear, ready for more, but she puts a hand to my chest. 
 
    “What were you all talking about in there?” 
 
    I wave her off. “They were giving me shit. You know how it is.” 
 
    “Giving you shit about me? About how we’re… dating?” 
 
    Too much talking. Not enough parting of her legs and giving me my favorite snack to dive into… 
 
    “They were telling me we were next. You know, to get married.” 
 
    I feel her stiffen and immediately launch into recovery mode. 
 
    “Woah, woah, woah,” I start. “Don’t freak out. It was a joke. Not instigated by me, not even something that’s on my radar right now, not anything that should freak you out in any way and make you run away. Have I covered all my bases, cap’n?” 
 
    Ellie’s face has lost an ounce of color when she looks back up at me. 
 
    “You’ve covered all your bases.” 
 
    “You still look like you could puke. Am I a bad boyfriend for advising you to get off my very expensive bike if you’re going to toss your cookies?” 
 
    She snorts, and it’s a relief to see some of those lines dissolve off her face. She meets my gaze again, her eyes probing. 
 
    “I hadn’t considered before… I guess I was just distracted with having fun…” 
 
    Her voice fades off. Whatever relief I felt with watching the stress in her face give way has been replaced by a tension in my chest and an increased heart rate. Something has shifted in Ellie. The guys in the shop freaked her out. There’s something going on behind those blue eyes that I can’t quite grasp. 
 
    “Hey.” I palm her cheek and she nuzzles into it, closing her eyes tight. “They were just making jokes. I know you’ve been through some stuff when it comes to marriage. I know that’s not on your mind, and… and maybe it never will be.” 
 
    I don’t give voice to the other persistent thought in the back of my mind. It’s a vision of Ellie under that balloon bouquet back at the reception hall, clad in her own special dress—white Doc Martens and all—and welcoming guests to her own bridal shower. 
 
    I don’t know when I first thought of that. I never meant for things to get so serious so fast and I know I’d freak Ellie out if I said a word to her, but I can’t help myself. She started showing up in my dreams as I held her to my chest at night. I’d see her in that beautiful dress and we’d greet guests and eat canapés and then I’d take her back to that kitchen and I’d be so goddamn happy knowing she’s the last woman I’ll ever be with. 
 
    She’s the one. The one I’ve been waiting for all this time. 
 
    Ellie pulls me close and kisses me, bringing me back to reality. Her hands clutch at the back of my neck, and she takes a ragged breath as she pulls away from my lips. 
 
    “Thank you,” she breathes. 
 
    But I don’t like the way she says it. There’s still something eating at her. The guys back at the garage… 
 
    She’s pulling me into another kiss and I forget my worries for a moment. Then her hands are finding my zipper, tugging it down. Her fingers slide past the slit in my boxers, curling around my thickening shaft. 
 
    “Will anyone come back here?” She whispers against my lips. All I can do is shake my head in response. “Good.” 
 
    She’s standing up then, turning me around to switch places with her even as she slips her hand out of my pants and unbuttons them the rest of the way. She’s tugged them down to my knees, and she pushes me down by the shoulders to sit my ass on my bike seat. My cock stands straight in the air. 
 
    I can’t help but glance around: no one’s in the back alley behind the garage, but I can still hear the cars flying down Main Street. A door opens and closes and a bell tinkles, likely from the shop next door. I shiver in response, unused to the thrill of being outdoors with my dick out. 
 
    Ellie bends over, unable to drop to her knees because of the jutting wheel of my bike. She cradles my cock in both her hands, her eyes meeting mine as she lowers her lips to kiss the weeping crown. I lean all the way back, resting my head somewhere near the handlebars. The bike wobbles, and I laugh a little at the determined way she jumps to hold it steady. 
 
    I’m just getting settled when I feel her tiny tongue lash across my slit. I jerk up, the breath hissing from between my teeth. She just winks at me—the vixen. 
 
    She lowers her mouth again and takes me all the way in. My head drags across the velvety smooth of the back of her throat. She’s working hard, taking me as deep as she can get me until my balls are practically pressed to her chin. 
 
    I can’t breathe. I can’t think. Screw the noises of Main Street or the neighbors next door—I’m moaning like Ellie’s bitch, my hands tangling in her hair as she guides me to fuck the shit out of her throat. The bike is still wobbling like crazy, but she’s got it in a death grip so it won’t fall over. When her teeth softly graze over the sensitive skin on my head, I strain my neck to watch. 
 
    My heart catches in my throat. She’s so focused. So determined. 
 
    And something about it doesn’t feel quite right. 
 
    Ellie’s pushing through, her eyes closed tight as her head bobs up and down. There’s a desperation in her movements. A panic. I feel it echoed in my chest as I watch her. I push up to my elbows, one hand reaching out to make her get up. 
 
    “Ellie—” 
 
    She swats my hand away, then takes my dick in both her palms again. She’s clinging to it, sucking me like she’s terrified if she stops, she might never get the chance again. 
 
    “Ellie.” 
 
    I sit up fully, grabbing her by the elbows and making her stand. I put away my dick and wrench her to me. 
 
    “Ellie, what is this?” I brush the hair out of her eyes and realize they’re shining. “Talk to me.” 
 
    She just shakes her head and falls to my shoulder. She says nothing, but her fingernails claw into my back. It’s that same desperation I felt between my legs, that same panic. She’s holding me like she’s never been more freaked out in her life. 
 
    For a long time, I just stroke her hair and let her breathe. I replay every moment of our conversation before she put me on my back on the bike, and curse the guys for making those jokes about our getting married one day. I’ll talk to them. I’ll tell them they have to cut it out or they’ll scare her off. 
 
    There’s a twitch in my gut at those words, and I feel my own grip on Ellie’s back tightening up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: ELLIE 
 
    I’ve been staring up at the ceiling for so long, the popcorn has taken on shapes. 
 
    They move. They live and breathe and interact. 
 
    Grant is snoring in bed beside me. Even the way he lies next to me is protective. He’s got one arm draped over my bare chest, and an ankle that crosses over mine. I feel his breath on my neck and hear the occasional murmured word about bikes or damage reports and one muttered phrase that sounds suspiciously close to “Does this earring make me look fat?” 
 
    He’s amazing. He’s done everything right. But still I stare up at the ceiling, my heart racing. What I’ve tried so hard not to think about today—not to think about any day since all this started up between us—is finally being given a moment to flex and move. 
 
    To grow. 
 
    And when I look up at the popcorn ceiling and the shapes start interacting, it’s my mother that I see up there. It’s another memory. 
 
    It’s not long after the divorce. Life has gone on just the same way it always has, even if my parents are living apart and their marriage has dissolved. Things are so normal. 
 
    My father has swung by to grab the last of his things. There’s a woman with him in the doorway, someone who doesn’t look so different from my mother. She’s tall and dark and she smiles and offers me a piece of gum when I walk through the living room and see her there. My mother comes down to help my father carry his things out, and the three of them walk out the door making some lame joke about the traffic on the drive from Tennessee to Copper Springs. 
 
    It’s the first time that I think things might not be so bad with my parents divorced. Other kids made it seem so miserable, but my parents seem just the same. They’re not yelling at each other. They’re not fighting some custody battle or filing restraining orders. I grab a cup and some juice from the fridge and that’s what I’m still doing when my mom comes back inside. 
 
    She doesn’t realize I’m still in the kitchen. She stands at the door for a long moment, one hand resting on the tiny curtained window as she watches my father and his new girlfriend leave. 
 
    My mother is a rock. She was before, and would continue to be for long after this incident in the kitchen. She stands with the straightest back you’ll ever see. Her hair is pulled back so tightly you can always see veins protruding from the sides of her forehead. She’s a woman who has opinions and stands by them, even if they’re not ones I always agree with myself. 
 
    But as she stands at that window… something breaks in her. There’s a hunch to her shoulders. A heavy droop to her eyelids. And she lets out one ragged breath, and it makes a sound that is a cross between a moan and a cry and pure exertion. 
 
    I would read a book in school later that year and come across a new word: keening. I’d know it immediately, and I’d remember this moment and the torturous sound my mother made. It would be the only time I’d ever hear her make a noise like that, but it would be scarred into my memory. 
 
    My father had walked away from their marriage and started a new life. It was so easy. So normal. And my mother had been left behind, alone, to mourn the world she knew before. I knew then what I know now as I stare up at Grant’s popcorn ceiling: that even if a man gives you everything and loves you with all he has, he can still start over if he has to. He can still walk away and begin again, and I’ll be the one left behind trying to pick up the pieces. I’ll be left keening by myself. 
 
    The beats are predictable. The tropes are the same. And the characters might look a little different in each story, but they pull the same stunts. I should know that by now. 
 
    Grant twitches against me. His head nuzzles into my neck, and a few rogue dark hairs curl up against my face and tickle my nose. I’m starting to pull away when his arm catches my side. 
 
    “Whereyagoin?” His words come out garbled and sleepy. He’s got his head raised, eyes still mostly closed as he turns in my direction. 
 
    My heart surges in response, and I immediately feel guilty for letting my mind go to such a dark place as I stared up at his ceiling. I let him tug me back down to bed, let him curl that leg all the way over my waist to trap me. He settles in again, but I can hear that his breathing has changed since I woke him up. 
 
    “You ‘kay, Thirteen?” 
 
    I nod. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “But could you be better?” 
 
    He shifts and I feel his hard dick pressing up against my side. I can’t help myself: my lips crack into a tiny smile. 
 
    “You are insatiable. Does that thing ever take a vacation?” 
 
    “Mmm. No rest for the wicked, baby.” 
 
    He rolls on top of me, his heavy weight squeezing me down into the mattress. I shriek and swat at him. 
 
    “Grant, I swear to God—” 
 
    His sleepy body makes a floundering motion as he starts to hump me. It’s not serious, but it’s also not quite as funny as he might think it is when I’m pretty sure I’m gonna pop a lung. 
 
    “Get off me!” I squeal. 
 
    “Almost… done…” He breaks down into laughter, finally rolling off and dragging me with him, so I end up on top of his chest. “Alright. I’m awake. I’m good to go.” 
 
    “Good to know.” I roll my eyes. 
 
    He runs his hands through my messy bedhead, his fingers feeling out what he can’t see in the darkness. 
 
    “You wanna talk about what was going on just now?” 
 
    “I was getting up to get some water.” 
 
    “I know you’ve been awake all night long. Talk to me.” 
 
    “Grant—” 
 
    He pushes up from the bed, fumbling on his bedside table to flip on a lamp. Grant keeps me balanced in his lap and he wraps his arms tight around me. 
 
    “I’m not going to force you to talk,” he says quietly. “But I’m also not going to pretend like you don’t need me. Now get up, Thirteen, we’re getting you some water. You and I have bachelor and bachelorette parties to attend tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Actually—” I glance over at the alarm clock. “Those are tonight.” 
 
    He winces. “More reason to get you that water and get your butt back in bed. Come on.” 
 
    He slides his legs out of bed and gets up with me still at his waist. He carries me through his door and into his kitchen with his hands on my ass, finally setting me down on his countertop. 
 
    “Wanna get some warm milk, just like Mama used to make?” He asks the question as he searches his cabinets for two mugs. With his back turned, he can’t see how my shoulders stiffen at the mention of Mama. Good. 
 
    “Um, yes. Please.” 
 
    “Coming right up.” 
 
    He works in silence for a few minutes, me just watching as he pours milk into a pan and steam slowly forms around the rim. 
 
    In the warm light of his tiny kitchen, things feel a lot less scary than they did when I was staring up at his dark ceiling. No shadows are around to take shape and march toward me. Memories are banished as hazy images that may or may not have ever truly been real. 
 
    And Grant is the biggest comfort of all. God—my body aches as I watch him work. He’s so long and lean in his tight boxers and cotton undershirt. There’s a sense of safety just in witnessing how he senses my needs and craves filling them. 
 
    He’s not like my father. Fuck, that sounds so cliché. The daddy issues are strong with this one, Jedi. 
 
    Still, it’s true. My father wasn’t—isn’t—some abusive prick or neglectful nobody. He isn’t going to win any Father of the Year awards, but he’s not the worst dad out there. But even when things were good, even back in the days before I saw him in that living room dancing with my mother to their wedding song, he was never like Grant. 
 
    Grant turns, sliding a steaming mug in front of me. “Hot cocoa mix?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m good.” 
 
    “Hey, in any of your romance books do you have to deal with morning wood?” 
 
    I choke on my first sip of milk as I laugh. “What?” 
 
    Grant stands back, gesturing at the still-hard rod jutting out from his boxers. “Do you ever deal with real issues in your stories? Or is it, like, too much of a downer to take away from all that straining manhood on inner thighs?” 
 
    I shrug. “I write about morning wood sometimes… when it results in morning sex.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He grins and grabs my mug, taking his own swallow. I stick out my tongue as I steal it back and down another sip. “What about accidental erections? The kind you might get from friction or at really inconvenient times? Is your hero ever just chillin’ at his job as an underwear model/hero astronaut, being interviewed by the president or whatever, when he has to address tucking his dick up in his waistband so his boner won’t show on TV?” 
 
    I laugh again. “No. No, I can honestly say I’ve never written that into any of my books.” 
 
    “Ok, here’s another one.” He puts out both hands, painting a picture for me. “Not erection specific, just something I’ve wondered about. How often is lube addressed in your books?” 
 
    “Lube?” I repeat. 
 
    Grant nods. “Are the characters always soaking wet and ready to go? Or do they ever have to stop and pull out an old bottle of KY and clean things up with whatever rag they can find in the crazy hayloft or sandy beach or other inconvenient place they’re fucking?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t want to take readers out of the moment.” 
 
    “Oh my God, what about condoms? Birth control? STD testing?” Grant id rubbing the back of his neck like he’s giving this a lot of thought. “Are we just supposed to pretend people never have these conversations?” 
 
    I’m laughing again, pushing my mug away as I hold my stomach. “Okay, what’s with the sudden interest in romance cliches?” 
 
    The smile that hangs on Grant’s lips falters the tiniest bit. He folds his hands and glances down at the counter. When he looks back up at me, his brow is pinched. 
 
    “I’m not stupid. I know you’re working through your own shit, Ellie.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    He holds up a hand. “It’s okay. You’re allowed to sort through your own feelings. But…” He reaches out and slips his hand into mine. “But I would just ask once that you remember I’m a real person. And I’m my own person. I’m not a book character. I’m not someone from your past. I’m not whatever it is you’re so worried about as you stare up at the ceiling while we try to sleep.” 
 
    There’s a weight on my chest. Grant squeezes my fingers. 
 
    “I’m going to do everything in my power not to let you down. I’m going to do everything I can to give you your happily ever after.” 
 
    Christ, I want to kiss him. His long, sooty lashes are lowered as he drinks me in. When he reaches his other hand out and runs his thumb over my cheekbone the way I like, a shiver rips through my body. 
 
    “Now, can we go back to bed so I can cuddle the shit out of you?” 
 
    I nod, mute. 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: GRANT 
 
    “Karaoke list!” Ace calls. He brandishes the sign-up clipboard so everyone in Lucky Lucy’s can see. “We start in five.” 
 
    “Oh my God, karaoke.” Dom is sitting next to me, eyes already pretty damn glazed from the whiskeys he’s been knocking back. “One of us has to sing. We couldn’t have strippers, so—” 
 
    “Please.” Remy snorts, his own eyes looking more than a little glassy. “Even if Caroline and I had agreed to strippers, there’s no universe in which you could get a lap dance and look Scar in the eye when you got home. You’d castrate yourself for her honor.” 
 
    “I do what I want,” Dom huffs, cheeks going a little red. “I could’ve done strippers—” 
 
    “Please.” Wes laughs beside him. Besides me, he’s the only one who has been holding back on drinking tonight. He’s been nursing the same beer since we got to the bar. “It would’ve turned out to be one of the girls we went to high school with. You’d run home and confess to Scar straightaway, and then she’d make eyes at the girl any time you ran into her at the grocery store.” 
 
    “Well, one of us is still singing,” Dom decides, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Not it!” Luca calls, putting his finger to his nose. 
 
    “Not it!” Remy, Dom, Wes, and Jack all beat me to putting their fingers to their noses. Shit. 
 
    “Remy, do you want your bachelor party to be a scarring experience? Do you want to look back on this night like it’s one of the sequels to The Hangover?” 
 
    He just grins and gestures for Ace to pass him the clipboard. “Come on, you’re not the worst singer.” 
 
    “When have you ever heard me sing?” 
 
    “I’ve heard something close.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “Oooooh, Ellie…” Remy raises a hand and, even in his drunken stupor, Dom manages to grin and slap it. 
 
    I snatch the clipboard. “Just for that I’m making you listen to ‘Take on Me.’ And, so help me, I will commit to the high notes.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Remy punches me in the shoulder. 
 
    I scrawl my name first on the list and pass the clipboard back to Ace. He gestures at a little mic setup on the makeshift stage in the corner. 
 
    “You can find your track in the binder,” he says. “I’ll be there to set you up in a minute.” 
 
    I sigh as I get up from my stool. I pass my mostly full beer to Wes—he’s the only one I’d trust not to drown in it right about now. 
 
    Lucky Lucy’s is busy tonight. I come here on occasion after work and it’s usually just the regulars: tired faces we knew from high school (much like Dom’s proposed strip club), old men and women who are teetering on the edge of addiction, blue collar guys like us looking for a break from hard labor. Tonight is different. The bar is packed with unfamiliar people, many of whom I suspect are out-of-towners who Google-searched Copper Springs’ only decent watering hole and ended up here out of desperation. Ugh, Friday night. I make a mental note to never do a weekend like this again. 
 
    I push through the throng and find the binder and karaoke machine on the stage. I flick through the ancient CDs, looking for one that might carry the ‘Take on Me’ track. If the boys are going to make me sing, I’m serious about punishing them with my high notes. I’ll cup my balls like Michael Jackson if I have to, but I’m going to really go for it. 
 
    Hits of the 80s. I pluck out the CD and set it out for Ace when he’s done with the clipboard. An old mic is propped on a stand next to the karaoke machine, and I finagle with it to drag it up to my height. 
 
    There’s a buzz in my pocket and I pull out my phone. Warmth spreads across my chest as I see the name. 
 
    ELLIE: On our way to Lucky Lucy’s. Turns out drinking at home isn’t as fun without men to make fun of. 
 
    I smile at my phone. 
 
    GRANT: We’ll be glad for the company. About to sing Take on Me. 
 
    ELLIE: OMG. We’ll speed. Red lights are suggestions, right? 
 
    “Grant.” 
 
    I blink up at the female voice, half-expecting it to be Ellie standing there smiling at me. 
 
    My throat goes dry. 
 
    “Lainey.” 
 
    She gives an awkward little wave. 
 
    Standing in the low light of Lucky Lucy’s stage, I get a better look at her than I did the other night at the restaurant. She looks just the same. All this time, all that’s happened, and somehow it feels exactly the same now as it did standing together that final night outside my apartment. 
 
    “How do we keep running into each other?” My voice doesn’t sound like my own. “We go years without contact, and now I see you twice in just a few days.” 
 
    She glances down at her feet, and I can tell she’s swallowing down a hard lump in her throat. 
 
    My heart is pounding. And even though I don’t have any stake in her life now, even though I really don’t know anything about her anymore, I still feel this compulsion to check on her. To see how she’s doing. 
 
    “Is Taylor—” 
 
    She looks up at me with a pained expression. I switch tactics. 
 
    “Um, are you guys in Peachtree City? I think I heard through the grapevine—” 
 
    Lainey shakes her head, an unexpected, dry laugh bursting from between her lips. “All this time, I expected you to scream at me if you ever saw me again. I figured that all the calm, all the—” she gestures at me, like there’s something physically wrong with me “—all of the kind routine would have given way once some time passed by. But here you are. Asking me about Taylor and Peachtree City and… and I get the sense that you really want to know. That you aren’t digging around to make a point.” 
 
    She cocks her head at me, and for the barest moment I get a sense of the girl I loved once. 
 
    I can remember her making this exact expression at me when we were grabbing coffee, and I ordered something feminine and sugary when she took her drink black. She looked at me this way when I woke her up at the butt crack of dawn with a Monster energy drink and a grin while she struggled to make sense of the waking world. She had this face on the time she talked me into seeing a rom-com in theaters, and I was the one of us who teared up at the climax. 
 
    And for another brief moment, my heart hurts for that loss. For knowing, all over again, that I’ll never have those moments with her again. 
 
    But in the same instant, I remember Ellie. I see her laughing in my kitchen. I taste her in my mouth and smell her on the air. My fingers curl into my palms, a physical response to my desire to touch her even now. 
 
    New moments. New happiness, even better than the first. All that pain, all that heartache led me to her. It showed me what could be good, and it compelled me to look for it again. 
 
    I shake my head at Lainey. “Not making a point,” I say. “Just checking in on an old friend. One I haven’t seen in way too long.” 
 
    She swallows again. “You were right. We’re in Peachtree City. Taylor is doing great.” Her lips twitch, and I can tell she’s remembering her own something happy. “You two would get along, I think.” 
 
    My shoulders stiffen a little at that. “Are you here with—” 
 
    “It was just me and Mrs. Hollifield and my sister travelling up for the week,” Lainey says. “They asked if I wanted to go and have a little break from Taylor, and I begrudgingly agreed in the name of good family relations.” 
 
    I laugh a little at that, remembering for myself how demanding Mrs. Hollifield could be. 
 
    “And the bar?” I ask. “Just you and your sister?” 
 
    She nods and gestures at my mic. “I was going to convince her to try some karaoke, but I see you’ve got the entertainment covered.” 
 
    “God.” I look down at the mic in my hands, feeling the color blossom in my cheeks. “I’m here for a bachelor party. ‘Take on Me’ was mentioned, but if you get your camera phone out…” 
 
    “No video will be recorded,” Lainey promises with a soft smile. “When you see him next, you can face him with the memory of how you were untarnished. Promise.” 
 
    There’s a beat of silence, and I know she’s wondering the same thing I am. If I see the man who was my best friend once, would it be as gentle of a greeting as it has been with her? 
 
    There’s another flash in my mind. Ellie, smiling over at me from the other side of her bed, the frilly covers pulled up to her ears. Ellie, on my back, clinging to me for dear life and leaving fingerprint-shaped bruises on my abdomen. Ellie, her head thrown back in ecstasy as I touched her and loved her. 
 
    As I made her mine. 
 
    I have no part of me left for Lainey. No part of me is left at all for ill will or clinging to the past. When I see him… there will be no way left to move but forward. 
 
    “Lainey!” 
 
    She turns at her name, scanning the crowd for her sister. 
 
    “I think we’ve been spotted,” Lainey says. “Sara gets physical when she’s drunk. She probably saw you and is over there prepping for a fist fight in my honor.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint.” I half-smile. 
 
    “No disappointment at all,” she says. “Is it weird if I hug you goodbye?” 
 
    “You better.” 
 
    I take her in my arms then, and it’s the same sensation as before. She looks, smells, feels familiar. I close my eyes for one moment, turning the moment over in my mind. 
 
    “Grant.” 
 
    That wasn’t Lainey. This time I know it will be Ellie when I open my eyes. 
 
    Lainey turns out of my grasp, looking down at Ellie and Cay at the foot of the stage. In an instant, I know the Ellie from last night is back. She’s become the same girl who was staring up at my ceiling, breathing in that terrified, controlled way, like if she didn’t tell her chest to move she might die. Her face has an ounce less color than it usually does, and I note Cay’s hand sliding over to grab her sister’s. 
 
    “Ellie.” I step away from Lainey and crouch to hop off the stage. “Lainey was here and—” 
 
    But she’s already turning on her heel and heading for the door. Beside me, Cay sighs, scrubbing at her face with the palms of her hands. 
 
    “You better run,” she says simply. 
 
    And I do. I’m not going to do miscommunication. Not with my writer girl. I don’t know what exactly she’s projecting onto what she saw with me and Lainey, but it ends now. 
 
    Ellie pushes through the front door into the parking lot and I follow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: ELLIE 
 
    He hasn’t seen her in years. 
 
    She cheated on him. 
 
    They haven’t been in contact since their breakup. 
 
    She doesn’t even live here! 
 
    I know there are a hundred reasons that Grant wouldn’t be getting back together with Lainey. That’s not what matters. It’s not what sent my stomach into an impossible knot and made the bar a hazy blur around me. And it’s not what has the tears biting at the corners of my eyes now as I make it to the edge of the parking lot and brace my hands on my knees, trying not to heave. 
 
    I don’t have it in me to do this. I don’t have the ability to be this person: the girl in the relationship, in love with her best friend, on track for marriage, kids, commitment. 
 
    Maybe my sister can emerge from our shared childhood and be okay. I hope Cay’s life with Remy is exactly what she’s always wanted it to be, and she never doubts for a moment that he will love her until the end of time and never leave her. 
 
    But I’ve seen how normal can change in an instant. I’ve seen how one partner can walk away and be happy and the other is left behind, crying at a window as she watches the future she could have had. 
 
    I want to believe in Grant. He is everything I never knew I could like. He makes me feel things I didn’t think… 
 
    I shake my head and bite at the inside of my cheek. I taste the sharp metal sting of blood and spit on the grass. 
 
    I’m a romance writer. I know how to separate fact from fiction, and so I know better than to trust my heart when my brain sees all the possibilities. I have to step back. I have to be more careful. 
 
    “Ellie!” 
 
    I whip around, those tears that were threatening the corners of my eyes falling freely now. 
 
    Grant is standing there, arms open and eyes wide. He takes a step toward me, but I step back. 
 
    I feel like an absolute idiot crying, but I can’t stop. Now that something has been undammed in me, it’s like years of trauma are unloading all at once. All the tears I didn’t cry when I saw my mother in the kitchen. All the tears I didn’t cry those times my dad talked about his new kids and his new wife. All the tears that translated into pointed jabs and a surly demeanor. 
 
    “Ellie, what you saw—” 
 
    I wave him off. “I didn’t misconstrue anything, Grant. I’m not out here because I thought you were restarting something with your ex.” 
 
    He says nothing. Still, his chest heaves like he can’t quite catch his breath. 
 
    What was it, exactly, that sent me running? I have to find the words. 
 
    “It was seeing me with someone else who made me happy once,” he provides, his voice heavy with the acknowledgment. “Is that it? Because you remember how your parents—” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    I look down at my feet as he says the words; I can’t possibly meet his eye while I’m still crying and choking like this. I wipe my nose with the back of my sleeve. 
 
    “My parents were happy once,” I say, my voice shaky and quiet. “I remember, even if they don’t. And you were blissfully happy with Lainey once, enough to keep you looking for your next great love even when your heart was broken. Both of those couples ended in pretty painful ways. We could end in a pretty painful way, if I give it enough time.” 
 
    He steps forward again, and once more I step back. But there’s a fire in Grant’s eyes. He’s not going to let me go without a fight. He reaches out and makes me give him my hand. He threads our fingers together and squeezes my hand to his chest so I can feel his heart beat. 
 
    “Glass half full, chihuahua. Come on, Thirteen.” He squeezes my hand again, and I can sense the urgency in his plea. “Can’t you dig deep and find it in you to—” 
 
    Still, I shake my head. 
 
    “Do you think I’m just choosing to let you go because my feelings aren’t as strong as yours?” The words come out more angry than I expected. I’m surprised to realize my hands are shaking. I pull back my fingers, cradling the hand to my chest. 
 
    I shake my head again. 
 
    “I have to protect myself, Grant,” I say. “You will always find love. You could make a million girls fall in love with you if you want. But me… I’m not wired that way. If I give myself over, that’s it. I’m done. And when whatever it is comes along that pulls us apart, you’ll be just fine coming out on the other side and I’ll be the one who is broken. I can’t let myself get in that deep. I can’t—” 
 
    “You won’t let yourself love me?” 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    For all my teasing him about being a golden retriever, Grant is really the kicked dog now. There’s a wound in his eyes I’ve never seen before. An emptiness I didn’t think was possible in him. My resolve falters, just for a moment. 
 
    “Grant, I—” 
 
    “Because I love you,” he says. “I think I’ve loved you from the minute I met you at that wedding. All those receptions spent going after girl after girl, and it’s the one who brutally turned me down that caught my attention.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” I whisper. 
 
    He shakes his head at me. 
 
    “This whole time, I thought I was showing you the fairy tale,” Grant mutters. He rubs at the back of his neck, and I think he might be a little embarrassed right now. The thought stabs me right in the ribs. “I thought that if I was falling this hard, then you would see. You’d realize that I could never not love you.” 
 
    I swallow, desperately searching for the right words to say next. “Grant…” 
 
    I offer him my hand, and this time it’s him rejecting me. He takes a small step back toward Lucky Lucy’s. 
 
    “You and Lainey were never comparable,” he says. “You can’t have known that. You can’t have known anything about what she was to me when I kept her so far away from the front of my mind. There are still parts of what happened between us that hurt me in ways I haven’t told you. There are still…” 
 
    He looks back up at me then, and his gaze pins me right to the spot. I am his to unravel. 
 
    “I kept looking for my next great love after Lainey because what we had together was good,” he says. “But when I met you, I realized that the love I felt for her couldn’t compare. I am consumed by you, Ellie Wells. You are the beginning of my world and the end of it. I would be your best man, your leashed dog, your fucking Fabio if you asked it of me. And if you ever ended things…” 
 
    He stops then. His mouth opens and shuts, forming the words all over again. He clears his throat and closes his eyes for a moment. 
 
    “And as you end things… you should know that there won’t be any moving on. There won’t be a next great love. There won’t be anything else I want out of this world if it doesn’t have you in it.” 
 
    The doors to Lucky Lucy’s open and a crowd of drunken firefighters spill out. They make their way to the edges of the lot around us. Neither Grant nor I move. 
 
    There’s a vise on my chest. 
 
    I want to run to him. I want to wrap my legs around him and never let him go, and die with him clutching my ass and burying his lips in between my breasts. 
 
    More than anything, I want to tell Grant that I love him, too. That I think I have since that first wedding, but I was too fucking stupid and stubborn and jaded to admit it. I want to see how his face lights up and I want him to call me Thirteen and squeeze me so tight I think I might die. 
 
    But this isn’t one of my romance novels, and I’m not that heroine. 
 
    An entire lifetime of muscle memory keeps me rooted to the spot. For all my yearning and aching, I can’t will my legs to move. I can’t force my mouth to open and speak. I can’t conjure up those three little words that would make this all go away and end in my temporary happily ever after. 
 
    It takes a minute, but I can finally see it register in Grant’s eyes that I’m not changing my mind. His brow pinches and his neck droops, and he takes another step away from me. It’s the last step that’s needed to make that divide between us too great to conquer. My window is gone. Opportunity passed. 
 
    “I’ll see you at the wedding,” he chokes out, before turning and walking the side of Main Street in the direction of his place. 
 
    As I watch him go, my upper body convulses with sobs. And soon I’m doubled over, clutching my stomach, and a strange sound is coming out of my mouth. It’s a cross between a cry and a moan and I recognize it immediately, even though I’m sure I’ve never heard my voice make it before. 
 
    I’m keening. I’m mourning something good that was gone. I’m mourning something I can never get back. 
 
    It’s the same noise my mother made that day at the window. 
 
    It strikes me then: I’m feeling the same thing she did when my father left. Only I did this to myself. I made my choice and pushed Grant away… and I ended up feeling this overwhelming sense of loss and desperation and grief regardless. 
 
    But there’s no correcting it. It would be too much to run after him now. I can’t take back what was said, or the choices that were made. 
 
    I hear the door to Lucky Lucy’s open again. 
 
    “Oh, Ellie…” 
 
    Cay is at my side in an instant. I curl into her, the sobs racking my body as I clutch at her t-shirt. 
 
    “Come on,” she says. “We’re calling it a night. Remy can get a ride home from Wes. You’re sleeping in our guest room.” 
 
    I don’t protest. I just nod, mute, and follow her over to her car. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: GRANT 
 
    There are no jokes when I walk into work. In fact, the whole room goes quiet. I’m getting really fucking sick of everyone going quiet when I come in. Dom cracks the door to his office to eyeball me, but I push right past him on my way to the lockers. 
 
    “Grant.” 
 
    I know he calls my name, but I don’t turn. It’s going to be a whole thing, I can already sense it. 
 
    It’s not the first day after our fight. It’s not even the second day. The wound isn’t at its freshest. It should have had time to scab over by now, to air out. 
 
    But everyone in my life seems to know that hasn’t been the case. They should know I’m not ready to talk. 
 
    “Grant.” 
 
    I sigh, my hand resting on the lock of my locker. I turn toward Dom’s office, my lunchbox still in my hands. 
 
    I can feel eyes on me as I pass back through the shop. Jack is working on a car. Wes and Luca are getting their morning coffee, pretending to talk, but only in that strange, stilted way people do when they’re really more focused on listening. They all want to know what happened that night at the bachelor party. They want to know what could have changed so quickly and so radically in the guy who was so well known for cracking jokes and keeping things light. 
 
    Dom pushes his office door open the rest of the way. He motions for me to come inside. 
 
    I step in and pull the door closed behind me. Dom’s office is a rathole. He’s a slob at work, all unopened mail and crumpled bills and magazines he’s forgotten to switch over to come to his house. I step over everything with a sigh, settling in on the stool he keeps across from his desk chair. I hunch forward, resting my elbows on my knees as I rake my hands through my hair. 
 
    He tosses an envelope my way, and I catch it just in time. I turn the paper over in my hands, squinting down at the address line. 
 
    “Your papers came through,” he tells me. “Congratulations. You are now certified in motorcycle repair.” 
 
    I toss the envelope back at him. “You called me in your office for this? Are you firing me for being over-qualified for something?” 
 
    Dom shifts in his office chair and crosses his arms. He rolls his neck, sighing. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Wait, what the hell?” 
 
    He waves a hand. “I’m not firing you, Grant. Not really. I’m just giving you a gentle… nudge.” 
 
    “A nudge,” I repeat. 
 
    “It’s been more than a week since the bachelor party,” he says. “You haven’t been yourself. You haven’t been anything close. And I don’t know what happened at Lucky Lucy’s, but I know that you’ve got to do something to come out of this.” 
 
    I scrub violently at my scalp, then drag my palms down over my face. It’s still not enough to make me feel truly awake. I shake my head. 
 
    “Look,” he continues. He reaches over and puts a hand on my knee. It’s an odd gesture; we’re not touchy-feely at work, and Dom is probably the least sensitive of all of us. He squeezes. 
 
    “We’re here for you,” he says. “Whatever you need, we’ve got you, bro. You can play shitty romance movies on the lobby TV all day or blast Celine Dion ballads or burn an effigy or something. I don’t know. I don’t care. We’ll do it all. We just want to help you.” 
 
    “Alright, where’s the but?” I ask with a sigh. 
 
    “But…” Dom chews at his cheek while he finds the right words. “I have a buddy in Suwanee. He needs some temporary help in his shop while one of his guys is away with the military. They do bikes, and now you’re certified. He says he could help you find some temp housing, the rest of us could get you moved in, and… and maybe this could be the little break you need.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting, Dom?” 
 
    “I’m suggesting you take this fancy certificate and start over. Lord knows you’ve been through a lot in your life. You can make a new go of it the way you didn’t back when it was Lainey—” 
 
    I stand up then, snatching the envelope back out of his hands. 
 
    “I like my job.” 
 
    Dom puts up his hands. “And we like you,” he says. He clears his throat. “We also miss you, Grant. We miss the real you. None of us wants this for you.” 
 
    I stare down at the envelope in my hands. You don’t need a motorcycle repair certificate to fix bikes, but it does make you more attractive for hiring. I originally got it so I could work on motorcycles here and know a little more about my own bike. I had never thought of it as a ticket out. 
 
    As an escape route. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I say, not looking up at Dom. 
 
    “That’s all I’m asking,” he says. “Think about it.” 
 
    I nod and push open his office door. At the last second, I turn back. “I know I just got here, but can I take five minutes?” 
 
    “Take as much time as you need.” 
 
    The pity in his eyes fucking rips me apart. 
 
    I step through his door, ignoring the men again as I head back to the exit. I push that door open, too, and step out into the humidity. It feels good on my skin, pressing and heavy. 
 
    I walk around the side of the building, weighing the envelope in my hands. 
 
    I’ve considered a lot of drastic things in the past week, but leaving town wasn’t one of them. I didn’t bail after everything with Lainey, and it never occurred to me to do so this time around. There is an appeal to starting over. Maybe I could meet someone new and… 
 
    My chest tightens at that. I don’t want to meet someone new. Even after this week, even after feeling like my heart was ripped out of my chest, that’s not what I want. 
 
    My fingers itch toward the phone in my pocket. Stupid fucking fingers. 
 
    I want to call her. I want to weigh out this decision with her, even if it’s one that only came up because she left me. Christ—I just want to hear her voice. I’m an addict and I need my fix. Just one little taste and I’ll come out clean on the other side. 
 
    Is there any shot she feels this, too? 
 
    I find a clean stretch of parking lot and back up to the wall, sliding down to my ass. I let the envelope dangle between two fingers as I roll things around in my head. 
 
    Fresh start. New town. New job. 
 
    But I can’t focus on any of it. I can’t even think straight. In a split second, I’m transported back to that bar, back to begging her to give this one more shot and take a chance. 
 
    I had thought I’d gotten good at convincing her to try new things. My lips quirk up at the memory of that first wedding, and how she wasted no time at all in putting me in my place. Ellie had given me the full, unsolicited writer’s take on my pickup strategy and she’d been right about all of it. 
 
    But still, I’d convinced her to get pancakes with me at Mabel’s Diner. I can picture her right now, with her white Doc Martens poking out from under the table as she steeples those fingers and sizes me up. 
 
    I’d gotten her onto the Zipper ride, too. I don’t know how I pulled that one off, but I did. And God, was it worth it. I can still feel her little hands clutching my chest. I can smell her fruity shampoo as she nuzzles into my neck and yells curses at me for endangering her life. 
 
    I’d convinced her to dance with me at weddings. I’d swung her around when we were swing-dancing and gotten her to leave her lonely little spot by the river to have some fun. She had looked like she enjoyed it. 
 
    There was no convincing her at Lucky Lucy’s, and now that I’m this far away from that night, I know there is no more trying. 
 
    There’s nothing here in Copper Springs for me. It’s exactly like I said to Ellie, even if I couldn’t convince her it was true. 
 
    She was the beginning of my world and the end of it. Without her, there’s nothing left. 
 
    Lord, I’ve turned into such a sap. So many feelings. I need to go ride my bike or pierce something new or get a tattoo I’ll regret. 
 
    Maybe I need to leave Copper Springs. 
 
    I sigh and scrub at my hair one more time. No matter how many times I scratch at my scalp, there’s still an itch I can’t be rid of. 
 
    I push up from the ground and head back to the shop door. One foot at a time. I recovered from a broken heart once and—even if it wasn’t the same, even if it was nowhere near as staggeringly painful—I can do it again. Bleeding heart optimist, right? Up ‘til the very end. 
 
    I push open the shop doors and everyone turns to look at me again. This time I don’t shrink away or skulk. 
 
    “Someone turn on some music. Scarlett!” I knock on the door to the front when I pass it. “Send anyone new my way. I need to get my hands dirty. I need to fuckin’ fix something.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You look bad.” 
 
    I ignore Oma as I slide past her into the kitchen with this week’s groceries. The oversized paper bags block my face, and I’m grateful for the small mercy as I roll my eyes at her comment. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I grunt out. 
 
    I set the bags on her counter and whip open one of the cabinets. It slams back too fast, whopping against the cabinet next to it. Oma and I wince in unison. 
 
    “I’m… sorry,” I manage. “These cabinets needed to be painted anyway. I’ll pick up a color next week and fix these up for you. It’ll be a good project before I—” 
 
    I’ve lost the next words. I haven’t told Oma about the temp job in Suwanee yet. A guy from the garage called me yesterday after work and I wrote down some details on a pad in my kitchen, but I’ve kept the scrap of paper half-tucked under the edge of my coffee maker. I’ve been too freaked to look at it. Making that decision, consciously moving on… it feels so damn final. 
 
    And even though Ellie made her feelings clear back at the bar and everyone is encouraging me to take the next steps, I still can’t bring myself to call the garage back and formally accept their offer. I’m stuck. 
 
    I’m brought back to reality when Oma puts her hand on mine. 
 
    “You don’t look well, Liebling. We should call your girl.” 
 
    Her eyes light up like she’s already imagining the exciting prospects. “I can show her the Family Feud and she can bake tonight’s brötchen with me and I will have her tell me the story of how you met—” 
 
    There’s a loud creak as the cabinet I’ve been holding wrenches on its hinges. I’ve been gripping it too tight, and as the frustration overtook me I unwittingly pulled it down and wrenched the cabinet door at an odd angle. 
 
    Oma stops babbling. Her pale face goes even whiter as her lips form a tight line. After a moment, she clears her throat. 
 
    “Liebling, did this girl—” 
 
    I shake my head. “She didn’t cheat.” 
 
    “So why would—” 
 
    “She didn’t want to be with me, okay?” Oma blinks in surprise. My voice has come out too forceful, too angry. I put a hand to my stomach, forcing myself to breathe. I’m not angry with Oma. I’m angry at the whole fucking world for what’s happened, and how I have no say and no control over being with the girl I love. 
 
    I reach out, threading my fingers through Oma’s. 
 
    “This was worse,” I finally say in a hoarse whisper. “This was so much worse. Because she could have me. She did have me… and she didn’t want me. She didn’t want to fight for what we had. It’s over, Oma. And there’s no changing her mind.” 
 
    Oma squeezes my fingers as she uses her other hand to rub the back of my neck. I lean into her touch and nuzzle against it, not caring if I outgrew these intimate moments when I entered adulthood. It’s like I’m back in elementary school again, and she’s feeding me snacks and listening to me bitch about homework and bullies and unrequited crushes. 
 
    “You need to go to her,” she urges. “I am old woman. Leave me here with my Steve Harvey and go to her now. Do not wait for her to change her mind. Change it for her.” 
 
    I just shake my head. “You can’t understand. Ellie is so goddamn stubborn. When she makes up her mind—” 
 
    “When she makes up her mind, you help her see reason. It is what partners do.” 
 
    This is only increasing my frustration. I pull away, scrubbing at my scalp with my nails. 
 
    “I can’t force her.” 
 
    “You can try.” 
 
    “I’m not going to push her.” 
 
    “But you can fight for her!” 
 
    “Oma—” 
 
    Her eyes have taken on a strange excitement. She clutches at my elbows now, making me look at her. “I saw you with that girl, Grant. You will not give up so easily. That is not the boy I raised.” 
 
    “I’m not what she wants.” 
 
    There’s a beat of silence between us. 
 
    I was too forceful. Too abrupt. I can see the sting on Oma’s face, and the confusion she feels in my not taking her advice for the first time in forever. 
 
    But she’s wrong. It’s too late. 
 
    “Oma, I’m going to take a temp job in Suwanee,” I say. “It won’t be for long. Just enough time to clear my head and get some space. If Mom can’t get time away from work to come help you, I’ll talk to my friend Remy to swing by and check in on you. I’ll just be a phone call away, and I’ll be back in town before you know it.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything. 
 
    I keep expected her to open her mouth. Maybe she’ll swat me on the back of my head or call me an Arschgeige again. Maybe she’ll launch into a new tactic and threaten to drive me over to Ellie’s house herself if it means I’ll keep trying. 
 
    But she never says anything. Finally, Oma steps away and goes back to her seat in the living room. She picks up the remote and turns the Game Show Network all the way up. 
 
    And somehow that’s so much worse. Somehow I feel even more lost than I did a moment before. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: ELLIE 
 
    “And that is enough Golden Girls.” 
 
    “There is never enough Golden Girls.” 
 
    “Hard disagree.” 
 
    My sister stands at the edge of my couch. She’s picked up my TV remote and turned the TV off for me. 
 
    I have to stop leaving my damn apartment door cracked. One would think that by now I would have learned no good can come from a cracked door. 
 
    “I came to pick you up for the rehearsal dinner. You didn’t forget, right?” Cay purses her lips in that way that makes her look a little too much like our mother. 
 
    I didn’t forget the damn rehearsal dinner. I’m moping, not completely oblivious to the world around me. 
 
    I wave my arm for the remote to be returned. “Just a few more episodes of Golden Girls, then I promise I’ll be at the rehearsal dinner on time. I might be in my pajamas and dribbled by Ben and Jerry’s, but I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Ellie…” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking of getting a Rose Nylund tattoo,” I say wistfully. I bite my lip, enjoying the sear of pain. 
 
    “Ellie.” Cay steps between me and the blank TV, forcing me to look up at her. “Grant isn’t going to be there. You know Jack is standing in for him tonight while he moves his stuff to Suwanee.” 
 
    “I know,” I mutter. I pull the quilt I’ve been cuddling up over my head and bury myself in the couch cushions. 
 
    For just a second down here, it feels like I can breathe again. It’s like I’m a kid in a blanket fort, protected from the real world. 
 
    But then my sister is ripping back the quilt and yanking me to my feet. I groan as she holds me by the elbows and forces me to stay up. 
 
    “Ellie, it’s been almost a month.” 
 
    “And this is the first Golden Girls intervention you’ve staged. Can’t we call that a major feat?” 
 
    “Ellie.” She frowns at me. “Your publisher called me. I don’t even know how she got my number. She says you haven’t been working.” 
 
    “Inspiration is a little hard to come by these days.” 
 
    Cay fusses over my hair, licking her thumb to tame a cowlick I’ve let go wild over the past few days. When she’s done, her fingers linger on the shell of my ear. 
 
    “You haven’t been eating right. There are takeout boxes all over the counter.” 
 
    “I’ve indulged a little.” 
 
    “There is a cat treat,” she says, producing a tiny brown thing from somewhere behind my ear. “In your hair.” 
 
    Luna mews from her spot on the floor, sitting up in anticipation of a snack. Caroline chucks it her way before turning back to me with a meaningful frown. 
 
    God. Okay, so maybe the wallowing has gotten to an extreme point. 
 
    I glance over at my phone. It’s still sitting on my coffee table, still devoid of calls or messages that aren’t from my mother or sister or Eunice. 
 
    My heart hurts. 
 
    I know this was my choice. I know I was the instigator and if I was standing in Lucky Lucy’s parking lot again, I’d probably make the same choice. 
 
    No one can blame me for guarding myself. No one can blame me for playing it safe. 
 
    Right? 
 
    And now Grant is heading to Suwanee. When Remy told me about the job he’d taken at a bike repair shop there, it had felt like the night of the bachelorette party all over again. My tongue had turned to cotton and my heart had sped up and I thought I might pass out if I didn’t sit down. 
 
    But then I’d come home from dinner with Remy and Cay and I’d taken a spot on this couch. I’d forced myself to think about Grant’s new life in his new town. 
 
    He’d charm everyone, there was no doubt in my mind about that. I had this sad, painful little daydream I kept on repeat of him grabbing a drink in a local coffee shop and picking up the cute barista. She’d get off shift, and he’d take her to do something I would absolutely never want to do. It would be wild and adventurous and straight out of a rom-com and she’d react accordingly, with the cute little blush on her cheeks and the demure smile. Grant would run his thumb across her cheekbone the way he used to do with me and kiss her… 
 
    Every time I get to that part of the daydream, my heart seizes up. It feels too real. It feels too hot and bright and painful. 
 
    He’ll move on in Suwanee. He’ll find the new girl and all those little moments he shared with me will get a do-over with someone else. Grant will be happy. He’ll keep on living. 
 
    That was the first night I’d blown off my writing to watch a Golden Girls marathon. They were constantly playing the show on one of those back channels with the infomercials of jewelry and odd cookware. I found early on that if I slept through the infomercials, I could keep a steady stream of Golden Girls coming. 
 
    Cay puts a hand to my arm now, dragging me back to the present. I blink too fast, my eyes stinging just a little. 
 
    “Come let me put you in the shower.” 
 
    “God, that’s embarrassing. This definitely isn’t going in my toast.” 
 
    “I don’t think either of us wants that.” 
 
    Cay lets me slump against her as we start through my living room and down the hallway. Luna trails along at our feet, mewing for attention. 
 
    “Read the room,” I mutter down at her. 
 
    When we get to the bathroom, Cay pushes open the door and turns on the light. I blink, feeling a bit like a prisoner seeing the outside world for the first time. My sister stops and gives my hand a squeeze. 
 
    “This is where I leave you. I’m not going to undress you for the shower. That’s where I draw a personal line.” 
 
    I stand there for another moment, eyeballing the silver faucet and glossy white shower curtain. I take a deep breath, but it does nothing to cleanse my lungs. 
 
    As Cay starts to walk back through the door, I catch her by the wrist. 
 
    “I don’t…” The right words aren’t coming to me. I shake my head like that might somehow clear it, but it doesn’t help. I swallow down the lump that’s formed in my throat. “This is better, right? This has got to be better than if he’d broken up with me eventually and left me the way Dad did Mom?” 
 
    Cay frowns. Something flickers in her bright eyes as she pulls me into a hug. 
 
    “I don’t think I can answer that for you,” she says. She pulls back, sweeping some of the strawberry hair out of my face so she can better look me in the eye. “At a certain point, I think maybe you have to take a risk to find out, don’t you? And risks have never exactly been your thing. Real men with real issues have never—” 
 
    “Maybe I prefer fictional men. Book boyfriends.” Even as I say the words, I can picture Grant back at Table Thirteen, his arms crossed as he cockily dissects me the way I did him. “They’re easier to control. I can predict their behavior.” 
 
    My sister pulls me into a crushing hug. “I can’t blame you too much for preferring the book boyfriends. They do always find the clitoris.” 
 
    I laugh dryly as she pulls back and manage a weak smile. “Have you ever been this heartbroken, Cay?” 
 
    She half-smiles back. “The person you love will break your heart a million times over. Remy has said things to me that have made me want to storm out of our house or slap him. And I know I’ve said things to him that were just as intense. In a relationship, it’s not always going to be like it is in the romance novels. You’re not going to magically see eye to eye over every issue. Maybe you won’t even believe in the same god or vote the same way or agree on stupid things like who gets which side of the bed.” 
 
    Her smile widens at that, and her eyes go a little distant. I wonder if she’s remembering one of those fights with Remy now. 
 
    “But if you love them—if you really love them—you push through,” she continues. “If your love isn’t fundamentally toxic, you make that choice to keep on fighting for what you want. When your heart breaks, it’s scarred. It’s left with patterns and etchings that, when healed, come out firmer and stronger than before. Tougher. So you fight together. You heal together. And you take the hurt, because you know how good the rest is.” 
 
    I swallow and glance down at the rug. “What if I pushed him too far? What if it’s too late to—" 
 
    There’s a knock. My stomach knots as we both whip around to toward the bathroom door. 
 
    “Hello?” a voice calls. “Is anyone home?” 
 
    “Stupid cracked door,” I mutter as I push past Cay. 
 
    I cross my arms over my bra-less chest, wondering who the hell would dare brave my Cave of Suffering when my breakup was so widely known. My sister follows me with Luna hot on both of our heels. 
 
    “That’s a woman, right?” She asks. 
 
    “I think so.” Who is it? 
 
    “Hello?” the voice calls again. 
 
    “I’m coming! Jeez.” I rush around the corner. “If you’re here with takeout, you’ve got the wrong apartment. But I’m happy to take it and pay for it myself if it’s something with plenty of cheese—” 
 
    I stop short. 
 
    Standing in my doorway is Lainey. The ex. 
 
    “Ellie Wells?” 
 
    She blinks up at me with big, dark eyes. My stomach flips over inside of me, even as I feel my sister slide her hand into mine. Guess Cay remembers her from that night at Lucky Lucy’s, too. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lainey starts again. “I should have gotten your number and called before showing up here. I should have—” 
 
    “How did you show up here?” I ask. “How did you find my place?” 
 
    Lainey half-smiles and digs a tennis shoe-clad toe into my carpet. “It’s a small town. I don’t know if Grant ever mentioned it, but I grew up here with him. You and I were probably only a few years apart at Copper Springs High, and neither of us knew it.” 
 
    I shake my head. “But how did you find my place?” I repeat. 
 
    “Grant called.” 
 
    Cay’s hand tightens in mine, and the lump forms in my throat all over again. 
 
    Of course, he called the ex. Of course, he ran off as soon as we broke up and did exactly what I feared he might. Suddenly, all my worries seem more justified. All my jaded, bitter, call-it-what-you-want romance writer skepticism is proven worthwhile beyond a doubt. 
 
    Regardless, my stomach still knots tight. It still hurts to see her standing in my entryway, looking at me with those big fuckin’ doe eyes. 
 
    “He called you,” I repeat. 
 
    Lainey shakes her head. “He didn’t call me. He called Aaron, my husband.” 
 
    “I… what? Why did he call your husband?” 
 
    “Can I come in?” Lainey takes a step through my doorway. 
 
    For whatever reason, I can’t find the words to stop her. She finds a spot at my table and pulls out a chair, perching on the edge as Cay mutters something I don’t listen to and disappears with Luna back down the hallway. Feeling numb, I sit in a chair across from her. 
 
    “I’m sure Grant told you how things ended with us,” Lainey says, and her face contorts. Is it embarrassment I see in her eyes? Regret? 
 
    I clear my throat, unsure if I want to insult the woman who has shown up in my home, providing me with the first interesting details I’ve gotten about my ex in weeks. 
 
    “You… cheated on him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got the sense that he spared you all the ugly details. Maybe that’s more of an engagement story than just a relationship one.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. It’s getting really fucking hard to appear in control while my stomach curdles inside of me. 
 
    “Grant called Aaron because he’s taking a new job in a new town,” Lainey says. “He’s starting over, and I guess he wanted to… really… start over. A fresh slate. With everyone. Even those of us who hurt him the most.” 
 
    “But he called your husband. Not you.” I shake my head. My brain still feels clouded and slow. Am I missing something? 
 
    “Aaron Hollifield was his best friend in high school.” The corner of Lainey’s mouth twitches up, like she’s remembering something happy she hasn’t thought about in a while. “The three of us were inseparable, even though Grant and I were the ones in a relationship. Maybe that’s why it hurt so much when we…” 
 
    Her gaze flicks back up to mine. Her back straightens just a little bit, and she folds her hands together. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why it hurt so much when I got pregnant with Aaron’s baby.” 
 
    What the hell. 
 
    All I can do is blink like a fucking idiot. 
 
    “You got pregnant with Grant’s best friend’s baby?” 
 
    The twitch in the corner of Lainey’s mouth widens into something closer to a genuine smile. “His name is Taylor. He’s a great kid.” 
 
    I shake my head again. “I’m sorry, Lainey, I really don’t understand here. Grant kept all this from me and when he decided to move he called you two up to make amends and send Scout some make-up birthday gifts or something? What are you driving at? And seriously, how did you find my place? Why are you here?” 
 
    “I was on the call,” Lainey says. “Grant called Aaron late in the evening one night after we’d already gone to bed. They talked for a long time, and it was the weirdest thing: for a few minutes it felt like no time had passed at all. We were a trio again. We were best friends. Aaron told him about Taylor starting Preschool and the house we were thinking of buying down south. They talked about their jobs and their goals and they even fucked with each other over which one of them had gotten fatter over the last four years.” 
 
    Lainey’s distant smile widens, and she shifts in her seat again. 
 
    “And Grant told us about you,” she says. “He told us how you met and how you got together and… and how you broke things off.” 
 
    I grind my teeth. My stomach has surpassed knotting: it’s a heavy metal ball inside me, weighing me to my chair. 
 
    “I don’t think he ever told anyone when I got pregnant,” Lainey says softly. “It wouldn’t have been just you. I moved towns before I started showing, so I never got any questions from old classmates or acquaintance. And then I never heard a word from his friends or family. I think he kept it quiet. Whether that was for my dignity or his own sanity, I don’t know.” 
 
    I have a sudden flashback to pregnancy jokes Grant has made around me. I remember standing in the dress shop, teasing about naming a future child after a porn star. 
 
    He hadn’t been weird about it. His signature smile hadn’t faltered, not even for a second. 
 
    Again, I’m reminded of how he went through his own quiet hell, and he never let on. He chose to keep looking forward to the future. He chose to keep chasing his own happily ever after. 
 
    “I found your place when I drove out here for a work meeting,” Lainey says. “With your first and last name and a few of the details Grant provided on the phone, it wasn’t hard to ask around the diner where I had lunch to find out where you live. Like I said, Copper Springs is a small town.” 
 
    “But why are you here?” My voice comes out cracked and pathetic. I clear my throat, but it does nothing to give me any more power over my vocal cords. 
 
    To my surprise, Lainey reaches across the table and takes my hand. 
 
    “Ellie, when Aaron and I confessed to Grant about what happened between us, I thought we’d break him.” For a moment, her lips draw into a thin, pressed line. She squeezes my fingers too tight. “I’ve spent four years so sure that we robbed him of the spirit of who he was before. There would be no way he could trust another partner again. No chance he’d keep any semblance of his old optimism, any sense of—” 
 
    “The golden retriever,” I breathe. 
 
    She gives me a funny look. Her lips twitch like she might smile again. 
 
    “That’s a good way to put it,” she says. “But then I saw him again at that restaurant. And he was just as awkward as I might have expected, but… but he was happy, too. With you. I could sense it right away. He had never lost who he was. He went through the worst fucking thing I could ever put him through, and somehow he came out whole on the other side. He found you, and I knew then that everything that happened between us sucked, but at least it brought you together.” 
 
    I can’t talk. The lump has gotten too big in my throat. The corners of my eyes sting and I wipe at my nose with the back of my arm. 
 
    “I had to find you,” Lainey says. “Maybe it was stupid or crossing a line, I don’t know. But when I learned why you broke things off… I couldn’t let Grant hurt again. I had some making up to do.” 
 
    “He’s gone,” I mumble. “He already took that job. Grant has made his own choices and he’ll find someone new—” 
 
    Lainey shakes her head. “Will he, though?” 
 
    Cay bursts in from the hall then, Luna clutched in her arms. 
 
    “Oh my God, Ellie. Are you a fucking romance writer or not? Are you really going to hear that whole speech and not run after him?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m almost done,” I promise Eunice. I pull my coffee mug away from where Luna is trying to drink from it, and finish off the milky end. “I’ve been writing all afternoon on this chapter. I know I’m running behind on what I promised, but I think this is going to be good. I think it’s going to be really good.” 
 
    Eunice puts up both her hands. “Honestly, darling, you do you. The last few excerpts you sent me have been game-changing. I don’t think there’s anything like it in the genre right now.” 
 
    My lips are too dry; they crack and hurt as my mouth parts into the first smile I’ve had in at least a week. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say simply. “I worked really hard on them.” 
 
    And I fucking mean it. 
 
    When Lainey and Cay left, I didn’t get ready for the rehearsal dinner like I should have. I paced the apartment. I chewed my nails into sad little fragments of what they once were. 
 
    My smell was going to be something awful at the dinner. Jack was going to loathe having to walk me down the aisle. Hell, maybe there were more cat treats in my hair. I couldn’t bring myself to care. 
 
    I didn’t have it in me to hop in my car and drive out to Suwanee. Lainey and Cay had spent another half hour trying to convince me to run after Grant, to take matters into my own hands and change our story. 
 
    But I still feel that twitch in my heart. That last remaining ember of fear I can’t quite put out. 
 
    Running after him, pulling one of the scenes I write in my books felt just a little too far out of reach. 
 
    So instead, I paced. I chewed my fingernails. I drank entirely too many glasses of wine until I finally ditched all the bottles in my pantry and brought them down to the apartment dumpsters. 
 
    Whatever this was… I was going to lean into the feeling. I was going to let it consume me and take me as it would, whether that was in leaving Grant alone or finally finding the guts to drive out after him. 
 
    After a while, I found myself pulling out my laptop. My familiar working doc was pulled up, still on the last “inspired” scene I’d written when Grant was around. 
 
    I got to work. 
 
    And now here I am, fifteen minutes before I have to leave for the rehearsal dinner, still bra-less and with the hair of a homeless woman. But I’m a new chapter in. And I think it might be my best work yet. 
 
    “Alright, darling,” Eunice says. “I’ve got a free weekend. Tell me the name of your inspiring Jason Momoa movie so I can do something productive.” 
 
    She smirks as one of those spidery lashes curls into a wink. I just laugh. 
 
    “No Momoa,” I say. “It was a good old-fashioned human man.” 
 
    “A non-book boyfriend.” She raises one painted eyebrow. “Consider me jealous. Was it Tattoos from the other day?” 
 
    My breath catches. “Yeah. Yeah, it was.” 
 
    “Never let that one go, baby,” she says. “Because if he produces scenes like these out of you, he’s worth his weight in gold.” 
 
    My hands are shaking as I say goodbye to my publisher and click out of the video call. I need to get in my clothes. I need to put on some damn deodorant. 
 
    And then I need to make up my mind. Because Grant is worth his weight in gold—I’m just not sure what to do about it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN: GRANT 
 
    My new place is kind of ugly. It’s a one-bedroom apartment on the second story, with a terrible view of the parking lot dumpsters. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave. Even after everything that happened, even with the possibility of knowing I might run into Ellie in town, I still felt this insane impulse to stick around. 
 
    To fight for something that was so clearly over. 
 
    In the end, Dom and the other guys convinced me. They took me out for drinks and we talked about the Suwanee job again and they reminded me that the gig was temporary. It would just be a vacation. An escape. 
 
    I could handle an escape. Maybe all this relentless pushing forward was wearing me down. Maybe I was wrong to keep pressing on when I could feel my heart cracking with every breath. 
 
    I sit down on the one chair I’ve bothered to move into my living room. I rake my hands through my hair, scratching at my scalp. It might be ugly, but it’s going to have to do. 
 
    Jack and Wes helped me to move most of this stuff in yesterday. If I wanted, I could probably have made it to the rehearsal dinner back in Copper Springs tonight. 
 
    Still, it feels better to have an excuse not to go. 
 
    The thought of seeing her tomorrow, standing next to her sister at the wedding altar… 
 
    My heart is sent into a fit of palpitations. 
 
    The wound still feels fresh, even after all this time. I keep expecting it to fade at least a little, but it never does. What I said back in that parking lot at Lucky Lucy’s, about Ellie being everything I wanted and my never finding the next great love? It turns out I was right. 
 
    I spy a girl through my window. She’s tall and blonde, struggling to get some groceries out of her car. An old instinct tells me I should get myself up out of this chair and offer to go help her. She might turn out to be funny or wild. At the very least, she’d be a distraction. My fingers twitch on the armrests like I might actually push up and brave the stairs down. 
 
    But in the end, I can’t do it. I watch until she disappears into the building. And as soon as she goes, Ellie’s face returns to the front of my mind. 
 
    Somehow, I’ve been thinking about her even more since I got to Suwanee. My hands keep finding my phone to call her. I passed one of those parking lot carnivals in my ride into town and I started grinning like an idiot, so excited to reminisce about the Zipper. 
 
    Is there any shot she still thinks of me? It’s been a month. 
 
    I grunt and get up to fish around in one of the boxes for my TV’s remote control. It’s set up on a stack of books in the corner of the living room, hooked up but not entirely put together. I turn on the TV and get back in my chair. 
 
    My chest tenses—a mother fucking romance movie. I recognize the lead actor from an action movie I saw the other day. The lead actress is one of those faces that’s always painted across the tabloids. 
 
    Despite my sour demeanor, I smile at the familiar beats of their conversation. He’s giving her a hard time over some fear she has. She swats at his chest, her cheeks turning an endearing shade of pink. There’s a back and forth, a game of push and resistance. But in the end, the main guy wins her over and soon they’re hopping on an airplane or whatever and some John Denver song is playing in the background. 
 
    Something twinges in my chest. 
 
    The couple’s plane disappears into the sky, and the credits roll. But I’m still thinking about their conversation, about the tropiness of everything they said and how he won her over by sheer force of will. How, even though the leading lady had a dozen excuses not to listen to the leading guy, he took charge. He knew it was her. He knew she was the one for him and—okay, so maybe this trope is a little non-consent-y in the movie—he wasn’t about to take no for an answer. He was going to show her they belonged together. 
 
    There’s that twinge in my chest again. 
 
    I glance out the window once more. The blonde has gone back to her car. She’s bent over the trunk, fishing around for a grocery bag that rolled to a far corner. 
 
    I feel absolutely no desire to go down and talk to her. 
 
    I don’t want to start over. I don’t want to be persuaded to give up and forget Ellie. Suwanee isn’t what I want, and it wasn’t my first choice and, damn it, now that I know what my first choice can really feel like, I shouldn’t let it slip through my fingers. 
 
    Ellie still has the power over her own choices. She can still turn me down. But am I really going to go down without a fight? Am I going to just walk away from that parking lot at Lucky Lucy’s and never talk to the love of my life ever again? 
 
    I stand up, my chair rocking back. I know what I want. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY: ELLIE 
 
    The rehearsal dinner is gorgeous. Cay and Remy have rented out an incredible space. 
 
    It’s a modern farmhouse. If I were writing it into one of my novels, I might worry it was a little too overdone, or that the trend was growing tired. In real life, though, it feels perfect. 
 
    There are these incredible rafters that they’ve decked out in flowers and vines and soft, twinkling lights. They’ve set up greenery in every available corner, and there are workers skittering about, trimming leaves and adjusting buds just so. In the center of the space, there are wooden benches set up. They’ve got these luxurious silk bows tied up at the ends. 
 
    The sun has just set, and the sky outside is awash in reds and purples and oranges. The light filters in through the high windows now, casting the room in a cosmic glow. 
 
    It feels like a fairy tale. It feels better than something I could have written. 
 
    Still standing in the doorway, I squirm a little in my haphazard outfit of t-shirt, shorts, and white Doc Martens. I should have taken a break from the writing to take a shower; I am way underdressed for the space, even if Cay and Remy did say this rehearsal would be casual. 
 
    “You made it.” 
 
    I turn. Cay is stepping up to me. 
 
    “Fuck me, you look like a Barbie doll.” 
 
    She beams. She’s got on an incredible flowing maxi dress, a long white thing with teal accents that set off the shimmering reds in her hair. She looks me up and down, and her smile falters. 
 
    “You look…” 
 
    “I swear I’ll shower before the ceremony tomorrow.” 
 
    “Not the only promise I want.” Cay raises an eyebrow. “Tell me you didn’t go back to Golden Girls after I left. I thought that after everything with Lainey, there was a chance…” 
 
    “I didn’t go back to Golden Girls.” I shake my head. “I was writing.” 
 
    “Writing,” she repeats. 
 
    “It was my love story,” I breathe. “It was only a chapter. Not even three thousand words. And it was part of an existing book I’m writing, so I had to alter some names and details… but it’s mine, Cay. Mine and Grant’s.” 
 
    She reaches out and takes my hand. “Does that mean you’ve changed your mind? Are you going to talk to him tomorrow at the ceremony?” 
 
    My throat constricts. “I’m not sure about—” 
 
    “Girls.” 
 
    We both turn at the familiar voice. My throat constricts further. 
 
    My father is dashing in a blue suit and red tie. He slides his arms around both of us and pulls us close. 
 
    “You two look beautiful.” 
 
    “I look like I crawled through the sewers to get here,” I say drily. 
 
    But he just pulls back and smiles at me. “You still look beautiful.” 
 
    My Dad steps back and puts his hands on Cay’s shoulders. He cocks his head, looking her over from tip to toe. 
 
    “You are a vision, Caroline,” he decides. “Honestly, you look a lot like your mother did on our wedding day.” He scans the crowd behind us, looking for Mom. “Although if you tell her I said that, she might think it’s an insult and insist that you change.” 
 
    There’s a twitch in my gut. 
 
    There it is again. Another reminder of the Time Before. 
 
    He really loved her once, I think. That dance I saw in the kitchen, those quiet moments I thought I remembered from growing up, they were all real. There was a time once when he was the groom and she was the bride and they were very much in love. 
 
    And then it all came crashing down. 
 
    The panic rises in my throat. Cay’s hand slips into mine. She must sense how I’ve stiffened up, how I’m already taking a step back and away from the trio. 
 
    “Dad,” she says softly. “It’s my wedding. My big day. Right?” 
 
    His brow furrows. “Yes. And? Am I about to be asked for another cash donation to the Mr. and Mrs. Remy Bianchi fund?” 
 
    She shakes her head and squeezes my hand again. “I get what I want today. I ask, and you all come running. Right?” 
 
    He crosses his arms. “Should I be worried about a Bridezilla moment this late in the game?” 
 
    She laughs softly. Another squeeze in my palm. “I want to ask you a question. And I want full honesty. K? Consider it my last wedding gift.” 
 
    He’s squirming. My father actually reaches up to loosen his tie. He widens his stance and crosses his arms again. “Have at it.” 
 
    “You loved our mom when you married her,” Cay says. “What changed? What was the big moment? Was there a fight we didn’t see? What made you move on?” 
 
    “Christ, Caroline.” He huffs and glances around the room. His gaze stops in a corner, and I follow his eyes. He’s found our mother where she’s fussing over some flowers in a florist’s bouquet. 
 
    My father takes a deep breath and turns back to us. 
 
    “This is really what you want to know? On the happy love day when you’re supposed to be thinking about eternal bliss and all that?” 
 
    “This is what I want.” 
 
    He sighs again and shrugs. “I don’t think there was any one moment. There was a series of them, right? Like in every marriage. Tiny things add up until you’re crushed under the weight of them. Until you can’t see the path forward anymore. And then you have a choice: you can fight or you can let go.” 
 
    “And you let go.” 
 
    They both turn to me. Surprise registers in my chest as I realize it’s me who said the words. 
 
    “Look,” he says. “I’m sure you’ve found The One, Caroline. I’m sure this is the start of happily ever after. But not all of us are so lucky. Sometimes it’s easier to give up and let go. Sometimes it’s easier to be pragmatic, hm? To see things as they are, assess the risk, and take a calculated step forward.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Shit, did he really just phrase things that way? Did he really just give voice to the exact thoughts that have been echoing around inside me through an entire adulthood of ghosted dates and rejected pickup lines? 
 
    I’ve always told myself to see things as they really are. I assess those risks. I make a step forward and away from the drama. I come out clean on the other side. 
 
    But not Grant. 
 
    Not Grant, whose girlfriend cheated on him and got pregnant with his best friend’s baby. Not Grant, who had every reason to see the risks, and he still leapt anyway. 
 
    My heart hurts. 
 
    My hand seizes up in Cay’s. 
 
    “I think I have to go.” 
 
    She turns to me, a slow smile spreading across her face. 
 
    “You have to go?” My father repeats. “The rehearsal dinner is about to start.” 
 
    “Cay?” I ask. “Do you think—” 
 
    She waves me off. “Mary-Ann would be thrilled to fill in for you. I can text you some directions tonight.” 
 
    “Girls, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask Cay. 
 
    She puts a hand to my cheek. “Good God, woman, go get your happily ever after already. It’s about damn time.” 
 
    I walk away, already a little dizzy as I push through the crowd of bridal party members, caterers, and reception hall staff. A wedding planner with a Bluetooth in her ear calls out my name as I reach the exit doors, but I ignore her. 
 
    I’m still scared. I can still feel the bile hurtling from my stomach to my throat. There’s a decent chance he hates me for breaking his heart all over again. Maybe Lainey was wrong, and he was hurt in the moment but has since moved on. Maybe he met Coffee Shop Girl and they’re engaged and— 
 
    I push through the doors. 
 
    “Thirteen.” 
 
    Oh my God. 
 
    Grant is standing across the parking lot, still adjusting the kickstand on his motorcycle. 
 
    I can’t move. My muscles have all given out. My brain has stopped firing off essential signals. I stand by the barn doors, my car keys clutched so tightly in my hands they’ll probably leave bruises on my palms. 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to be here tonight,” I croak out. “You’re supposed to be in Suwanee.” 
 
    At some point in the last three seconds, my muscles have regained some control, because my fingers have gone up to my hair to wildly comb through the strands for cat treats or other disgusting things I should have showered out. Oh my God, I must look a train wreck. He must be feeling so great about our ending things right now. Maybe he’s already mentally comparing me to that perfect Coffee Shop Girl and— 
 
    “I was looking for you.” 
 
    My heart stops. The whole world stops. 
 
    He steps toward me, stripping off his leather jacket he wears when he’s riding. He folds it over one exposed, tatted arm. My stomach flips at the sight of it. 
 
    “It’s been a month,” I stammer. “What made you—” 
 
    Grant just shakes his head. “I think I knew all along that I should have followed my instincts and fought harder. I should never have walked away in that parking lot. Golden retriever be damned, I should have pupped the hell out of you until I convinced you to stay with me.” 
 
    I open my mouth and shut it again. The right words aren’t coming. I just shake my head, feeling like an idiot. 
 
    “B-but,” I stammer over the words. My tongue is too big. Too heavy. “I was just going to my car to drive to Suwanee. To see you. This exact moment… how the hell did the universe pick this exact moment for you to come riding up on your bike?” 
 
    He stops stepping toward me, surprise registering in those dark eyes. A slow, languid smile spread across his handsome face. Grant starts laughing. He laughs so hard, he’s forced to nurse a stitch in his side. 
 
    “Damn it, Thirteen. You’re the romance writer. Isn’t this called kismet or something?” 
 
    But kismet doesn’t happen to me. Grant Baker doesn’t happen to a girl like me. Not in real life. 
 
    “Okay,” he says, taking another step in my direction. He’s close enough now for me to see the stubble on his chiseled jawline. To smell the diesel from his bike. “If the romance writer can’t come up with this, I’ll do it for her.” 
 
    He slips his hands into mine and brings them to his chest. “This is the part where I come back in a grand gesture of my love. This is the part where I tell you to fuck your trauma and your worries and any other objections you’ve got ready to go. I sweep you off your feet and carry you back to the castle as my princess. We live happily ever after.” 
 
    I still can’t talk. Grant raises one of my hands to his lips. He kisses a slow, easy trail from my knuckles up to my elbow. Then, in one powerful, sweeping motion, he pulls me to his chest. 
 
    “Fight for me,” he whispers. “Come on. Fight. Don’t let this moment go to waste. Not when it’s so fucking poetic.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    The words are too quiet. He pulls back, eyes going wide. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I love you,” I choke out. “I love you.” 
 
    He presses his mouth to mine. His hands find my ass and he scoops me up, cradling me just like the princess he mentioned before. 
 
    I don’t know when they started, but there are tears streaming down my face. I’m a disgusting, un-showered, slobbery mess as he sends kiss after kiss after kiss crashing onto my mouth. My hands find his hair, tangling to knot in the strands and keep him close. When Grant finally comes up for air, I won’t let him pull too far away and force him to keep his forehead touching mine. 
 
    “I was scared,” I tell him. The tears are cresting past my lips, dripping salty tracks into my mouth. I don’t care. “I’ve built an entire career on the idea that real love doesn’t last. I told myself that if love wasn’t perfect and extraordinary with no fights and no hiccups and no road bumps, then it wasn’t going anywhere. I saw how my father left, and I told myself that unless a man was Prince Fucking Charming, then he’d leave eventually, too.” 
 
    I’m choking on the words, but they have to come out. They’re burning a hole inside of me, aching to be set free. 
 
    “I thought the problem was that love doesn’t last. But now I think the problem with my parents’ marriage was that neither of them fought for it. And when I confronted you at the bar that night… I was prepared to give up, too.” 
 
    Grant nods, and I realize then that his own eyes have gone misty and bright. A tear falls past his sooty ashes and I laugh in the strangest, most surreal way as I use my thumb to wipe it away. 
 
    “Real love isn’t perfect. It’s really fucking messy, and that really fucking scares me,” I say. I take a deep breath, holding it in my chest for just a moment. “But I want it. Like someone wise once told me, I’ve felt how good this can be, and I want it again. I’m going to fight like hell to keep it. Give me the tension. The awkwardness. Give me the ordinary. I want it all, Grant. I want you.” 
 
    For a moment, he says nothing. Our bodies just shake as we clutch each other, and I’m fully aware that we probably look like a real romance cliché as we stand in this parking lot together. 
 
    Then Grant’s mouth opens, and he laughs again. He laughs and laughs and laughs and pulls me closer and plants another world-altering kiss onto my lips. 
 
    “God, Thirteen. You’ve turned into such a sap while I was away.” 
 
    I smack him on the arm, grinning. “You take that back.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “You’re totally going to start writing me haikus, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Oh! Do you want to get matching tattoos of each other’s names? Maybe put out a page in the paper where you tell the world how you’re so obsessed with me?” 
 
    I punch his arm, and he sinks his mouth into mine again. When he pulls back, his smile is somehow even broader. 
 
    “Tell me you love me,” he whispers. “I want to hear it one more time.” 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper back. 
 
    His grin gets bigger. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you!” 
 
    He steps back, letting me go to beat his chest like Tarzan. A group of caterers are walking into the building, and they pause to send each other puzzled looks. “I love this woman!” 
 
    “Oh my God, stop,” I beg him, laughing despite myself. “Ya know, if I wrote this scene into a book, I would never believe it.” 
 
    He laughs against my lips as he goes for another kiss. “We’re gonna have to work on that attitude, chihuahua.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    “Cay.” 
 
    Grant turns to my sister, holding his champagne flute close to his chest as he sends her his most charming smile. 
 
    “You deserve the world,” he says. “You are an incredible sister and friend and partner. All our lives are better having had you in it. When Remy first met you, he was coasting. You changed his life and we’re all glad you did. You deserve breakfast in bed, pampering on the weekends, and unconditional support in all you do.” 
 
    I glance over at my sister. To my surprise, her bright blue eyes are misted over. She reaches across Remy to take Grant’s hand and squeeze it. 
 
    “You deserve the best man out there,” Grant says. “And so we’re all really grateful you settled for our pal Remy before you could find that guy.” 
 
    There’s a ripple of laughter through the tables. Cay pinches her lips tight in disapproval, but I note how the corner of her mouth twitches up as she fights a smile. 
 
    “But seriously,” Grant continues. He clears his throat and holds out his flute. Even though he’s giving his toast to the crowd, he doesn’t bother hiding how he glances over at me where I’m seated next to my sister. My breath catches as I’m reminded of that first wedding and the wink he’d suppressed just for me. “You bring out the best in one another. Where he falls short, you pick up. Where you might falter, he’s there to catch you. May life bless you with an eternity of happiness to come. Or, at least, may it bless you with a high sex drive into seniorhood and neighbors who don’t register noise complaints.” 
 
    There’s a choking sound from one end of the table. I look over to see my sister beating on my mother’s back; I’m pretty sure she’s managed to choke on her own spit. 
 
    Grant doesn’t care. He just raises his glass higher. 
 
    “To Remy and Cay.” 
 
    “To Remy and Cay.” 
 
    Soft jazz music picks up, and feedback squeals as the band leader taps his microphone on stage. 
 
    “We’d like to invite the special couple out for their first dance.” 
 
    Cay pushes back from the table, and I help her to collect her dress so it doesn’t get trapped around the chair legs. 
 
    “Sorry about Grant,” I whisper. 
 
    She just smirks and reaches out one hand to softly touch my cheek. “Be sure to punish him later for those jokes, alright? But if you pull out chains and whips and he likes it… stop.” 
 
    I laugh. Cay waggles her fingers at me before taking Remy’s hand and letting him lead her out to the dance floor. 
 
    As I watch them go, I see Grant getting up to join me. I start to wave him over when I feel a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Eleanor, can I have a moment?” 
 
    I turn, and my skin goes tight. My father is sitting beside me now, clasping his hands into a tight ball on the table as he focuses down on them. I clear my throat, bracing myself as I shift in my seat to fully face him. 
 
    “I haven’t stopped thinking about our conversation at the rehearsal dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” I look down at my own lap, the back of my neck prickling in anticipation of where this conversation might go. 
 
    “Ellie, I know I wasn’t always…” His voice fades out. He looks up at me then, and his eyes are burning just as bright as my sister’s were a few moments ago. “Ellie, I don’t know what that whole conversation was about last night, but I know your sister was asking on your behalf. And I know—” He clears his throat “—I know you’ve probably wondered those things for a long time. I know you avoid my text messages. Sometimes when I walk into a room and take you by surprise, I see how your body stiffens at the sight of me.” 
 
    My throat is thick. I shake my head. “Dad, it’s not—” 
 
    He holds up one hand and closes his eyes, just for a moment. “I can’t change what happened between me and your mother. But I can change how things go forward with you. I will always fight for you. Maybe I haven’t done my best job in the last few years, but I’ll be better. I will.” 
 
    He blinks up at me, and my heart constricts. 
 
    I think he means it. 
 
    My dad isn’t perfect. Christ, I never once pretended he was. He’ll probably have a million missteps in the future, a million shortcomings. After all, I’m a romance writer: I know that no one changes overnight. But still, there’s something in his eyes that seems to want to change. Something earnest. 
 
    I hold my breath as I reach out to take his hand. 
 
    “I’ll be better, too,” I say. “I’ll fight, too.” 
 
    For a moment, he just holds my gaze and softly smiles at me. I didn’t expect a monologue or some deep admission of paternal love. This feels… about right. 
 
    “Well,” he says, finally pushing his chair away from the table. “Order of events says the father-daughter dance is next. Better limber up.” 
 
    “Um, I hope I’ll get the next one of those,” I say. “When it’s my turn to get married.” 
 
    His soft smile broadens. “It would be my honor.” 
 
    There’s a twinge in my chest. I’ve never allowed myself to really think about my own wedding one day. And I’ve certainly never said anything about it out loud. 
 
    It feels pretty damn strange to hear the words, but even stranger to realize… they’re not completely terrifying? I smile at Dad, just nodding my head as I press my lips tightly together. 
 
    As my father steps away, there’s a tap on my shoulder. I turn as Grant slides into the chair Cay vacated, already working on clearing my mess of plates and napkins. 
 
    “You know the ball is in your court for that one.” He makes the remark with an exaggerated air of nonchalance, but I note how his eyes crinkle with a suppressed smile. “I think we both know I’d look incredible in a custom wedding tux. And God, I’d be a kickass husband.” 
 
    I snort. “Lord, you’re still so cocky.” 
 
    “But you have to initiate.” 
 
    He looks up at me then, and wraps his arm around my shoulders. As he pulls me tight, I’m reminded of that day on the Zipper. My heart is pounding just as fast now as it was then. 
 
    “You’ll have to propose,” he continues. “When the time comes.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and flick his thigh. “Isn’t it enough that I let you unpack your day bag at my place last night, and promised you could unload your boxes when we get them back from Suwanee?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m very happy to take moving in together for now,” he says. “Watch out, Wells. I sing in the shower. Your dirty kitchen is about to get so reorganized. Oh, and I watch cartoons like a preteen every Saturday morning. It’s tradition and I’m a man-boy stuck in my ways.” 
 
    “You can do all of that,” I say with a laugh. “But you’re still the man in this relationship. When it’s time—” 
 
    “When it’s time,” Grant says, taking my chin in his hand. He tilts my face so I have to look him dead in the eye. “I want the ball to be in your court so I know I haven’t pushed you too far. So I know you’re beyond ready, and all that stupid trauma is in the past. I want you to propose, and then I’ll take things from there. One small concession, Thirteen, in exchange for a lifetime of pampering.” 
 
    “And you’re okay if I take a long time to get there?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Take all the time you need. But just know I have high standards for the proposal.” 
 
    I raise one eyebrow and smirk. “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “I have a short list of sky writers I’d be happy to forward to you,” he says. “There’s also the Copper Springs Baptist Church boys’ choir. I hear they do a lovely rendition of ‘I’ll Make Love to You.’” 
 
    I bark with laughter. “God, how do you come up with this stuff?” 
 
    Grant’s grin only widens, and he tucks me in closer to his body. “I will also accept you crossing the moors like in an Austen novel to fall on one knee. I’ll take any instance of my ring being hidden in dessert or a champagne flute, as long as you don’t let me choke. Or I’d like—” 
 
    “How about I just drag you to the courthouse one day and we get matching ring tattoos? Then you bring me back to the apartment and rock my world because you know you’re just so goddamn lucky you found me?” 
 
    “Thirteen, you take all the fun out of my prep work.” 
 
    I snuggle in closer. I breathe deep, relishing the scent of him that I’ve come to know and love. 
 
    “You need a new tattoo anyway,” I murmur into his lapel. “Something to offset Rose Nylund inked on your—” 
 
    He stands up then, dragging me by the elbow to follow him away from the table and out to the dance floor. 
 
    “That’s it. You just earned a swing dance when Remy and Cay are done.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    *** 
 
    Did you enjoy Jumpstarted? The next book in the series, Stalled, is available for purchase on Amazon now. Each book in the Mechanics on Main series features a different couple and may be enjoyed in any order. 
 
    Please join Ava Munroe’s mailing list via her website for exclusive sales and freebies, great book recs, and fun tidbits about her day to day. You can find her at www.avamunroe.com. Let’s stay in touch! 
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